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Abstract

Meditation, Repentance, and Visionary Experience in Early Medieval Chinese Buddhism
by

Eric Matthew Greene

Doctor of Philosophy in Buddhist Studies
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Robert H. Sharf, Chair

This dissertation explores the development of Buddhist meditation in China between 400 and
600 CE. Although texts discussing Buddhist meditation were known in China from the end of
the second century, only during this period did it become a commonly practiced form of
Buddhist training, and did Indian meditation masters come to China in appreciable numbers.
Focusing on a body of meditation texts written in China during the first half of the fifth century,
I argue that Chinese Buddhists came to understand the practice and meaning of Buddhist
meditation in relation to rituals of repentance, which during this time became the core of
Buddhist liturgical life. Meditation was thought to produce a state of visionary sensitivity in
which practitioners would obtain visions attesting to their karmic purity or impurity, and hence
to either the success of or need for rituals of repentance.
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Conventions

All translations into English are mine unless otherwise noted.

Transcriptions of Chinese are given in Pinyin, and when citing modern authors who have used
other systems I have converted any relevant words to Pinyin.

Chinese words have been romanized following the American Library Association-Library of

Congress guidelines (http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/chinese.pdf), which in
general call for a space between each character (lao shi % F#) except for toponyms (Beijing #*

%) and proper names (Zhiyi ##).

“Song dynasty” refers to the so-called Liu Song %] % dynasty (420—479 CE) unless otherwise
noted.

The notation for textual emendation of primary sources in Chinese is as given in the introduction
to appendix three.

For all other abbreviations, see the bibliography.
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Introduction: Buddhist Meditation in China

Introduction: Buddhist Meditation in China

The earliest surviving Chinese translations of Indian Buddhist texts are those traditionally
attributed to An Shigao % &' % (fl. 149-168)," active in the Chinese capital of Luoyang ;% I
during the waning years of the Han dynasty. An Shigao coined dozens of Chinese translations for
the technical vocabulary of Indian Buddhism, most of which continued to be used for centuries,
and many of which remain part of the standard Chinese Buddhist lexicon to this day. His basic
approach was remarkably consistent—titles of people or offices (such as bhiksu, sSramana, or
buddha) were transcribed, but other technical terms were translated. Though some of these
translations were of dubious philological accuracy, An Shigao evidently felt comfortable at least
trying to find Chinese equivalents for a host of difficult terms, such as nirvana, samsara, and
karma, words that, by way of comparison, often remain untranslated in modern writings on
Buddhism. There was, however, one important term that An Shigao might have tried to translate
but did not, dhyana, which in its Chinese transcription chan 34 became and has remained the
most basic Chinese word for “Buddhist meditation.”

That An Shigao did not attempt to translate this word suggests that the practice of
Buddhist meditation had no satisfactory parallels in the pre-Buddhist Chinese imaginaire.>
Indeed unlike in English, where we must preface “meditation” with “Buddhist,” in China there
never was anything other than “Buddhist” chan. More so even than fo @, buddha, which on the
popular level ultimately becomes a more or less generic designation for a god, the term chan
remained exclusively Buddhist.’ As scholars have pointed out, despite the ubiquity of “Buddhist
meditation” in the modern West, and the claims made concerning the centrality of this discipline
in traditional Buddhism, it is surprisingly difficult to specify precisely what we mean by this
word or to find an exact equivalent for it in Indian Buddhist languages.* In China, however, the

1 All dates are CE unless otherwise specified. For the sake of convenience I will refer to An Shigao as if he were a
single person solely responsible for the translations carried out under his name. In reality it is almost certain that
these texts were translated through a complex process involving numerous actors, and as with many later Indian
or Central Asian “translators” in China An Shigao’s own role may have been rather limited.

2 It has often been argued, in contrast, that perceived similarities between Buddhist and “Daoist” meditation
fostered initial Chinese interest in these practices. I have elsewhere argued that this conclusion is largely without
foundation. See Eric M. Greene (n.d.), “Healing Breaths and Rotting Bones: On the relationship between
Buddhist and Chinese meditation practices during the Han-Three Kingdoms period,” unpublished paper.

3 There does eventually develop in China a pan-sectarian notion of “meditation,” captured in modern Mandarin
using expressions such as da zuo = & (“sit [in meditation]”). Note that the practices often seen as pre-Buddhist
Chinese parallels to Buddhist meditation do not specify a seated posture, and indeed often explicitly recommend
that they take place while lying down (Maspero 1987, 501-515). Eventually, however, some forms of Daoist
cultivation do come to take place in the Buddhist posture for seated meditation, and by the Song dynasty (960—
1279) even the Confucians were proposing that “silent sitting” (jing zuo # &) be done in the Buddhist cross-
legged (jia fu ¥ %) posture (Gernet 1981, 292). It is interesting to note that what links these activities is a
physical posture, not a mode of thought, and in this respect the perceived connection is rather different than in
the diverse disciplines united by the English word “meditation.”

4 Sponberg 1986. As Sponberg points out, the terms in Indian Buddhist languages denoting what we would like
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situation is clearer, perhaps because unlike their Indian counterparts Chinese Buddhists were not
obliged to explain how their program of cross-legged exertion differed from outwardly similar
practices of other sects.’ So too prior to the seventh century, when new debates within Chinese
Buddhism occasionally gave the word chan a polemical status, there was little disagreement
about the importance or value of chan, at least theoretically. Accordingly whatever the
difficulties of circumscribing the topic of “Buddhist meditation” within Buddhism as a whole, in
the case of Chinese Buddhism the practice and theory of chan provides a clear object of study.®

This dissertation is an attempt to explicate certain aspects of the Chinese understanding
of chan as it developed between roughly 400 and 600 CE, with an emphasis on sources dating
from the first half of the fifth century. My reasons for focusing on this time period in particular
are twofold. First, though texts discussing chan had been known in China since the time of An
Shigao, as I will argue in chapter one only beginning in the early fifth century did appreciable
numbers of Chinese Buddhists actually take up this practice in an organized or regular form.
Second, this is when Chinese compositions (as opposed to translations of Indian texts)
specifically devoted to chan first appear, something almost certainly connected to the increasing
importance of chan as an actual practice. Though these texts quickly entered the Chinese
Buddhist canon and are normative and prescriptive in character, they were composed in an
environment in which chan practice was fast becoming a regular part of Chinese Buddhist
monastic life, at least for some. Thus while we do not know to what extent the specific
meditation techniques they proposed were ever put into practice, these texts are not merely
theoretical reflections. Even if the authors of these texts did not themselves engage in any of the
stipulated practices, contemporaneous readers would have taken them as attempts to explain
practices that were just then beginning to have a real presence within Chinese Buddhism. Indeed
it was during this time period, I will suggest, that certain key ideas about the nature, meaning,
and practice of Buddhist meditation became established, ideas that would continue to inform the
Chinese approach to this discipline in the ensuing centuries.

The importance of this period in the development of the Chinese understanding of
Buddhist meditation has, moreover, generally been overlooked. This is owing at least in part to
the historically strong influence of Japanese sectarian considerations on the study of medieval
Chinese Buddhism. Since the later lineages of Chinese Buddhism most associated with

“Buddhist meditation” to denote tend to be either too narrow, referring to specific states of absorption (dhyana,
samadhi, samapatti), or too broad, referring to nearly all aspects of religious practice (bhavana). The word yoga
may also be an appropriate equivalent to “Buddhist meditation,” but this term is not used in early Buddhist
writings, and was adopted only later when Buddhism entered into a period of more direct dialog and
confrontation with Brahmanism (Bronkhorst 2011, 165-167).

5 Thus Sponberg (see previous note) ultimate concludes that what we usually call “Buddhist meditation” is
“dhyana undertaken for the sake of bhavanda,” and this caveat is necessary because the tradition considers that
dhyana is something also practiced by non-Buddhists. In China, however, chan # was usually assumed to be
something undertaken to achieve Buddhist goals.

6 Throughout this dissertation, unless otherwise specified, the words “meditation,” “Buddhist meditation,” or
“meditation practice” can be assumed to be English translations of chan, though in chapter three I will propose
that when chan refers to a specific state of consciousness, that is to say the hoped-for fruit of the practice of
meditation, it should be translated as “trance.”
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meditation practice were Chan (3)’ and Tiantai (% ), both of which eventually became
distinct institutions in Japan, Japanese scholars have tended to approach the early development
of Chinese Buddhist meditation through the traditional historiography of these schools. This has
led to a great deal of interest in the distinctive approach to meditative cultivation associated with
early Chan (beginning primarily from the late seventh century), as well as a large scholarly
output concerning the meditation teachings associated with Zhiyi ## (538-597), founder of
the Tiantai tradition.®

One problem with the sectarian approach is that it tends to ignore everything that came
before. The early Tiantai writings in particular have generally been seen as the wellspring from
which most later Chinese approaches to meditation derive, even though from a historical point of
view they loom as large as they do in the minds of scholars only because almost all other sixth-
century Chinese writings on chan, of which we know there were many, have been lost.” But
perhaps more perniciously, each side tends to see its founders as the progenitors of a unique and
unprecedented form of meditation, viewing all other approaches as representative of
“traditional” Indian understanding. Those studying Chan have thus tended to see Zhiyi as
promoting a traditionally Indian “gradual” conception of meditation, one that Chan went beyond
through its teachings of “sudden” awakening.'’ In contrast Tiantai scholars have seen in Zhiyi’s
later writings (which in Tiantai historiography are the full expression of Zhiyi’s thought) a
criticism of the exclusive emphasis on concentration meditation (dhyana, i.e. chan) characteristic
of both early Chan and generic “Indian” or “Hinayana” meditation practice."

Regardless of which side one chooses to exalt as its final flowering, the Chinese
understanding of Buddhist meditation is thus assumed to have had little or no independent
development prior to the late sixth century. Indian approaches, on the level of both theory and
practice, are accordingly assumed to have arrived in China at an unspecified date and simply
continued unaltered until being revolutionized by either Zhiyi or Bodhidharma depending on
one’s chosen perspective. Common sense suggests that this model, more often implied than
actually argued for, cannot be entirely correct. Nevertheless Chinese approaches to Buddhist
meditation prior to the late sixth century have remained more or less unexplored. These are what
I will attempt to uncover in this dissertation. And though the sources that give us access to these
earlier Chinese traditions do not necessarily reveal the nuances of their historical development

7 Following scholars such as T. Griffith Foulk I restrict the word Chan (capital “c”) to those groups who beginning
in the late seventh century traced their spiritual lineage to Bodhidharma (Foulk 2007). While those claiming
such lineage did often attempt to appropriate the word chan, i.e. “Buddhist meditation,” this appropriation was
multifaceted, and they did not simply endorse meditation practice as it was understood by other Chinese
Buddhists. Moreover other groups continued to use the word chan in a non-sectarian way, though this became
more difficult as the influence of the Chan lineage grew and the word chan became more and more associated
with it.

8 Zhiyi would not have thought of himself in these terms, and the notion of a Tiantai lineage developed only
slowly in the years after his death (Penkower 1992 and 2000; Chen 1999).

9 The Tiantai texts were preserved only because they were taken to Japan and Korea during the Tang dynasty,
from where they were reintroduced to China in the tenth century (Brose 2008).

10 See for example Bielefeldt 1988, 78—106 who, though providing a nuanced account of how early Chan
meditation teachings departed from the standards set by Zhiyi, tends to equate Zhiyi’s approach with
“traditional” Indian methods of meditation. A similar approach is taken by McRae 1992.

11 Sekiguchi 1969, 123-142
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during the fifth and sixth centuries, they do allow us to reconstruct some of the most important
and shared features of how chan was thought about during this time, and what mastering and
practicing it was thought to entail.

Most of the sources I will draw from have been known to scholars of Chinese Buddhism
and are contained within the so-called Chinese Buddhist canon (da zang jing ~ % ). Despite
their ready availability, their importance for our understanding of the history and development of
Chinese approaches to Buddhist meditation during the fifth and sixth centuries has not been
sufficiently appreciated.'> Here again at least some blame can be laid at the feet of the Japanese
sectarian approach to Chinese Buddhist history, as the two key texts I will draw from, the
Scripture on the Secret Essential Methods of Chan (Chan mi yao fa jing 3 45%& = 5., Chan
Essentials hereafter) and the Essential Methods for Curing Chan Sickness (Zhi chan bing mi yao
fa i¢ A #6% % Methods for Curing hereafter), have usually been examined not in connection
with later Chinese writings on chan, which given their titles and content one might expect to be
the logical point of comparison, but as the background material for understanding the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation (Guan wu liang shou fo jing B.#& & & # %), a so-called
apocryphal Chinese scripture compiled sometime during the fifth century that serves as a key
text in the Japanese Pure-land (Jodo i# # ) schools.

As I will discuss in chapter two there is indeed a close historical connection between
these texts, and also a larger corpus of fifth-century Chinese scriptures known as the
Contemplation Scriptures (guan jing #BL5). If the goal is to contextualize the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation, the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are thus indeed quite helpful. The
problem, however, is the tendency to approach these sources only as precursors to the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation. On the one hand this results in examining primarily those
features of the texts that directly pertain to their supposed successor(s)."”” On the other hand it
means that scholars have tended to overlook the importance of these texts for understanding later
Chinese approaches to chan. This is because in the traditional Japanese reading the key import of
the Immeasurable Life Contemplation is the promotion of a non-meditative'* practice of intoning
the name of Amitabha, something that supposedly replaced the various complex meditative
practices previously considered necessary for salvation."” The Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing have thus been seen as part of a tradition of meditation practice that, while perhaps
popular in Central Asia, was superseded in China by the “Pure-land” practices of the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation, practices that were, supposedly, sharply distinguished from
chan per se.'

12 In English, the most detailed study of many of the major sources I will use in this dissertation is Yamabe 1999b,
and Yamabe’s studies have been instrumental in my work on this material.

13 Thus most Japanese studies of the Chan Essentials have focused on how this text treats “contemplating the
Buddha” (guan fo #.#) or “bringing to mind the Buddha” (nian fo % #), the main practice promoted in the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation.

14 In the traditional terminology, san %x as opposed to ding <_ (this later word, it must be noted, is usually
considered equivalent to chan 3&).

15 For a consideration of the difficulty in separating “Pure-land” and “Chan” approaches to liberation in somewhat
later times, see Sharf 2002b, though his study concerns Chan more so than chan.

16 A further point is that both the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are, with only a few exceptions, patently
non-Mahayana in both narrative style and assumed soteriology, while the Immeasurable Life Contemplation

4
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In this dissertation I thus aim to break free of the sectarian typologies that have informed
scholarly approaches to early Chinese Buddhist meditation and in the process uncover certain
features of a basic Chinese understanding of chan that, I will argue, crystallized during the first
half of the fifth century. The traditions of meditation that developed during this time, both the
concrete regimes of practice (whose existence can be known only indirectly) and the texts that
those who followed or promoted such practices produced, seem to have come into being in south
China during the Song dynasty (420—479 CE), a time and place during which were active a large
number of Indian missionaries claiming to be, or at least remembered as, “meditation masters”
(chan shi # ¥ ), a title not used in Chinese Buddhism prior to this time. The Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing can be read, I will suggest, as stemming from this milieu, and as
reflecting the understanding that developed among the followers of these foreign meditation
masters, who seem to have established the first enduring traditions of Buddhist meditation
practice in China.

Such is the basic historical context within which I will situate my study of fifth- and
sixth-century Chinese Buddhist meditation texts. As for the questions I will attempt to answer,
stated in broadest terms they are twofold. The first concerns the nature and meaning of the
experiences Buddhist meditation was thought to produce; the second concerns the way these
experiences were understood to relate to other forms of Buddhist ritual and practice. Put slightly
differently, what was meditation thought to do, and what were people thought to do with
meditation? Although these questions are quite general, they are, I believe, foundational. To a
great extent the concept of “meditation” has been naturalized in scholarly discussions on
Buddhism, such that “meditation texts” and “meditation practices” are often mentioned without
feeling the need to specify just what kind of thing “meditation” really is or was thought to be in
these cases. Part of my aim in this dissertation has thus been to question some of these
assumptions, or at least to look at them afresh in the context of a careful analysis of a cohesive
body of primary sources usually described using this word.

I thus begin with the question of experience, and in particular the “meditative
experiences” thought to result from meditation practice. Because my own approach to this
question will differ somewhat from them, I must first discuss, if only schematically, the principal
ways that scholars of religion, and so-called mysticism and Buddhist meditation more
particularly, have approached this at times controversial topic. For heuristic purposes three basic
methodologies may be distinguished, which I will refer to as the “perennialist,” “constructivist,”
and “performative.”"’

(and indeed the remainder of the Contemplation Scriptures) are in contrast written in the style of Mahayana
scriptures and present distinctly Mahayana ideas. As I will discuss in chapter one, scholarly analysis of the
history of Chinese Buddhist meditation has tended to conflate “Hinayana” with “Indian.” Apparently
“Hinayana” texts such as the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are often assumed to have been of little
interest or influence in China, and to have served only as the precursors or raw materials out of which Chinese
approaches to meditation were devised.

17 The designations “perennialist” and “constructivist” are relatively common in the literature (e.g. Forman 1990).

5
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In the perennialist approach “religious experience” explains religion.' The doctrines,
rituals, and literature of religious traditions are explained as the expressions of one or many
experiences. The “constructivist” approach, which became dominant in the academy beginning
in the 1970s," is the precise opposite of this—experiences become what need to be explained.
Among scholars favoring this understanding so-called mystical experiences, taken by the
perennialists as prior to language and culture, are discussed as “constructed” from the beliefs,
practices, and expectations of those who have them, and exploration of these domains is taken as
a way of explaining those experiences.”

Scholars studying Buddhist meditation have if not followed then at least mirrored these
contrasting approaches. It was thus once common to interpret Buddhist doctrines as elaborations
of meditative experiences.”' The contrasting approach, which emerged later, was in keeping with
the constructivists—rather than explaining Buddhist doctrines as interpretations of meditative
experiences some scholars began to think of Buddhist meditation as the generation of
“deliberately contrived exemplifications of Buddhist doctrine.”* In this understanding Buddhist
meditation texts are not records of the experiences of past virtuosos, but practical guidebooks for
inculcating experiences that conform to the expectations of the tradition.

What I will dub the “performative” approach can be seen as a criticism of both the
perennialists and the constructivists.”® Rather than positing experience as an explanation (in the
manner of the perennialists) or trying to explain the experiences people claim to have (as would
the constructivists), the “performative” approach questions the explanatory value of the category
“experience” at all, since “experience” as an inner event to which the subject has privileged
access by definition cannot impinge on publicly available discourse.*

To this methodological question about how we might use, or not, the category
“experience” to interpret or explain our data, Robert Sharf adds a historical conclusion specific

18 Only beginning in the late 18™ century was “religious experience” discussed in the now familiar terms. This idea
is usually traced to Schleirmacher, who argued that the essence of religion was an inner, personal “intuition” or
“feeling” (Proudfoot 1985). However Schleirmacher did not himself use the word “experience” (Erlebnis), and
his ideas were linked to debates about “religious experience,” a term originally used in the context of conversion
experiences among Anglo-American Protestants, only towards the end of the 19" century (Taves 2004).

19 The 1978 publication of Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis edited by Steven Katz, though not the beginning
of the revolution, marks the moment when it had gotten fully under way. Precursors to the constructivist trend
can be found from the very beginning of the modern study of mysticism, and one scholar has noted Rufus M.
Jones’ Studies in Mystical Religion from 1909 as perhaps the earliest example (Almond 1990, 212).

20 Wayne Proudfoot’s Religious Experience stands as the most articulate presentation of this position. Scholars
must, he suggests, ultimately provide an explanation, an account of “why the subject was confronted with this
particular set of alternative ways of understanding his experience and why he employed the one he did”
(Proudfoot 1985, 223).

21 See for example Conze 1968, 213. For a sophisticated attempt to demonstrate this in the case of one particular
doctrine, see Schmithausen 1973. For a more recent analysis in this vein, see Obeyesekere 2012, 19-30.

22 Gimello 1978, 193

23 For the purposes of this introduction the “performative” approach is that articulated by Sharf 1995 and 1998. For
criticisms of Sharf’s attempts to apply this approach to Buddhism and Buddhist meditation, see Gyatso 1999 and
Dreyfus 2011.

24 As Sharf puts its, “while experience—constructed as that which is ‘immediately present’—may indeed be both
irrefutable and indubitable, we must remember that whatever epistemological certainty experience may offer is
gained only at the expense of any possible discursive meaning or signification” (Sharf 1998, 114).

6
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to Buddhism—namely, that taking the telos of religious forms to lie in a special kind of personal
experience is a modern rather than traditional way of approaching Buddhism in general and
Buddhist meditation in particular. Buddhists, Sharf argues, did not partake of our post-Cartesian
sensibilities in which inner experience stands over and against outward performance. Not
judging personal experiences privileged sources of authority or knowledge, they did not seek
them out through meditation (its commonly understood purpose) but rather aimed to embody the
Buddhist teachings, to “enact” rather than generate ideal states of experience through, loosely
put, “ritual,” an activity that Sharf insists should not be thought of as mere show.” Sharf does
not deny that Buddhist meditators had experiences, but he suggests that such experiences “were
not considered the goal of practice,” and moreover considers that Buddhists themselves, at least
the sophisticated ones, appreciated the epistemological problems inherent in any attempt to
ground public claims to authority in private experiences.*

My own approach to these questions begins with the recognition that what we have
before us are texts, not experiences. The primary subject of my investigation is thus not
meditative experiences per se, but the understanding of meditative experience that fifth-century
Chinese chan texts presuppose. And indeed these texts speak of little else, such that we cannot
help but confront this question. Their “rhetoric of meditative experience,” however, is indeed
very different from what Sharf identifies in the case of modernist Buddhist movements, the
“extolling [of] experience as a superior form of knowledge, i.e. superior to ‘second-hand’
knowledge gleaned from teachers or texts,”*’ and in contrast to this our texts patently assume
that the significance of meditative experiences will not be transparent to the subject. Accordingly
though I will follow Sharf and refrain from applying what he calls the “hermeneutic of
experience” (invoking “experience” as either an explanation or what is explained),” I will not
ignore what these texts have to say about the importance of the personal experiences obtained
through meditation. Rather I will take as the object of my study the strategies the texts
themselves use for interpreting or explaining the significance of the experiences they assume
people will have.

The most important meditative experiences discussed by texts such as the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing are what I will call “verificatory visions,” a concept that |
will introduce in chapter one. I use the term “visions” because they are presented as the sudden
arising of new objects of consciousness described in primarily visual terms, as something the
meditator suddenly “sees.” By “verificatory” I mean that these visions are not significant merely
as acts of perception or as the acquisition of knowledge relative to the object seen. Rather the
occurrence of the vision—having this particular experience—is deemed to signify something
about the person to whom it appears. Indeed given the assumption that meditation is part of a
path to liberation, all meditative experiences in Buddhism must have been understood to have
this quality, at least in part. Even when the results of meditation are said to be insight into some

25 Sharf 1995, 269; Sharf 2005

26 Sharf 1998, 99

27 Sharf 1995, 269

28 Sharf ascribes a “hermeneutic of experience” to modernist Buddhists or modern scholars who interpret the
ultimate referent of Buddhist rituals, doctrines, or texts as specific, identifiable experiences in the minds of
practitioners (Sharf 1995).
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particular doctrinal truth, the point is not that by having such an experience the meditator finally
becomes convinced of these truths or finally understands what they really mean; or at least this is
not the only point. Having such an insight has soteriological value, and this means that having
this experience “verifies” that the meditator has reached a certain level of attainment.”

While all accounts of Buddhist meditation are thus predicated on the idea that meditative
attainment is “verificatory” in this manner, the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing
illustrate this point particularly clearly because they describe “verificatory visions” that are
symbolic. 1 use symbol here in the tradition of Peirce’s tripartite division of signs into icons,
indexes, and symbols**—a symbol has only a conventional relationship to its object, contrasted
with an icon, which designates by way of similarity or likeness (such as a map) or by partaking
in the very substance of what is designated (a lover’s hair), and an index, which has a dynamic or
temporal connection to its object (such as a stop sign, whose location indexes the place where
one should stop, or crying, which indexes the presence of sadness).”

To understand what I mean when I say that in the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing meditative experiences (in particular “verificatory visions™) are symbolic we may
contrast them with the way that the stages of Buddhist meditation are more typically depicted
and, more to the point, the way such accounts are typically read. Consider the canonical stock
passage describing the first dhyana, the most basic attainment of Buddhist meditation:

Here, oh monks, having separated from desires, having separated from unwholesome
dharmas, a monk reaches to and then abides in the first dhydna, which is accompanied by
applied and sustained thought, and endowed with bliss and joy.*

29 This makes Buddhist accounts of meditative experience rather different from the classical descriptions of
mystical experience given by William James or others, where mystical experiences are sources of direct or
unmediated knowledge, and are deemed important largely because they prove, at least to the subject, the
existence of God or attest to other potentially disputed religious truths. As those who have studied the notion of
religious experience have noted, the elaboration of this concept since the late 18™ century has occurred largely in
a polemical context where the validity of religious truths were being questioned (Proudfoot 1985; Taves 1999).
One reason for appealing to supposedly direct, unmediated “experience” was thus to forestall criticism about
such truths—these things are known to be true because they have been observed using a faculty carrying the
objective validity of sense perception, the basis upon which scientific truths are established. (The similarity
between mystical experiences and sensory perception is a major theme in The Varieties of Religious Experience.)
And while Buddhist doctrinal texts do, in the context of polemical debate, sometimes aver to “yogic perception”
(yogi-pratyaksa) as proof (pramana) for certain truths, Buddhist meditation texts almost always preach to the
choir, presuming that the truths of Buddhism are accepted by the reader or practitioner. Directly perceiving these
truths through insight is thus held to be significant not because this is what finally allows the practitioner to be
convinced that they are true, but because this is what attests to the practitioner’s attainment of specific stages
along the path to awakening. In East Asia this understanding indeed seems to have often been explicit, and one
of the most basic words for soteriologically significant meditative attainment is zheng ¥, “verification.”

30 Peirce 1955. See also Burks 1949. In Peirce’s writings these terms refer not to different signs but different
relationships between what he calls the “sign form” and the “object,” what Saussure would call the signifier and
the signified (Hanks 1996, 39). My attempts here to apply Peircian terminology to something like experience,
which is not overtly framed as an act of communication, is deeply indebted to Rappaport’s use of this framework
in his analysis of ritual and religion more generally (Rappaport 1979, 173-246; 1999).

31 A stop sign also communicates symbolically in that only by convention does an octagonal red placard at a street
intersection mean “stop.” The indexical component is the “here” of the placard’s full meaning, “stop here.”

32 Idha bhikkhave bhikku vivecc' eva kamehi vivicca askulalehi dhammehi savitakam savicaram vivekajam
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The typical approach is to assume that this provides both an ontological account of what the first
dhyana is and a phenomenological account of what it is like to reach it or abide in it. Because the
discussion here concerns, at least in part, the mind and consciousness (though “bliss” is
interpreted as a bodily sensation), our Cartesian habits make this reading natural. But when we
consider the “verificatory” character of meditative attainment the arguably more important
question is a semiotic one—what is it that verifies or communicates to the meditator (or anyone
else) that the first dhyana has indeed been obtained? When we assume that for meditative states
there is a one to one correspondence between ontology and phenomenology then the semiotic
question has a trivial answer—a description of what the first dhyana is is also a statement about
the experience that verifies that one has reached it.

In Peircian terms we may say that a phenomenological reading of Buddhist meditation
texts assumes, among other things, that the semiosis of meditative experience is exclusively
iconic—that, for example, what communicates the attainment of dhyana can only be an
experience describable in terms reminiscent of or equal to the ontology of the first dhyana itself
as a particular mental (and also perhaps bodily) state. This seems to be at least part of what we
might mean by saying that the experience of verification is direct.”> However traditional
Buddhist meditation texts rarely give clear reasons for assuming this reading. Thus the canonical
account of the first dhyana cited above does not say, after listing the mental and bodily factors
present in the first dhyana, that verification of the attainment of the first dhyana takes place only
by direct observation of those self-same factors. In fact early Buddhist sources are generally
silent as to how meditative attainments are to be verified.

The later “meditation manuals™ that I will examine in this dissertation address such
questions directly. Thus in the Meditation Scripture (Zuo chan san mei jing ¥ # = pf /&), a
fifth-century Chinese translation of an Indian meditation manual that I will discuss in more detail
in chapter one, the method for obtaining dhyana through the so-called “contemplation of
impurity” (in which the meditator focuses his mind on a skeleton) concludes as follows:

If the mind remains fixed for a long time [on the bones] then it will begin to accord with
the factors of dhyana. When one obtains dhyana there are three signs. [First,] the body
will feel blissful, relaxed, and at ease. [Second,] from the white bones [that the meditator
has been contemplating] light will stream forth, as if they were made of white jade.
[Third,] the mind becomes calm and still.*

This passage, parallels to which occur in many contemporaneous sources, reveals a concern not
merely with methods for reaching dhyana or with the mental factors that characterize it, but with
providing experiential criteria for determining when dhyana has in fact been obtained.

pitisukham pathamam jhanam upasampajja viharati (SN, 5.307).

33 Part of what those who have emphasized the immediate or direct nature of “religious experience” seem to be
trying to describe is what I here call an “iconic” experience. Indeed those who discuss such experiences often
explicitly contrast them to “symbolic” forms of knowledge or communication. See for example Wayne
Proudfoot’s discussion of Schleirmacher and those following after him (Proudfoot 1985, 1-40; note in particular
the examples from the writings of Ernst Cassirer on p.26-27).

34 For more details on this passage see chapter 1.
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Three signs are given here whereby a meditator can know that dhydana has been obtained.
Two of them—the relaxed body and the calm mind—can indeed be though of as iconic because
they are similar to the factors that actually characterize the state of dhyana. But the third sign
cannot. Here verification occurs not through an internal observation of the mind or body but
through a change in the object of the mind. In other words the meditator has a vision. Because
the content of the experience (what it is “about” in a phenomenological sense) is not directly
connected with dhyana itself as a state of body and mind (what it is “about” in a semiotic sense),
this experience can be called symbolic.*® A principal conclusion of this dissertation is that
Buddhist meditation texts, such as the Meditation Scripture here, often explicitly allow for a
non-iconic semiotics of meditative experience in this sense.

What I will call “verificatory visions” are thus symbolic experiences that verify the
attainment of particular meditative states. These were the experiences that fifth-century Chinese
chan texts thought that meditators would have. That they were symbolic in this way allowed
them to become both varied and elaborate, for as symbols they were no longer constrained by
similarity to what they designated. Indeed we will see in chapters three and four that in the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing they occasionally reach epic proportions. But in all cases the
meaning of these visions was assumed to be at least potentially opaque to the uninitiated
(another inherent feature—or bug—of symbolic communication).* Indeed an entirely different
kind of symbolic vision was also thought to be possible, indicating not success but the presence
of obstacles (we will see many examples of these in chapter four). Providing a means to
distinguish between evil visions and auspicious visions seems to have been one of the principal
functions of these texts. Neither records of the experiences of past virtuosos nor guidebooks for
self-consciously generating normative experiences, these texts present themselves as handbooks
for the interpretation of visions.

Using the distinction between iconic and symbolic experiences we can see how fifth-
century Chinese Buddhists may have been deeply concerned with securing personal experiences
without attributing to them Cartesian assumptions. Here “personal” can, perhaps, be seen as
corresponding to the final Peircian sign, the index. “Verificatory visions” verify something about
the person to whom they appear, and this creates what Perice called a “dynamic” connection
between the sign-form (the appearance of the vision) and its meaning (“attainment for you™). I
would thus suggest that fifth-century Chinese Buddhists did think that chan would lead to

35 Though the tradition would not necessarily distinguish these as iconic versus symbolic (direct versus
conventional), a similar distinction does seem to be made by Zhiyi, who in the context of these same verificatory
visions distinguishes the arising of mental states that bear a resemblance to the previous mental states of which
they are result (and hence “iconic” by my definitions) from the appearance of new objects of consciousness,
which as the ripening of karma (vipaka) are of a different character than their causes (see chapter four). Indeed
vipaka, “karmic fruition,” may be the perfect emic category for what I am here calling the “symbolic.” The most
important point is thus perhaps not that “symbolic” communication is conventional (something that, in any
event, is always at least a second-order observation, signifiers and signifieds having, for those who use them, an
apparently necessary relationship—see Benveniste 1969), but that unlike “iconic” communication it is obscure,
such that the relationship between cause and effect, between signifier and signified, is assumed to be difficult to
determine.

36 As Rappaport notes symbolic communication, by separating signifier and signified, allows for the possibility of
lying in a way that is impossible, or at least more difficult, when one is restricted to icons (Rappaport 1979, 223—
227).
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personal experiences in this sense. But this does not mean that they held the symbolic meaning
of such experiences to be immediate or indubitable. The full meaning of a meditative attainment
as understood by fifth-century Chinese chan texts is thus “attainment for you.” While “for you”
is understood directly, “attainment” (or conversely, “hindrance”) is the symbolic component,
whose meaning can be, and indeed must be, determined through eminently public means.

This then brings us to the second question: the connections thought to exist between
meditative experiences and other Buddhist rituals and practices. As I phrased it above, what did
people do with meditation? In many ways this is the heart of my project, and it connects to the
broader question of just what Buddhist meditation was ultimately thought to be. As I will show
in chapters four and five, one of the most distinctive features of fifth-century Chinese meditation
texts is the way that meditative experiences are taken to signify not just inner mental
attainments, but the fruits of, or conversely the need for, rituals, specifically practices of
repentance (chan hui #}%). Indeed in fifth- and sixth-century China chan seems to have been
valued in large measure as a means of divining the efficacy of such rites, which during this time
were beginning to form the core of Chinese Buddhist liturgical life. In order to make clear what
is distinctive about this way of understanding the connections between meditation, its fruits, and
the broader ritual or liturgical context within which it was practiced, we need to first review the
“canonical” understanding of this question.

The most basic Buddhist presentation of the relationship between meditation and other
forms of religious practice is the so-called path to liberation or marga, which according to
classical interpretations comprises three components: sila (“good conduct™), samadhi
(“concentration”; sometimes given as dhyana), and prajiia (“wisdom”). A slightly more
inclusive version adds to the head of the list dana, “giving” (in a traditional context making
donations to the Sangha), and combines samdadhi and prajiia into a single item, bhavana,
“cultivation.”’

A full exploration of the various meanings of these terms is beyond the scope of this
introduction and even the dissertation as a whole, and I present them here schematically only so
as to make clear that traditional Buddhist soteriology does posit an undeniable hierarchy
between the “external” practices of “conduct” and “giving,” technically classified as actions of
body or speech, and the “internal” practice of meditation, action of the mind.*® In other words the
dependence among the elements of the path is unidirectional, such that while it is possible to
fully cultivate dana and sila without significant attainment in dhyana or prajiida, not so the
reverse. One result of this is that in classical or even post-classical formulations of the Buddhist
path external and internal practices are segregated. Once having begun to cultivate samdadhi or
dhyana further progress is presented as something that takes place within and by the mind alone.

37 Though bhavana is sometimes translated as “meditation,” etymologically “cultivation” is preferable since as the
verbal noun of the causative form of Vbhii, “to exist,” its literal meaning is something like “bringing into being.”
Following our discussion above, I would suggest that, in contrast to “meditate,” “cultivate” also better captures
the “verificatory” nature of Buddhist meditation by referencing the way that the fruits of meditation are the
creation or generation of attainments pertaining to the meditator.

38 Thus in the traditional division of the elements of the so-called noble eight-fold path into sila, samadhi, and
prajid it is explained that si/a pertains to actions of body and speech (“right speech,” “right action,” and “right

livelihood”), while the remaining members pertain to mind.
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Moreover with this schema in place the telos of each practice only ever points “upward,” and
just as in the “hermeneutic of experience” noted by Sharf among modern interpreters the purpose
of external behavior (such as sila) lies in its ability to help engender specific inner, or at least
mental experiences.

This teleological understanding is the one generally deployed by modern scholars to
explain why it is that meditation depends on “pure” sila, a requirement mentioned in all
traditional Buddhist meditation texts. Though often passed over quickly or in silence,* those
who do address this question usually interpret the teleology of the marga in psychological terms,
such that sila, refraining from unethical actions, becomes a preliminary meditation practice, the
restraint of the gross evil mental tendencies that lead to external actions of body and speech.®

Although it is surely correct to insist that sila was traditionally valued in terms of the
overall path of practice, defining it solely as “ethics” or “morality”*' risks overlooking the
connection between sila and formal ritual. Indeed pure sila was neither simply the absence of
wrongdoing nor a personal commitment to a set of abstract moral guidelines, but a positive
condition generated by taking on a specific set of vows, an event whose validity depended not on
the mind, but on actions of body and speech (in a word, ritual).** In other words one needed to
become and remain a formal member of the Buddhist community through the proper
performance of publicly verified rites, and strictly speaking even the most “ethical” person
cannot successfully practice meditation until they have undergone ordination (formally, a public
undertaking of a set of vows), while a serial murderer who ordains as a monk or nun can,
without in any way expiating his past sins, succeed in meditation practice, as illustrated in the
famous story of the killer turned arhat Angulimalya.* The organization of the marga thus
implies that success in meditation depends on performing the rituals that create pure sila, both

39 Thus Edward Conze, in his dated but in its time influential introduction to Buddhist meditation devotes only a
single sentence to this question, noting that before beginning meditation practice “the observance of the moral
rules must in any case have become nearly automatic” (Conze 1975, 20). More recent compendiums have even
less to say about the matter (Bucknell and Kang 1997; Shaw 2006). Similarly the most important collection of
scholarly studies of the Buddhist path (marga) in a pan-Buddhist perspective says almost nothing about sila, the
articles being entirely devoted to various approaches to “meditation” as either dhyana, prajiia, or both (Buswell
and Gimello 1992). Attempts to compare Buddhist meditation to “meditation” in other traditions, or to study the
neurological effects of meditation practice, also usually end up defining “meditation” in terms that implicitly
sever any connection to external practices (Kohn 2009; Lutz et. al 2007).

40 Vajirafiana 1962, 79; King 1980, 28; Gunaratana 1985, 16; Gethin 1998, 170. Note, however, that the technical
explanation in the Pali texts from which the above authors draw is different, namely that breaking one’s sila will
produce “remorse,” kaukrtya, the presence of which impedes dhyana (Gunaratana 1985, 15). In other words the
traditional explanation is not that refraining from misdeeds trains the mind and allows it to practice meditation,
but that committing misdeeds generates something that actively prevents meditation.

41 As does, for example, Winston King, who explains only that to practice meditation one must be “a morally
sincere person” (King 1980, 28).

42 The specific items in the various sets of “rules for training” (stksapada) are often called “precepts,” but this
translation is misleading. They are not merely “commands or injunctions” (as “precept” is defined by the Oxford
English Dictionary; http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/149594, accessed April 6™ 2012), but things to which one
has made a formal commitment. The translation “precept” no doubt stems from this word’s formerly common
use in reference to the Ten Commandments, which to early Western scholars of Buddhism no doubt seemed the
closest Occidental parallel.

43 Another way to say this is that question of the purity of one’s sila is very different from the question of one’s
karma, though as we will discuss in chapters four and five this distinction gradually becomes more porous.
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ordination itself and also the posadha, the fortnightly rite of confession and atonement.

That fifth-century Chinese chan texts would posit an essential link between meditation
and rituals of repentance (chan hui #.}%) is thus not unexpected. What does seem unprecedented
is that in these texts significance flows not merely “upwards” from external ritual to internal
meditation, but “downwards,” from meditative experiences to public ritual practice. This occurs
because rather than presenting chan as something only accessible to those with pure sila, fifth-
century Chinese texts present chan as a crucial means of revealing when one is pure or not, and
hence when one needs to perform further rituals. The dependence of dhyana on sila is taken to
mean not simply that those with impure sila fail to garner significant experiences while
meditating, but that a meditator’s impure sila will be revealed during meditation through a
variety of inauspicious visions.

The difference between this understanding and the classical one is striking, and
fundamental changes are evident on a number of levels. Perhaps the most interesting point is that
(im)purity of sila has evidently transformed from something easy to determine through publicly
available means into something profoundly obscure. Phrased differently, whether a given ritual
or purification had actually “worked” or not seems to have become a major concern. But in
terms of the actual practice and meaning of meditation the main point is that successfully
atoning for transgressions—verifying the purity of one’s sila—seems at times to have become
not a prerequisite for meditation but the reason for engaging in it, or at the very least something
the need for which will continue all the way along the path to liberation. Rather than a linear
path leading from external rituals to internal meditation, this is a soteriology in which ritual
practice continues to play an integral, and not merely preparatory role at all stages. Meditative
experiences are thus here no longer (if ever they really were) simply iconic experiences
signifying increasingly rarefied or liberated states of consciousness, but symbolic experiences
whose significata include ritual practices and their fruits.

This dissertation is divided into five chapters and three appendices, the third of which
contains complete annotated translations and critical Chinese editions of the Chan Essentials and
the Methods for Curing. Chapter one provides the background context by examining the rise of
chan practice among Chinese Buddhists during the fifth century and the numerous “chan
scriptures” (chan jing 38 %), as they were called, that were translated into Chinese during this
time. I will also here introduce the notion of “verificatory visions,” which can be seen not only
in the fifth-century Chinese chan texts but also in contemporaneous Indian sources. Chapter two
discusses the composition, structure, and textual history of the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing. Unlike the texts examined in chapter one these two texts were almost certainly
composed in China, and as such they provide us with information directly relevant to Chinese
Buddhist understanding. I chapter three I commence the heart of my exploration of the
importance and function of “verificatory visions” in the fifth-century Chinese understanding of
chan, and I will begin my analysis by showing that we must indeed think of the elaborate
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imagery in these texts as descriptions of visions, not as prescriptions for “visualization”
meditation as has usually been assumed. In chapter four, I look more closely at just what these
visions were thought to mean, and it is here that the intrinsic connection between meditative
experience and repentance comes to the fore. This understanding, I will show, was foundational
not just for the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, but also for the more developed
systems of meditation and ritual seen in the writings of Zhiyi in the late sixth century. Finally in
chapter five I will look at repentance rituals where chan practice comes to play a crucial role. In
particular I will examine a style of repentance rite that seems to have developed in fifth-century

China as a way of combining vinaya rituals for monastic reintegration with Mahayana rites
promising the elimination of evil karma.
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Chapter 1: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (I)

1. Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (I)

Chan practice in China before the fifth century

Although better known for his elegant translations of key Mahayana scriptures and
treatises, the first text produced by Kumarajiva upon his arrival in Chang’an & % in February
of the year 402 was a short treatise on chan . The circumstances of this event are related in a
preface for the text composed a number of years later by Sengrui # % (352-436), originally a

student of the famous Dao’an g % (312-385), and by all accounts Kumarajiva’s first Chinese
disciple:

The practice of chan is the first gate in the path leading to the Way, the route
which leads to nirvana. Formerly in this land [of China] the [Scripture on the Stages of]
Cultivation, the large and small versions of the [Scripture of the] Twelve Gates, and the
larger and smaller Anapana [Scriptures] were translated. Though these texts do indeed
pertain to this matter [of chan practice], they are not comprehensive, and furthermore
[despite the presence of such texts] there have been no [masters] from whom one can
receive instructions. A proper course for those studying [chan] has thus been wanting.

The master Kumarajiva came to Chang’an from Guzang' on the twentieth day of
the twelfth month of the Xinchou year [February ninth 402], and on the twenty-sixth day
of that month I [Sengrui] received from him instructions for chan practice.” Only having
been blessed with this edifying instruction did I know that study [of chan] has a
prescribed standard, and that its teachings have a prescribed arrangement.’ As said in the
Sirangama-siitra,’ though one studies the Way in the mountains, without a master one
will never succeed. Thereupon I was fortunate enough to obtain these three fascicles
[from Kumarajiva], compiled from the chan manuals (# & ) of various masters.’

1 Guzang ¥z %, located along the Gansu corridor near the modern city of Wuwei #* =, was an important Buddhist
center that during the fourth and early fifth centuries served successively as the capital of a number of small but
strategically important states (the various Liang /z kingdoms).

2 By “instructions for chan practice” (##:% ) Sengrui seems to mean the text in question itself.

3 Here “arrangement” is a translations of tiao %, literally “article” or “provision.”

4 Presumably this refers to Kumarajiva’s translation of the Sirangama-samadhi-sitra (Shou leng yan san mei jing
B 15 Bz B 5, T.642), but if so I have not been able to locate the passage in question.

S e BRI E A e i L i e R L S S
A E R %*‘ﬁiaﬁfﬁ%ﬁri c X BRBZF O MNF22EL 0 L Alew i E oA T H
LA P KRR MG D B G R T A E e RS A LY B BT S
FHEL cFFHENFIEE > T = % o (Records of the Canon, T.2145: 55.65a20-27)
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Kumarajiva is not described in any other sources as a master of meditation, nor even said to have
had any particular interest in or devotion to it.® That he began his missionary career in China
with the translation of a meditation treatise has accordingly been seen as a reflection of the
inclinations of his Chinese disciples who, it would seem, were keenly interested in learning
about chan but felt that previously available instructions in this discipline, in the form of either
authoritative texts or skilled teachers, were sorely insufficient.

Although it is not clear if Sengrui himself specifically requested Kumarajiva to translate
a text on chan,’ his preface does suggest dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs.® Indeed
we might take Sengrui’s meaning to be that, to his knowledge and experience at least, chan
practice was simply not very common in China at all; the available texts were unclear, and
finding a teacher qualified or even capable of guiding a student in this practice was almost
impossible. Sengrui’s lament may, of course, simply be effusive praise for the newly translated
text and its author Kumarajiva, something to be expected in a preface such as this. And if so it
might be of little historical value for determining whether or not Chinese Buddhists had an
active tradition of meditation practice prior to this time.

Nevertheless similar complaints about the lack of knowledge of chan practice in China,
practical or otherwise, are also found in the writings of Sengrui’s teacher, Dao’an,’ as well as
Sengrui’s elder co-disciple Huiyuan i of Mt. Lu (334-416)."° There thus may be some
grounds for taking Sengrui’s comments as more than just fulsome praise for Kumarajiva, and as
reflecting, however indirectly, actual historical conditions. Of particularly interest, I believe, is
his comment that despite the presence of texts pertaining to chan practice there had previously

6 Kumarajiva’s biographies devote considerable attention to his prowess as a reciter of texts and an exegete, but
they do not mention skill or even experience in meditation (on Kumarajiva’s life, see Ochd and Suwa 1982).

7 Many scholars conclude from the above passage that Sengrui himself specifically asked Kumarajiva to translate
texts on chan (Mizuno 1957, 27; Donner 1977, 58; Kamata 1982, 2:267; Yamabe and Sueki 2009, xviii; Xu
2004, 30). However the passage as we have it does not appear to make this explicit. In their biography of
Kumarajiva, Ochd Enichi and Suwa Gijun are more cautious, and note that Kumarajiva may himself have been
responding to the interests of the Chinese monks in Chang’an (Ochd and Suwa 1982, 216-217).

8 One of the most common explanations has been that Sengrui and other Chinese Buddhists of his generation were
dissatisfied with the absence of “Mahayana” methods for meditation practice (Ochd and Suwa 1982, 216).

9 In his preface to the Yin chi ru jing ¥4F » &, a key translation of An Shigao % £ % (fl. 149-168), translator
of the earliest Chinese Buddhist texts pertaining to chan, Dao’an writes: “In China the practice of chan
contemplation has [since An Shigao’s time] been neglected, such that though there are many Buddhist followers,
there are none who have extinguished their defilements. Indeed the reason for this is that it is through chan
meditation that one guards the mystery, refines the subtle and enters into tranquility, such that one may attain
whatever [Buddhist] path one so desires just as readily as discerning an object in the palm of one’s hand. Thus
with this essential method [of chan] being abandoned it is no wonder that it has been difficult for those hoping
for realization.” #7§ 1 > M R - BRIEE S KF gk @ ﬁ AL TR BU R B 0 B
BT o FHFME > A FRE > B R ?2(T.2145:55.45a2-4).

10 In his preface to Buddhabhadra’s (i [< §4 [= %) translation of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (on which see
below p.48), Huiyuan writes “I have long lamented that even though the great teaching [of Buddhism] has
spread to China [the teachings and practice] of chan have been limited. With the three trainings [of precepts,
meditation and wisdom] thus incomplete, the Way is surely in a fragile state!” # %+ # d % » H#x & > =
¥ 8 5 27ip e (T.2145:55.65¢28-66a2). Huiyuan’s statement might be interpreted merely as expected
praise for Buddhabhadra’s translation of a new chan text. But in Dao’an’s case (see previous note), the preface
being written long after the text was translated, it seems likely that Dao’an really felt that his fellow Buddhists
were neglecting chan practice. Whether this was actually the case, of course, is a different matter.
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been “no [masters] from whom one could receive instructions” (* # % ;). In other words prior
to this time chan had been difficult to study because no one was teaching it.

In this chapter I will examine the numerous texts pertaining to chan practice that became
available in China during the early fifth century. Kumarajiva’s texts, discussed by Sengrui above,
were the first of these. But before looking at the contents of these texts I want to follow the lead
offered by Sengrui and consider how, if at all, the sudden appearance of this new corpus of texts
—which at least theoretically contained instructions in the practical discipline of meditation
practice—may have been related to the realities of monastic training. In other words what
connection was there, if any, between the study and translation of such texts and actual chan
practice? Sengrui’s comments above seem to suggest that while he was familiar with a number
of texts treating the subject of chan—texts which he presumably read and studied as part of his
clerical education—he had not been personally initiated into such practices, despite desiring
such training. To what extent might these comments reflect historical conditions at this time? In
other words is there any truth to the idea that prior to the early fifth century Chinese Buddhists
did not generally attempt to practice chan? And, more importantly, did this situation change
beginning in the early fifth century, as Sengrui suggests it did, at least for himself?

I do not intend this question as a normative one. One might suppose, for example, that
Sengrui in fact knew of many Buddhists in China claiming to practice or teach methods of chan,
methods that Sengrui judged inauthentic or ineffective in comparison with Kumarajiva’s. What |
will argue below, however, is that Sengrui’s comments should rather be taken at face value—that
prior to the early fifth century there really were very few if any Chinese Buddhists who claimed
to teach or to have mastered chan. This period was, I believe, a watershed not only in terms of
the introduction of new chan texts and new theoretical elaboration of chan, but in the actual
practice of this discipline among Chinese Buddhists.

The early fifth century was an especially fertile time for nearly all areas of Chinese
Buddhist thought, and Chinese Buddhists during this time obtained much new grist for their
intellectual mills. Within the span of less than thirty years a number of prolific translators such
as Kumarajiva, Buddhabhadra, and Dharmaksema produced dozens of new, gracefully translated
scriptures, including several enormous Mahayana sutras such as the Hua yan jing % B 5
(Avatamsaka-sitra) and the Mahaparnirvana-siitra (Da ban nie pan jing = %3 % %) that
would prove to be rich sources for centuries of scholastic reflection and cultic practice. Also
translated during this time were hundreds of fascicles of texts pertaining to monastic discipline
(vinaya), none of which had been previously known in China, as well as a vast collection of
scholastic commentaries such as the Treatise on Great Wisdom (Da zhi du lun ~ 7 & #). No
matter where one looks in later Chinese Buddhism one finds the influence of texts and ideas
introduced to China during this time.

Among this massive output were many texts pertaining to chan practice. The first of
these were translated by Kumarajiva, discussed in Sengrui’s preface above, but there were many
others as well. By the mid fifth century Chinese Buddhists thus had access to a number of
specialized, authoritative Indian works explicating the procedures for and expected results of
meditation practice. But the changes that occurred during this time in the Chinese appreciation
for Buddhist meditation were not limited to new texts. On a practical level too a significant
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development seems to have taken place, and there are reasons for thinking that this is when
Chinese Buddhists first began to actually practice meditation in a regular fashion.

It is true that Chinese and especially Japanese scholars have traditionally considered there
to have existed two “lineages” of “meditation” (chan #&) in China prior to the fifth century,
stemming from the two principal Han-dynasty translators of Buddhist texts—the “Hinayana”
meditation of An Shigao % &' % (fl. 147-168) and the “Mahayana” meditation of Lokaksema
(Zhi Loujiachen #* & ¥k ' fl. 178-189)." Usually, however, these two traditions of chan are
discussed without consideration for what precisely they were, such ambiguity being allowed
more easily in Chinese and Japanese in which the precise meaning of the word chan need not be
specified. A review of the evidence suggests, however, that these “lineages” did not have any
concrete, historical reality.

Indeed the scholars who first proposed this framework for understanding chan in early
Chinese Buddhism were not so much interested in the history of early Chinese Buddhism as they
were with providing a critical, historical account of the rise of the so-called “Chan school” (chan
zong M 7.) associated with the eventually famous (though historically nebulous) Indian monk
Bodhidharma."” According to the studies of early twentieth-century Japanese scholars such as
Matsumoto Bunzaburo > & < = 2%, Nukariya Kaiten £ i # #-* , and Ito Kokan # % + #,
“meditation practice” (chan) in China initially comprised these two lineages—one devoted to
Indian yogic practices (associated with the translations of An Shigao) and the other to Mahayana
philosophy (associated with the translations of Lokaksema). The basic argument was that the
arising of the Chan school in the sixth and seventh centuries, explained within the tradition
simply as the transmission of Bodhidharma’s lineage from India to China, could be understood
from a more objective point of view as the fusion of these two trends that had existed since the
early days of Buddhism in China. This thus accounted for the fact that Chan was at least
nominally devoted to actual meditation practice, as its name (chan) implies, but approached this
practice on the basis of Mahayana emptiness philosophy rather than on the “Hinayana” theories
found in most of the formal Indian presentations of cihan known in Chinese translation (such as
the translations of An Shigao)."

These scholars aimed to explain later Chan as something new and unique while at the
same time maintaining a plausible historical development within the broader stream of Chinese
Buddhism. To accomplish this each had their own way of dividing up the earlier tradition.
Nukariya Kaiten, for example, presented early (pre-Bodhidharma) Chinese chan as comprised of
1) practitioners of the “chan numbers” (chan shu # #xc),"” described as either Hinayana or

11 Literally “Lokaksema the Yuezhi.” The ethnikon Zhi & refers to his nationality, probably of the so-called
“Greater Yuezhi” ~ * % nation (the Kusan empire). The name Lou-jia-chen (also pronounced chan) % ¥k
has traditionally been reconstructed as Lokaksema, but this is not certain.

12 See for example Sakaino 1935, 858—862; Sasaki [1936] 1978, 41-57; Tang [1938] 2000, 1:115-117; Kamata
1982, 1:162; Ren et al. [1985] 2009, 1:371-380; Xuan 2001, 235-271; Xu 2004, 13-29.

13 More recent Western scholarship has often questioned the assumption that there is any necessary historical
connection between earlier traditions of meditation practice (chan) and the “Chan school” that traced itself to
Bodhidharma (Foulk 1987; Foulk 1992; Foulk 2007). Indeed those who considered themselves followers of
Bodhidharma often took great pains to distinguish themselves from “mere” practitioners of meditation (chan).

14 Matsumoto 1911; Nukariya 1925, 183-210; Ito 1931, 8-18.

15 The term “chan numbers” & # was used in early Chinese Buddhist historiographical sources to describe the

18



Chapter 1: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (I)

“gradual” Mahayana meditation methods, and 2) the “chan teachings” (chan jiao & #7), by
which he meant Mahayana emptiness philosophy, whose roots he traces to Lokaksema’s texts.'
Drawing inspiration from the biographies of the early Chinese “chan practitioners” (xi chan ¥
##) from the sixth-century Biographies of Eminent Monks (Gao seng zhuan % 1§ %), Nukariya
portrayed early Chinese practitioners of the “chan numbers” as eremitic ascetics. Followers of
what he called the “chan teachings,” in contrast, were devoted to intellectual speculation and
exegesis of the Prajriaparamita texts, which they pursued at the expense of actual meditation
practice. Only with Bodhidharma, Nukariya concluded, were these two opposing trends united in
what he called “pure chan” (junzen &), the Chan school itself."”

Nukariya’s attempts to give the Chan school a real history in China were thus partially
vitiated by conflicting necessities—insisting on the originality of Bodhidharma’s approach, he
also wanted to provide it with a historical genealogy.'® In hindsight it would seem that Nukariya
simply took what he felt to be the two key features of later Chan and assigned each to a distinct
historical trajectory, destined to be united by Bodhidharma and his followers. It is interesting to
observe, moreover, that the history of Chinese Buddhist meditation that Zen historians such as
Nukariya developed was also adopted and adapted to explain other “schools” of Chinese
Buddhism that emphasized meditation. In 1936, for example, Sasaki Kentoku told more or less
the same story about the rise of Tiantai = 5, though in this case it was Zhiyi % #f, not
Bodhidharma, who eventually united the two previously separate streams."

earliest Chinese Buddhist texts on chan, likely because these texts contained many numerical lists.

16 Nukariya 1925, 187

17 Other scholars have also portrayed early Chinese interest in the prajiia teachings of emptiness as little more than
idle philosophy, disconnected from serious practice (Ochd 1958-1979, 1:199-200).

18 As Carl Bielefeldt has noted, this problem frequently occurs among Japanese sectarian scholars who face the
potentially contradictory demands of portraying the sect founder as both eminently traditional, and hence
authentic, yet also utterly unique (Bielefeldt 1985).

19 See Sasaki [1936] 1978. This is the basic argument of Sasaki’s survey of early Chinese Buddhist meditation
(zenkan 3% ), which begins with An Shigao and Lokaksema and ends with Zhiyi. This appears to be a Tendai
response to Nukariya Kaiten’s 1925 book, which treats the same subject from the perspective of the rise of Zen
(Nukariya 1925). See in particular Sasaki’s comments on p.55, where he notes that though Lokaksema did not
translate “even a single chan scripture (£.55),” when we consider that his translation of the Pratyutpanna-
samadhi-siitra (Ban zhou san mei jing # -4 = pf &) would become the scriptural basis for one of the Tiantai
four kinds of samadhi (= & = Bf), it becomes clear that “while An Shigao was the founder in China of
traditional style dhydana practice (#.#c), Lokaksema must be taken as the forefather (i& 42 ) of Mahayana
contemplation (+ 3k ##).” Note how Sasaki avoids calling An Shigao’s methods “Hinayana.” In discussing An
Shigao himself Sasaki notes that his methods would be considered Hinayana from the point of view of later
Buddhists, but that “actually at that time Hinayana and Mahayana had not yet separated” (p.46). Similarly later,
in discussing the works of the third-century translator Dharmaraksa (; 3£ ), who translated both Mahayana
scriptures and one key traditional meditation text (the Xiu xing dao di jing % i7 g + %), Sasaki takes pains to
point out that early Mahayana meditation retained the outward form of the practices that later would be called
Hinayana, even though they conformed to the Mahayana ideal of saving all beings (p.73). Sasaki appears to be
trying to walk a careful line. Mindful of their prominent role in Zhiyi’s meditation manuals, Sasaki argues that
traditional meditation practices such as breath counting are not necessarily to be seen as Hinayanistic, and this
can be understood as a response to Nukariya Kaiten’s book in which these practices are labeled as entirely
Hinayana. (We should note that breath-counting and similar exercises do not figure in the Chan/Zen reworkings
of Zhiyi’s meditation manuals, so Nukariya did not need to account for them in the same manner.) At the same
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All of these early scholarly accounts of the history of chan in Chinese Buddhism tended
to equate chan in the sense of the traditional four dhyanas (si chan = 3#&) and related exercises
with “Hinayana” practice and understanding. The explanation was then that these “Hinayana”
practices emphasized “concentration” (samadhi) at the expense of “wisdom.”® Perhaps the
boldest claims in this regard were those of Hu Shi # i§ (1891-1962), whose had a decisive
impact on Japanese scholars of early Chan. Hu Shi interpreted this supposed contrast between
“concentration” and “wisdom” as the difference between Indian and Chinese approaches to
meditation and Buddhism more generally. The “sudden enlightenment” of the Sixth Patriarch of
the Chan school, Huineng £ it , was thus, Hu Shi claimed, a dramatic shift in understanding that
replaced Indian emphasis on “concentration” (ding %)) with a Chinese emphasis on “wisdom”
(hui ). In short for Hu Shi chan practice in China prior to this time was focused only on
“concentration” (%), and was “gradual” (jian #r).>' Although Hu Shi never went into further
details about the early history of meditation practice in China, his basic division lines up with the
approach taken by Mastumoto Bunzaburo and others, who similarly posited a sharp early
separation between the teachings of concentration (An Shigao) and wisdom (Lokaksema), and
similarly tended to conflate “Mahayana,” “wisdom,” and “sudden” on the one hand, then
opposing them to “Hinayana,” “concentration,” and “gradual” on the other.

But returning to a consideration of the history of Chinese Buddhist meditation practice, it
is clear that the two “lineages” of chan identified by Japanese and Chinese scholars should be
understood as two fextual lineages. These lineages represent the two streams of thought
prominent in later Tiantai and Chan, both of which advocated “meditation” (chan &), the
earliest Chinese exposition of which is found in the texts of An Shigao, but explained the
ultimate import of this practice using the language and philosophy of Mahayana sutras, first
translated by Lokaksema.

But the situation becomes more complicated when we try to find out who, if anyone, was
actually practicing something called chan #& in early Chinese Buddhism. One thing is clear,
however—there was no obvious connection between the texts translated by Lokaksema and the
practice of chan, something pointed out a number of years ago by Jan Yiin-hua # Z # > The
texts in question that many scholars have considered representative of Lokaksema’s “Mahayana
meditation,” though containing the word samadhi (san mei = Bf ) in their titles, do not provide
any obvious practical meditation instructions. Theoretically they might serve as philosophical
reflections on the nature of Buddhist cultivation techniques, but we do not have evidence that
this is how they were used.” Indeed the few early prefaces to these works do not draw such

time Sasaki is leaving room for Zhiyi to be construed as eventually developing a more complete system, and he
still ends up implying that Zhiyi’s system is unique in having united the two streams represented by An Shigao
and Lokaksema, even though he eschews the strict Mahayana / Hinayana distinction between these two
“lineages” that Nukariya had proposed.

20 The few Western scholars who have covered this ground have followed the Japanese scholarship closely. See for
example Dumoulin [1958] 1994, 1:63-83; Donner 1977.

21 1 here draw from Gong Jun’s # & insightful summary of Hu Shi’s theories (Gong 2006, 42-50).

22 Jan 1990, 50-53

23 Even in India, the meaning of the word samadhi in the titles of these texts did not necessarily indicate a
meditation practice, at least not in the traditional sense of the word (Skilton 2002).
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connections. Most importantly, later Chinese Buddhist historiographers do not connect
Lokaksema’s texts to famous early meditation masters (chan shi FEE7 ).

An Shigao’s legacy is somewhat clearer, though not entirely so. Never himself described
as a master or even practitioner of meditation,** beginning from at least the fourth century
Chinese authors did take An Shigao’s texts as the source of the Chinese study of chan. This can
be seen in Sengrui’s preface above, where An Shigao’s translations are mentioned prominently.*
So too in his Biographies of Eminent Monks Huijiao £ & (497-554) writes, in his concluding
comments to the biographies of “practitioners of meditation” (xi chan ¥ &), that:

Since the beginning of the transmission of Buddhism to China the path of chan has been
taught. First there were the chan sutras (chan jing # %) translated by An Shigao and
Dharmaraksa, and based on them monks such as Sengguang and Tanyou cultivated their
minds, ultimately becoming supremely adept.

Huijiao here refers to two fourth-century figures supposedly known for having practiced
meditation on the basis of An Shigao’s texts, Sengguang i £ and Tanyou £ #%.?’ Curiously,
however, turning to the actual biographies of these monks in the Biographies of Eminent Monks,
we find no mention of An Shigao or his texts at all. We do know that An Shigao’s texts were
studied by fourth-century Chinese Buddhists, and that famous Chinese masters such as Dao’an
i % composed commentaries to them. These commentaries do not survive, but we do have a
few fourth-century prefaces to An Shigao’s chan texts written by the authors of these
commentaries, giving us some glimpse of how chan was understood at this time.** But we look
in vain in these prefaces, meager as they admittedly are, for any indication of the practical details
of chan in the sense of a ritualized practice of seated meditation. In other words even though
Huijiao, writing in the early sixth century, connected An Shigao’s texts to two monks
remembered for their practice of chan, Huijiao himself had little or no evidence for a tradition of
chan practice actually associated with An Shigao, even in the loose sense of chan practitioners,
or even a single one, known for their interest in An Shigao’s texts.

Tracing the so-called lineages of Lokaksema and An Shigao thus does not seem to get us
any closer to understanding what role chan practice may have played in China prior to
Kumarajiva’s arrival in 402. A more promising approach might be to examine the hagiographies

24 Scholars have frequently described An Shigao as an accomplished master of meditation (Tsukamoto 1968, 304;
Yamabe 1997, 824). However as far as [ know traditional sources do not actually say this, noting only that he
was famous for having memorized the chan scriptures (chan jing & 5).

25 He also mentions Dharmaraksa’s translation of the Scripture on the Stages of Cultivation (Xiu xing dao di jing
% {7 ip # 45) a text also mentioned in Huijiao’s comment cited here.

26 pRAA o MEE P ARG FEFIEG S MR BHkE s T RKBe o BakE
(T.2059: 50.400b25-27). I emend to i & following the Song and Yuan editions. This must refer to the monk
Bo Sengguang % & % from the chan practitioners’ biographies (T.50:2059.395¢6-25).

27 T.50:2059.395¢6-25 and 395¢27-396b17 respectively. Both monks supposedly died towards the end of the
Taiyuan ~ =~ reign period (376-396 CE).

28 For studies of the Chinese understanding of chan evinced by such sources, see Ochd 1957; Tamaki 1971, 319—
405; Xuan 2001, 326-378.
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of the early Chinese monks known as “practitioners of chan” (xi chan % #), who were given an
entire chapter in the early sixth-century Biographies of Eminent Monks.” Studies of such sources
by scholars interested in the early history of Buddhist meditation in China have appeared fairly
regularly over the years.*® And indeed among these stories we do find records purporting to
describe the lives and doings of famous practitioners of chan active prior to the fifth century.

However when we look more closely at these records a number of points emerge to
suggest that, in fact, prior to the fifth century chan practice may not have occurred among
Chinese Buddhists with any regularity or even at all. The poverty of our data—fewer than a
dozen such biographies plus the names of a few more—makes any definitive historical statement
impossible. Nonetheless what our sources reveal does seem to point, however tentatively, to a
real historical change beginning in the early fifth century.

The most significant point is a negative one—prior to the fifth century none of the
famous Buddhist missionaries from India or the “western regions” (xi yu @ 3 ) are mentioned as
having any particular mastery of chan practice. At least in the minds of those who recorded the
biographies, miracle tales, or other stories eventually compiled into the three surviving sixth-
century collections,*' prior to the fifth century foreign Buddhist monks in China were either
translators or, more rarely, miracle workers (which in practice might have meant ritual masters).
Moreover even though later Chinese Buddhist hagiography often highlights the connection
between thaumaturgy and chan practice, this association is entirely lacking in the accounts of
early foreign miracle workers such as Fotudeng #- 7% (d. 348), whose biographies never
imply that mastery of chan was the root of their powers. The training and skills of Fotudeng, the
best documented of such monks, are described in the Biographies of Eminent Monks only as
follows:

He was a native of the Western regions. His surname prior [to becoming a monk] was
Bo. When he was young he ordained and devoted himself diligently to his studies. He
could recite several hundreds of thousands of lines of scripture, and well understood their

29 Judging from its surviving table of contents, the slightly earlier (and now largely lost) Biographies of Famous
Monks (Ming seng zhuan % % ) also had a chapter devoted to such monks.

30 Mizuno 1957; Otani 1970, 1972; Murakami 1961; Furuta 1980; Sakamoto 1981, 1982; Mutd 2004.

31 The three principal sources for the lives of foreign Buddhist monks in China during this time are biographies in
the Records of the Canon (Chu san zang ji ji 1! = %3t &), the Biographies of Famous Monks (Ming seng zhuan
#. % @), of which only the table of contents and a few selected and possibly abridged biographies survive, and
the Biographies of Eminent Monks (Gao seng zhuan % % ). To these can be added miscellaneous sources such
as stories from the Shi lao zhi $# ¥ 3% chapter of the Wei shu .2 (Tsukamoto [1964] 1974), and excerpts of
now lost collections, preserved in sources such as Liu Jun’s §*% (465-521) commentary to the Shi shuo xin yu
+ F#FT3E and, most importantly, the Forest of Pearls from the Garden of the Dharma (Fa yuan zhu lin i* 3= 3k
#k), a seventh-century Buddhist encyclopedia. In considering any of these sources it is difficult to know to what
era we should assign their historical records. Strictly speaking any given story may be no earlier than the date of
the compilation of the collection in which it appears. In practice, however, these collections drew most of their
stories from other, earlier sources. Leaving aside the historical accuracy of the stories themselves, in a rough and
general way we can likely date the tales to the eras in which their protagonists lived, although there are surely
exceptions. On the sources of the Biographies of Eminent Monks, see Wright 1948, 415-424. For general
observations on the source materials of these collections, see Shinohara 1988.
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meaning.*

Based on how they are described later in his biography, Fotudeng’s miraculous powers seem to
have derived from rituals such as the recitation of spells. Obviously we cannot know to what
extent the historical Fotudeng would have averred to chan as the root of his powers. But we can
say that the Chinese public who recorded his exploits did not seem to make any such connection.

In contrast to these foreign translators and magicians, all of the pre-fifth-century “chan
practitioners” mentioned in the Biographies of Eminent Monks and the Biographies of Famous
Monks appear to have been Chinese. The Biographies of Famous Monks is explicit about this, as
it divides each of its categories into “Chinese” and “foreign” exemplars, and from the surviving
table of contents we can see that foreign specialists in chan first appear only in the early fifth
century.” More generally, within the biographies themselves even though texts pertaining to
chan—notably those mentioned by Sengrui in his preface and Huijiao in his concluding
comments—are named and discussed in association with their translators, the foreign monks
who translated (or brought and/or recited) these texts are never themselves said to have been
practitioners of chan, let alone specialists in this vocation.

The biographies of Chinese practitioners of chan active prior to the fifth century also
share certain noteworthy features. Most importantly these monks are all portrayed as hermit
figures living in mountain caves or other inaccessible locations. No mention is ever made of how
they learned to practice chan, or of their study under Indian or even other Chinese masters.
Usually these biographies devote only a few sentences to the monks’ backgrounds. Thus of Zhu
Faxian = ;% & (fl. 318-322), we learn only that “he was from the north. He was resolute in his
asceticism and enjoyed restraint. He did not eat meat, chanted the scriptures, and endeavored at
chan as his major occupation. He frequently lived alone in the mountains and forests, roaming
beyond the reach of men.”** Of Bo Sengguang % i sk (d. ~376-396) we are told even less:
“His origins are unknown. In his youth he cultivated the practice of chan.”** None of these
monks are portrayed as prominent or important members of the clergy, nor is there ever any
discussion of their association with prominent laypersons, or of their having been patronized by
officials or other persons of power.

In contrast in the tales of chan practitioners active in the fifth century and beyond we find
a mixture of both reclusive hermits and famous, often politically active monks. A clear model for

32 T.2059:50.383b18. For a comprehensive study of the records pertaining to Fotudeng, see Wright 1948.

33 X.1523:77.348b22—c6. The categories in the Biographies of Famous Monks also resolve some ambiguous cases
from the Biographies of Eminent Monks who bear foreign ethnikons such as Bo % or Zhi & . Although these
characters were used as surnames for foreign monks, Chinese Buddhists often took them on prior to the
standardization of the surname Shi # in the fourth century, and we can see from the table of contents in the
Biographies of Famous Monks that the early chan practitioners who bear these surnames are classified as
Chinese, not foreign. Note also that the Biographies of Famous Monks includes in its list of foreign chan
specialists a number of monks who in the Biographies of Eminent Monks are classified as translators. But these
monks too all arrived in China only from the early fifth century onward.

34 T.2059:50.295b24-25. I here translate tou tuo £ F< as “roaming.” This word transcribes dhiita, and technically
refers to a set of twelve or thirteen ascetic practices permitted to Buddhist monks and nuns (Ray 1994). However
in Chinese hagiography fou tuo tends to refer specifically to monks and nuns without fixed abodes who live
wandering, or hermit-like lives.

35 T.2059:50.295¢6
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these new career possibilities is seen in the case of Xuangao = & (d. 444), who studied chan
with Buddhabhadra in Chang’an in the early fifth century.’® Xuangao later served Juqu Mengsun
2B 5 Gk (. 401-433), ruler of the Northern Liang #* /7 kingdom. When the Northern Liang
was invaded by the Wei % armies in 439, Xuangao was relocated to the Wei court, where he
was eventually executed after plotting a rebellion with one of Emperor Taiwu’s * # sons.’’ But
in addition to having led an illustrious, if ill-fated career as a court monk, Xuangao’s life as
recorded in the Biographies of Eminent Monks is peppered with references to both his
attainments in chan and, perhaps more interestingly, his discipleship under and confirmation by
Indian meditation masters such as Buddhabhadra.*®

Although Xuangao’s story is not necessarily typical, by the middle of the fifth century
mastery of chan had apparently come to be seen as potentially the province not only of reclusive
hermits, but also of famous monks sought out and employed by regional governments or other
wealthy patrons. In this, at least, Xuangao was not anomalous. The revival of Buddhism in
Chang’an following the 446 suppression under the Wei emperor Taiwu ~ 7 was spearheaded
by a certain Sengliang & %, a disciple of the eminent chan practitioner Sengzhou % % , who
had established a community in the mountains to the south-west of Chang’an during the
suppression. Sengliang’s biography reports that when he returned to Chang’an he was greeted
with great fanfare by the local magnate, the lord of Yongchang ~ & 2 :

Before [Sengliang] arrived in Chang’an, the lord [of Yongchang] and the people [of the
city] swept and cleaned the streets and alleys. Arriving at [Sengliang’s] quarters so as to
welcome him, the lord personally descended from his carriage and bowed his head to
[Sengliang’s] feet so as to express his reverence.*

36 Historians have debated whether or not Xuangao actually studied with Buddhabhadra, as the dates of Xuangao’s
life in the Biographies of Eminent Monks contradict the timetable of Buddhabhadra’s stay in Chang’an. Either
the story was made up to bolster Xuangao’s legitimacy, or some of these dates have been incorrectly recorded
(Xu 2004, 50-51). For my present purposes the historicity of Xuangao’s discipleship under Buddhabhadra is not
particularly important. Chen Jinhua has recently suggested that Xuangao’s birth date is simply recorded
incorrectly in the Biographies of Eminent Monks (Chen 2010).

37 Tang 2001, 2:98-100

38 Concerning Xuangao’s study with Buddhabhadra, the Biographies of Eminent Monks states: “[Xuangao] was
bright and precocious, and learned [Buddhism] easily. At fifteen he was already lecturing to the other monks.
After receiving the precepts he devoted himself assiduously to the study of chan and the monastic regulations.
He then heard that chan master Buddhabhadra was transmitting the teachings at the Shiyang monastery near
Chang’an. So Xuangao went there and took him as his teacher. After a dozen or so days he had reached a
profound meditative attainment. Buddhabhadra said to him: ‘Excellent indeed, oh child of the Buddha, is your
profound awakening!” Thereafter Buddhabhadra became deferential towards Xuangao and refused to be treated
asateacher.” FAACA fwf A 4r L o T &L T 2 L L MEE o XA SR MHME BH Y F LRI
BRI FTE o BHAFFZ o f PP WUARE o WY o LT o 2 fIR IS4t o A Y pEie 7
X EFAE o (T.2059:50.397a19-24). Later Xuangao studied with yet another foreign “chan master” named
Dharmapriya (Tanwupi 2 & %), whose portrait survives in cave 169 at Binglingsi & & & (Wang 2005, 22,
figure 1.11). On some questions concerning the identity of this Dharmapriya, see Mei 2005.

39 A2 2 22 AAKFEEE o TV TAMA Y > B E R (T.2059:50.398¢1-2). Sengliang then
rebuilds the temples in Chang’an, and I presume that shi £ here refers to Sengliang’s temporary quarters in
Chang’an, not to his original temple in the Han ¥ mountains.
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Such patronage was equally if not even more common in South China under the Song % (420—
479) court, where by the mid fifth century numerous foreign and native Buddhist teachers were
known for their mastery of chan.” As a representative example of the stories surrounding these
monks we may provisionally note Huilan £ %7 (d. ~457-464), a colleague of Xuangao who
eventually ended up in the south. Born in Jiuquan i} along the Gansu corridor, he traveled
across Central Asia to somewhere in greater Gandhara (Jibin f % ), where he studied chan under
Indian masters. Upon return to China he was invited by Song emperor Wen < (r. 424-453) to
reside at the imperially sponsored Dinglin Z_jf temple on Mt. Zhong 4£. When emperor
Xiaowu ¥ 74 (r. 453-464) had the Zhongxing * £ temple built, Huilan moved there, and was
known as the instructor of “all the chan monks in the capital region.”' Two prominent laymen,
Shen Yanzhi /% 2. and Meng Yi & #, are further said to have been his patrons. Thus while
not reaching the political heights attained by Xuangao, unlike the Chinese chan practitioners of
the fourth century Huilan had a known pedigree of chan training, lived at various imperially-
sponsored temples where he instructed disciples, and was patronized by aristocrats. In these
respects Huilan was by no means unique, and causal references in other sources suggest that
chan masters throughout the Song dynasty were regularly patronized by the upper echelons of
society.*

Representations of Chinese-born practitioners of chan thus changed dramatically around
the turn of the fifth century. This change went hand in hand with the first appearance of Indian or
Central Asian missionaries known for their skill in this practice, and as mentioned above prior to
the early fifth century there were no such foreign monks at all, or at least none that were
remembered. But beginning in the first half of the fifth century a wave of foreign missionaries
claiming to be (or regarded as) teachers of chan arrived in China, most of whom became famous
without recourse to traditional areas of specialization such as translation.*

At the same time that foreign masters of meditation were becoming an increasingly
visible presence in China, actually studying chan under such a qualified “meditation master”
(chan shi # ¥ ), as they came to be known, became an expected part of training for anyone who

40 Tang 2001, 2:445-446

41 » & M ¢+ "L X ¥ (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.399a11-22). The surviving fragments of the
Biographies of Famous Monks also contain some information about Huilan (X.1523:77.356a7-15).

42 The Biographies of Eminent Monks thus mentions that Zhicheng % (d. 501) studied in his youth with chan
master Yin ¥°, who had been invited by emperor Xiaowu % # (r. 453-464) from Yizhou % ' (modern
Chengdu = Tgfi in Sichuan) to the southern capital (T.2059:50.402b10—11). Zhicheng’s “record of conduct”
(xing zhuang 17 %) preserved in the Extended Records of Proselytizing (Guang hong ming ji & 5~ £ ) states
that chan master Yin served as “imperial teacher” (di shi % F#) during his time in the South (T.2103:50.269a2).

43 The table of contents to the Biographies of Famous Monks lists ten such foreign monks known for their practice
of chan, the earliest being Punyatara # % % % (X.1523:77.348b22—c4), better known as the first reciter of the
Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lii + 3% =) for Kumarajiva’s translation (Biographies of Eminent Monks,
T.2059:50.333a13-24). That he is mentioned in the Biographies of Famous Monks as a chan specialist is not
easily explained, perhaps the result of a confusion with another Punyatara mentioned elsewhere as the teacher of
the famous meditation master Buddhasena, the teacher of Buddhabhadra (Records of the Canon,
T.2145:55.89b28). The known biographical sources for Punyatara the reciter of the Sarvastivada-vinaya make
no mention of chan practice (though they do say that he was held to have attained one of the four fruits).
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would later claim mastery of this subject. Mentioning a period of such discipleship becomes
standard in hagiographies of Chinese chan practitioners, even in the very brief ones otherwise
similar to those of the chan practitioners active in earlier times, such as that of Huitong £ i :

Shi Huitong was from the region around Chang’an. As a youth he stayed for a while at
the Taihou temple in Chang’an. He did not eat meat, and knew spells. He could recite the
Ekottaragama scripture. He first received instruction in chan from chan master Huishao
of Liangzhou, and he roamed masterfully through many different contemplations.*

Moreover it is not just that prior to the fifth century discipleship under an authorized teacher of
chan was rarely recorded—it does not even seem to have been considered a possibility, a point
revealed by the striking fact that Buddhabhadara, who arrived in China in 406,* is the first
recorded person in Chinese history to bear the title “chan master” (chan shi & {¥).* Yet soon
thereafter the Chinese Buddhist world was flooded with such monks, such as the Gandharan
chan master Dharmamitra 2 & % % | who settled in the southern capital where he founded the
famous Dinglin #_#k temple.”” There was also the chan master Dharmapriya, mentioned above
as the second teacher of Xuangao.*® Not all such masters were famous, such as chan master
Sanghananda i cif [+ mentioned but briefly in the biography of the Chinese monk Tanyi 2 ¥

44 FEAM? L o P L ELXL 3 FaFS AR - PP ARV EREEE 2 PRE S
ATEET o (T.2059.50.39807—14). Huitong’s dates are unclear. The Taihou temple is mentioned in several sources
as a prominent temple in Chang’an where Dao’an once lived (Biographies of Famous Monks,
X.1523:77.357a24). The Ekottaragama (Zeng yi a han jing ¥ - I# z ) was translated in Chang’an in 384
(Tsukamoto 1985, 744). Meanwhile Huishao £ % of Liangzhou had an entry in the Biographies of Famous
Monks in the chapter on Chinese-born chan masters (X.1523:77.348¢9), and apparently died in the Jin ', thus
sometime before 420. Huitong was thus presumably active during the early fifth-century. Some have suggested
that the Huishao in question may have actually been Xuanshao % %, mentioned in the Biographies of Eminent
Monks as a disciple of Xuangao (T.2059:50.397b11-16; Jan 1990, 18).

45 Although Buddhabhadra eventually settled in the south, he began his missionary career in Chang’an during the
first decade of the fifth century, at the height of Kumarajiva’s translation activity. A number of other prominent
Indian and Central Asia masters had also been assembled under the patronage of the warlord Yao Xing #* % (r.
399-416). Buddhabhadra’s eventual departure from Chang’an in 411 has been explained in several ways. His
biography suggests that he was expelled (T.2145:55.103¢25). Doctrinal rivalries between Buddhabhadra and
Kumarajiva may also have played a role, though we may presume that politics and patronage were the main
sources of the tension. Kumarajiva died in the eighth month of 409, and Buddhabhadra left Chang’an shortly
thereafter (Ochd and Suwa 1982, 245).

46 For the early sources that assign Buddhabhadra this title, see below note 53. Concerning the rise in prominence
of “chan masters” during this time we should also note a curious episode in the biography of Falang /% 2% (fl.
mid fifth century), a monk from Liangzhou /% "' who eventually moved to the Silk Roads oasis Kucha (Qiuci
#% %%). According to Falang’s biography: “The king of Kucha made an agreement with a great chan master of
that country that if someone with attainment were to arrive there [in Kucha] the chan master would inform the
king so that he might make offerings to him. When Falang arrived the chan master told the king, and the king
treated [Falang] with the honor due to a saint.” & %2 22 L R+ FEEF 5 1 > 55 #:f F' o FLAR AE
BE 293> 2 00d 3 3 FNFH - (T.2059:50.392¢18-20).

47 Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.342¢8-343a29

48 See note 38.
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and unknown from other sources.*

Not only was Buddhabhadra the first person with the title “chan master,” the very notion
of such a thing may have been unknown in China prior to this time. This word did not, for
example, appear in translated Buddhist scriptures prior to Buddhabhadra’s time,> and even those
reclusive Chinese hermits known in theory for their practice of chan did not take on, or were not
given, this title, at least as far as the meager records pertaining to them reveal.”’ Buddhabhadra is
also the first person, foreign or Chinese, recorded unequivocally as giving actual instruction in
the practice of chan to a Chinese audience,” and we have at least one contemporaneous record
of this, a letter written by Sengzhao i & (384—414) stating that Buddhabhadra had several

49 Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.356a7-8

50 Even in later times the term is rare in translated texts. The earliest example may be Zhu Fonian’s £ # 4

translation of the Chu yao jing ' ¢ %5, a commentary to the Dharmapada. The dates of the translation are

difficult to pin down, though it probably did not take place until after Buddhabhadra’s arrival. According to the

catalog section of the Records of the Canon the Chu yao jing was translated in Chang’an sometime between 373

and 383 (T.2145:55.10¢5-6. The Li dai san bao ji F *~ = ¥ % gives 374; T.2034:49.77a12). But these dates are

flatly contradicted by Zhu Fonian’s biography in the Records of the Canon, which explains that while Zhu

Fonian first translated scriptures during the rule of the warlord Fujian # % (1. 357-384), the Chu yao jing was

translated during a second period of activity during the reign of Yaoxing 4*# (r. 399-415), after Kumarajiva

and others had arrived (T.2145:55.111b21-23; note that the biographies in the Records of the Canon were
generally written earlier than the catalog section). It thus seems quite likely that Zhu Fonian’s work on the Chu
yao jing did not occur until after Buddhbhadra had become famous as the resident “chan master” (for some
general comments on Zhu Fonian, the most prolific translator prior to Kumarajiva, see Ziircher 1972, 202). It is
further noteworthy that the context in the Chu yao jing suggests that the passage may be a secondary
commentary, perhaps added by the translators. The initial commentary explains the Dharmapdda verse “Be firm
and do not be neglectful” € | 7 *zi& as referring to zealous practice of meditation. Within this commentary is
the line “[Using] the chan tablet, the chan ball, and the Dharma-staff, control the mind and sit in meditation” (&

[PE] {45} A 52 R #& < & 48). The word chan shi #EF occurs in a later section that explains the terms in the

initial commentary: “The chan tablet is a rock placed on the head and fastened behind the ears with string. If one

falls asleep [during meditation], [the falling rock] then wakes one up. As for the chan ball, the chan master holds
the chan ball in his hands and throws it at anyone he notices sleeping.” %[ p&] {42} —%‘ » NI EEE > UBFD

PER| p g o #ﬁé‘}—*ﬂ‘ ) FEF £ HAE LG T’F’*‘?E@f—*ﬁ » 114 3 #F o (T.212:4.639¢24-28; on these devices, which

are discussed in vinaya literature, see Hirakawa 1975). A phrase very similar to the one here in the commentary

occurs regularly in Buddhavarman’s translation of the Mahavibhdasa carried out in the 420s (78 % FH 4L (7 {5

7% R A pi tan pi po sha lun 17 % B % & %, T.1546:28.101b13—-14; 163c15; 254¢29), and thus may have been

a stock phrase in Vaibhasika literature denoting zealous meditation practice. This suggests that the explanation

of terms such as “chan ball” (#£5%) may have been supplied to help explain their meaning to a Chinese

audience, and if so “chan master” here might be Zhu Fonian’s own explanation in which he would have drawn
from the terminology that was beginning to become common in Chinese circles.

Thus we find, to take but one example, that the chan practitioner Zhu Tanyou £ £ #%, active during the fourth

century, is in his biography referred to by others as fa shi j# ¥, “Dharma master” (T.2059:50.396a6, b10), not

“chan master.” “Dharma master” is of course a generic appellation for a Buddhist priest, but it still seems

significant that the title “chan master” is not used in any of these early stories.

52 Sengrui’s comments (see p.15) that he “received the method of dhydna” (% ;% ) from Kumarajiva might
possibly indicate this as well, but since the context is the translation of a text, the emphasis appears to lie on the
transmission of written instructions. Furthermore the absolute lack of other reference to Kumarajiva as
personally trained in chan practice suggests that even if initially Sengrui looked to him as a teacher of
meditation, this role was quickly forgotten once Buddhabhadra had arrived.

5

—
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hundred followers whom he “trained in the practice of chan” (%% #iE ).”

To the extent that hagiography reflects ideals and expectations about what is possible, a
real historical difference exists between the fourth century and the fifth century in terms of the
presence and role of chan practice and chan masters in the lives of Chinese Buddhist monks and
nuns. Prior to the fourth century chan practice was associated almost exclusively with
mysterious Chinese recluses with hazy life stories. These were not thought to be the kind of
monks who interacted with major patrons or political figures. Simply put, chan practice was not
associated with the monks that ordinary people might reasonably expect to encounter.” Seen in
this light we are, I believe, justified in taking as historically plausible Sengrui’s assertion, cited at
the beginning of this chapter, that formerly even those who wanted to practice chan had no
means of learning how.

But beginning in the early fifth century a change occurred. Though mysterious chan
practitioners living in caves and declining to interact with the world did not lose their place in
social memory, there appeared an increasing number of stories about chan practitioners
integrated into the larger Buddhist community, some of whom attained great fame and influence.
There similarly began to appear stories about Chinese monks actually learning chan from
foreign and eventually Chinese “chan masters.” Although how the title “chan master” was
chosen or perhaps assigned™ remains unclear, that no Buddhist monk, Chinese or otherwise, is
given this title prior to the early fifth century is a sign that devotion to or mastery of chan was
not normally associated with Buddhist monks in China. But in the fifth century monks known as
chan masters were famous teachers living in large temples in or near the capital, and such sites
became known as active centers of chan training. The Zhihuan (3% /&; Jetavana) temple, for
example, the largest, most famous, and most powerful monastery in South China during the

53 The letter, written to Liu Yimin %]i# % (d. 410) in south China, is preserved in the Zhao lun %%
(T.1858:45.155¢14—15; Tsukamoto 1955, 44-45). Liu Yimin died in 410, so the letter must have been written
before then. According to the Tang dynasty Records of the Transmission of the Flower Ornament Scripture (Hua
yan jing chuan ji % B’ 1% 3z), Buddhabhadra had “six hundred” followers in Chang’an whom he instructed in
chan (T.2073:51.154b11). Other contemporaneous sources confirm that Buddhabhadra was called a “chan
master” even while alive. Slightly later than Sengzhao’s letter is the brief reference to Buddhabhadra under the
title chan shi # ¥ in Sengrui’s essay Clarifying Doubts (Yu yi Fé?J 5t ; Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.41b17—
18). Similarly in a colophon to Buddhabhadra’s translation of the Hua yan jing % 5, carried out between 418
and 420, he is again titled the “Indian chan master” (= = & F#; T.278:9.788b6), and this title also appears in a
post-face to his translation of the Mahasanghika-vinaya (Mo he seng qi lii %37 W 4% t&; T.1425:22.54809).

54 Though sources outside of hagiography are limited, there are other, vague indications that prior to the fifth
century the actual practice of chan was rare or even nonexistent. Consider, for example, the monastic rules
supposedly instituted by Dao’an in the fourth century. Though the rules themselves do not survive, the topics
covered—procedures for lectures on Buddhist topics, daily liturgies, meals, and the fortnightly posadha
confession ceremony—are mentioned in Dao’an’s biography (Biographies of Eminent Monks,
T.2085:50.353b24-27; on Dao’an’s rules and scholars’ interpretations of them, see Yifa 2002, 8-13). While we
can hardly derive from this a complete picture of fourth-century monastic life, we may say that chan practice, at
least in an organized, ritualized form, was not considered an essential or even regular aspect of monastic life.

55 Precisely what entitled a monk or nun to use titles such as “dharma master” (;* {¥) or “chan master” (FLE7F ) is
unclear. I know of one case in which the title “dharma master” was granted by the Wei emperor Xuanwu # 7
(r. 499-515) to a layman (Wei shu, 84.1854), but it is not clear whether in general these titles were granted by
secular or clerical authorities or simply chosen informally by local communities or individuals.
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early Song dynasty, was remembered (in the sixth century) as where foreign monks of all stripes
came to both translate scriptures and “give instruction in the methods of chan” (3" $24#;% ).

Even if these stories reflect historical reality but vaguely, they indicate that in general
understanding chan practice had changed, from a mysterious discipline undertaken only by
hermits into a training that well connected monks might expect to pursue if desired. Temples
begin to be described as having a dedicated “chan cloister” (£ % ), “chan hall” (%), or “chan
chamber” (£ #),”” and meditation itself becomes more visible, as illustrated by the brief
biography of the Indian monk Ratnamati (F* 7% & i), who arrived in China between 454 and
456, and was known for meditating beneath a tree within the Waguan X ¥ temple in the
southern capital.”® Encountering a monk meditating beneath a tree in a major temple thus seems
to have been something that fifth-century readers would have found plausible. Finally there are
indications the cultivation of chan was being promoted among the laity, and a fifth-century
catalog of Chinese Buddhist compositions lists, within the imperial collection, a “Procedures for
chan: instructions for cultivating concentration as a layman” (& #_& & 7% ¥%).”

Over a century ago, in one of the earliest critical studies of the history of the Chan
school, Mastumoto Bunzaburo > & < = R proposed that before the fifth century the study of

56 This is recorded in the biography of the famous Huiyi £ #% (372-444), who helped Liu Yu %45 overthrow the
Jin dynasty by obtaining favorable omens (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.50:2059.368c18-20). Huiyi was
eventually installed at the abbot of the Zhihuan temple and given the full support of the imperial clan. On Huiyi
and the Zhihuan temple, see Tsukamoto 1974, 77; 83—89.

57 1Tt is not always clear for what use these structures were intended and we have records of a “chan cloister” used
for translation activity (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.13a18-19). Some kind of ritual activity is implied for
the “chan chamber” (& ) constructed by Dharmamitra at the Changsha £ 75 temple in Sichuan, where this
Gandharan chan master “prayed fervently for a relic” (#3% 5 1f147 3 & {1; Biographies of Eminent Monks,
T.2059:50.342¢27). However the word chan was also used more loosely as an architectural term. Huiyuan
apparently constructed a “chan grove” (chan lin #{x) on Mt. Lu, used as a garden or strolling park
(Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.358b6—7; Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.109¢2). The earliest
reference to a dedicated structure for chan may be a passage in the Wei shu 2% describing the early dynastic
history. In 398, shortly after establishing his capital at Datong + I, the founding emperor Taizu =+ 42 (1. 386—
409) began to promote Buddhism, and built a major temple within the city that included a five-story pagoda,
“Vulture-peak” and “Sumeru” halls (this presumably refers to the basic pagoda/Buddha-hall arrangement), “a
lecture hall, a chan hall, and a Sramana seat” (W 44 ~ ABF ~ 2 /5 J&; Wei shu, 114.3030; Tsukamoto
1974, 151). The version of this passage cited in Falin’s j* & (570-640) Refutation of Heresies (Po xie lun 7%
#) reads chan shi # % (T.2104:52.368a15-16), while that cited in the Extended Record of Proselytizing gives
chan fang # % (T.2103:52.101¢29). Regardless, we do not know if this is an accurate record of the structures
built in a temple during the late fourth century, or if the sixth-century author of the Wei shu used vocabulary
from his own day to describe what had by then become the normal buildings of a Buddhist temple.

58 Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.345a15-17

59 Falun mulu * % P 4 (on this catalog, see below p.34), cited in Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.84b5. The
complete title of the text is # £ &L 13 M T_& & 7 ¥%. The parsing of the title here is unclear. This text is
also listed in the Tang Catalog of Buddhist Scriptures (Da tang nei dian lu = 2 P & &), with the slightly
different title B* £ 2. i3 M 7_& & 74 T2 (T.2149:55.328¢12). Neither of these readings makes sense of the
first three characters. If &* is correct, then £ 2. might be the name of an interlocutor (though chronologically
this could not be the famous Huisi £ 2. teacher of Zhiyi %7 #f).
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chan® by Chinese Buddhists had been entirely theoretical, and that its actual practice began only
among the disciples of Kumarajiva and Buddhabhadra.®' When Mastumoto was working the
basic chronology of the key primary sources for early Chinese Buddhism had not yet been firmly
established, and the Dunhuang documents, which would fundamentally change scholarly study
of early Chan, were not yet available. Moreover some of his explanations seem, from a more
contemporary perspective, somewhat naive.®* As far as I have been able to determine
Matsumoto’s conclusion have thus not been taken seriously by subsequent scholars.
Nevertheless despite the limitations of the sources used to reach them, I believe that his basic
contentions are sound, as I have tried to demonstrate more rigorously in the above pages. While
the idea of mental tranquility was no doubt known and even endeavored for,” and the theoretical
importance of chan along the path appreciated, prior to the fifth century organized meditation
practice does not seem to have played even a minor role in Chinese Buddhism.

Meditation scriptures and meditation masters

Beginning in the early fifth century both north and south China thus witnessed an influx
of foreign monks sought after for their mastery of chan. Skill in this practice soon became a
valuable commodity, and “chan masters,” a newly minted title, began to attract prestige and
patronage. Beginning with the disciples of Buddhabhadra (first in Chang’an, then later in south
China) an increasing number of Chinese Buddhists were remembered for having personally
studied chan under the tutelage of these foreign, and eventually native Chinese chan masters.

Regardless of whether the surviving biographies of these teachers and their disciples are
accurate historical accounts, legends told and re-told as the origin stories of cultic sites, or a
combination of both, that the study of chan under a qualified master became an increasingly
common trope suggests that such training had actually become both possible and expected.
Chinese Buddhists seem, moreover, to have been aware that a shift had occurred. Thus, for
example, a late fifth-century biography of the fourth-century monk Huijing & # (also known as
Tanjie £ #*) indicates that he practiced chan. But it adds that: “Since at that time the methods of
chan (chan fa #;% ) had not yet been transmitted, [Huijing] followed [the instructions in] the
scriptures, and sat by himself.”* Fifth-century writers, when remembering or imagining chan

60 Mastumoto does not distinguish Chan as the school of Bodhidharma and chan as “Buddhist meditation,” so his
study of the time before the rise of the Bodhidharma school ends up, from our perspective, as a study of the later.

61 Matsumoto 1911. Matsumoto seems to be responding to Sakaino Koyo, who had earlier argued that the absence
of detailed records pertaining to early chan specialists did not imply that there were none (Sakaino 1907, 133).

62 For example he suggests that the Chinese had not previously taken up chan practice because it was “contrary to
the Chinese way of thinking” (& 7R & &8 @ 2_ [Tif & 4 9> - 72 9 6), such that many centuries were required
before it could become accepted (Matsumoto 1911, 239).

63 See for example Zhidun’s £ 5 (314-366) poem Yong chan si dao ren & i + , written for what appears to
have been a painting of a meditating monk (Extended Records of Proselytizing, T.2103:52.351a18-b2).

64 PEAELE A > k5L o (Biographies of Famous Monks, X.1523:77.357a23). The Biographies of Eminent
Monks records Huijing under the name Tanjie & 5%, but does not mention his practice of chan
(T.2059:50.356b25—6). For a translation of that biography, see Kieschnick 1997, 5.
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practice during the fourth century, thus pictured a lone monk attempting to meditate with only
written texts to guide him, and this was implicitly contrasted with what had apparently become
the norm.

That in the fifth century training in chan became a possibility for Chinese Buddhists has
important consequences for how we understand the nature and significance of the surviving texts
from this period that discuss this practice. As mentioned above prior to the fifth century a
number of important texts outlining the methods and expected results of chan practice had been
available in China. Fifth-century chan texts, however, were translated, composed, and circulated
by and among Chinese Buddhists who were also attempting, at least occasionally, to put such
ideas into practice. Even though we do not know the exact relationship between any given text
and specific individuals, we do know that most fifth-century chan texts were at least associated
at the time with monks known as chan masters, and this contrasts markedly with earlier times,
when there was no particular association between translating chan texts and personal mastery of
chan practice.

For the historian, regardless of the context in which they were written or translated, texts
describing chan practice remain prescriptive rather than descriptive sources. We cannot know
precisely how any given text was used, though we do occasionally find internal evidence
suggesting a practical, didactic use. (They contain, for example, the earliest surviving
instructions for correct meditation posture.)® Still, precisely as prescriptive texts they can be
read as descriptive of ideals. And not just abstract ideals unconnected to Buddhism “on the
ground.” For during this time mastery of chan was coming to be seen as accessible to Chinese
Buddhists and foreign masters residing in China. Thus while a Chinese reader of the fourth
century may have encountered texts describing chan and been amazed by the attainments of
mysterious hermits or Buddhist saints in the magical land of India, in the fifth century chan texts
would have been read as, at least in part, descriptions of the practices and experiences of living
Chinese Buddhists. And for some Buddhist clergy and perhaps laypersons as well,® they would
even have been read as descriptions of things they themselves were actively hoping to achieve.

In other words in the fifth century we find three things forming a potentially coherent
whole—chan texts as descriptions of ideal attainments, chan practice as a concrete, ritualized
activity, and chan masters as visible, living persons believed to have attained the results
described in chan texts. Thus chan texts from this period—most especially those composed or
compiled in China—reveal not merely abstract ideals, but the ideals used by at least some
Chinese Buddhists to frame and understand the practices in which they engaged, the people who
surrounded them, and, at least occasionally, their own experiences.

Surviving chan texts from the fifth century occur in an assortment of styles and genres,
and it is difficult to concisely summarize their contents. Some can be attributed to specific
translators or authors based on reliable, contemporaneous records, such as for the texts produced
by Kumarajiva. The origins of many others, however, are unclear, and the information
concerning these texts found in later catalogs is often questionable. Since these texts often have
very similar titles, difficulties of identification also abound, occasionally making it difficult if
not impossible to be certain which catalog records correspond to which extant texts. (A specific

65 See appendix three, section 1.9.
66 On the possibility that chan was also being promoted among the laity, see above p.29.
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case of this problem will be explored in more detail in chapter two.)

But before looking at the contents of the surviving texts, [ want to consider the question
of genre. Indeed “chan texts” is not simply my own second-order designation, but a rough
translation of what Chinese commentators called “chan scriptures” (chan jing # 5). This term,
attested since the middle of the fourth century, does not appear to correspond to an explicit
Indian Buddhist bibliographic category.®’ The Chinese, however, felt that it referred to a specific
genre of texts compiled by various Indian masters after the Buddha’s demise.®® And while most
texts referred to as such are, stylistically, similar to Indian Buddhist commentarial literature, in
the prominent cases of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing we have texts written as
discourses delivered by the Buddha.”

Despite the apparent absence of an Indic Buddhist parallel for it, the notion of a genre of
canonical or near-canonical texts devoted to chan captured the Chinese imagination from an
early date, and in addition to “chan scriptures” we find related terms such as “the chan canonical

67 As Florin Deleanu has noted, “chan scripture” (chan jing 38 %) does not seem to be the calque of an Indic term
(Deleanu 2006, 1:157). Possibly the earliest attested example of this word is the anonymous commentary to the
Scripture on the Twelve Gates (Shi er men jing - = F* %), a text attributed to An Shigao and recently re-
discovered at Kongd-ji £ k|3 temple in Japan (Ochiai 2004, 198 line 411). Here, however, the meaning may be
“chan teachings,” as in Han-dynasty Buddhist texts the word jing %5 often translates dharma, not sitra as it
would later. The first unambiguous example of the meaning “chan scripture” is Dao’an’s fourth-century preface
to this same text, which he calls the “the most detailed of all the chan scriptures” (+“ 3% & 5 & & #F & ; Records
of the Canon, T.2145:55.46b7-8). Note, however, that none of the texts Dao’an lists in his 374 CE catalog, the
Zong li zhong jing mu lu 5732 8 & P 4%, use this word as part of their titles. Though speculative, it is not
impossible that Dao’an used the word in his preface after having read it in the Scripture on the Twelve Gates,
such that the entire notion of a “chan scripture” might have been a confusion generated by the changing use of
the word jing % in Chinese Buddhist translations. Later the word is used frequently in the Treatise on Great
Wisdom (Da zhi du lun ~ 75 B %), where, however, it often seems to refer to Kumarajiva’s own earlier
translations, notably the Meditation Scripture (to be discussed in more detail below), so here too it is not clear if
the intention was as a proper name or the name of a genre. There are also at least two texts in the Agama /
Nikaya collections that might have born the title dhyana-sitra. In the Pali canon we thus find the jhana-sutta or

Jjhanissaya-sutta (AN, 4.422), and in the Madhyamagama (Zhong a han jing » ¥ % &) the Scripture on the
Practice of Dhyana (Xing chan jing 7 #5; T.26:1.713¢22-716b12). Though these are not the same texts, both
are structured around an exposition of the four dhyanas and four arupya-samapattis. In the Yogalehrbuch (on
which see note 155 below), we find the term yogasdastra (Schlingloff 1964a, 86), certainly a plausible candidate
for an Indic equivalent of chan jing & %5 . Interestingly, however, the Yogalherbuch uses this to refer not to itself,
but to a different body of texts. Finally we may note that the term yoga-siitra is well known from non-Buddhist
Indian traditions, though as far as I know there are no known references to Buddhist yoga-siitras.

68 See Huiyuan’s preface to the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.65¢10-19 and
66a10-12). Similarly the Si fen li xing shi chao pi = 4 £ {7 & #;$*, a Tang-dynasty sub-commentary to
Daoxuan’s vinaya commentaries, explains that the chan jing #£5 are texts that “teach the procedures for
meditation using words [drawn from] the sutras” #r & 8% » * F3F 4 o (X.736:42.1010c4-7).

69 Interestingly, however, in this case both texts comprise more than one such sutra, each with a standard opening
and closing formula. Outside of the Agama collections this is a most unusual format for Chinese Buddhist texts.
And indeed later Chinese catalogers treated these two texts, which as I will argue in chapter two may have
originally been a single collection, not as sutras but as “compilations of [past] saints and sages” (§~ % #%), a
category indicating compilations and extracts made by Indian Buddhists and translated as such into Chinese
(Fajing's Catalog, T.2146:55.144b25). This classification was maintained until the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era
in 730, which reclassified the texts as sutras.
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texts” (chan dian .1 ), and the “basket [pertaining to] meditation” (ding zang ¥_5).” Even in
later Chinese Buddhism, when chan often became associated with something outside or beyond
the traditional Buddhist canon, similar associations persisted. Zongmi’s % % (780-841)
influential collection of the sayings and doings of early Chan masters, for example, was referred
to by his contemporaries as the “Chan basket” (%), a title that self-consciously invokes the
notion of a special canonical collection of Chan / chan texts.”

The desire for a discrete corpus of chan texts was correlated with a pattern, observable in
China beginning in the fifth century, of conflating the “three baskets” (#ripitaka) of Buddhist
canonical texts—sitra (discourses), vinaya (monastic rules), and abhidharma (doctrinal
exegesis)—with the so-called three trainings of sila (precepts), samadhi (meditation), and
prajia (wisdom), the basic model of Buddhist soteriology. Although Chinese catalogs of
Buddhist texts from the seventh century onward generally organize Indian canonical texts
according to the three baskets, earlier catalogs did not follow this system.” One such example is
the Catalog in Seven Sections (Qi lu = %) compiled by Ruan Xiaoxu =% % (479-536), which
contains one of the earliest attempts to create an official catalog of the Buddhist canon.” Though
the catalog is lost according to the table of contents, preserved in the Extended Records of
Proselytizing,” Ruan grouped Buddhist texts into five categories: “the division of the precepts

e

and regulations” #* =3, “the division of chan meditation” & 3%, “the division of wisdom” 4
3R, “the division of works of dubious authenticity” #& 12$%, and “the division of treatises and
other records” # 3z +%.” The monk Baochang ¥ *8 (464— sometime after 514) used a similar
system in his catalog compiled under the auspices of emperor Wudi # # (r. 502—550). In this
case the first three categories were “sutras” (%), “chan scriptures” (#£.5), and “precepts and
regulations” (# £).7°

These catalogs thus organized Buddhist texts according to the three trainings, not the
three baskets, and some version of this bibliographic method dates from at least the middle of

70 For chan dian 3.2 , see Huiguan’s £ . (375-445) preface to the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (Records of
the Canon, T.2145:55.66b4), and also Sengzhao’s % & essay Nirvana Has No Name (Nie pan wu ming lun ;&
% & %% T.1858:45.160c25). This term was rare after the fifth century. On ding zang Z_&%, see note 78 below.

71 The expression “Chan basket” (chan zang # &) is not found in Zongmi’s extant writings, but it is used in the
introduction to Zongmi’s Chan Preface (Chan yuan zhu quan ji du xu 78R 7 3> & " F&) written by Zongmi’s
patron Bei Xiu ¥ (T.2015:48.398b10). Zongmi’s biography in the Song Biographies of Eminent Monks also
uses this word: “[Zongmi] gathered the Chan sayings of the various schools so as to create a ‘Chan basket™” *
Bz a7 5 (T.2061:50.742a6-7). This word even appears on Bei Xiu’s epitaph for Zongmi (Gregory
2002, 322n33).

72 Chinese Buddhist catalogs in general include two separate organizational systems: one in which texts are
classified by translator, usually ordered by the understood chronology of the translations, and another in which
presently extant texts are organized into a single canon. I speak here only of the second of these two systems, as
in the first case the organization is, obviously, constrained by other factors.

73 Liand He 2003, 62

74 T.2103:52.111a14-19

75 This final category refers to texts written by Chinese authors.

76 The table of contents of this now-lost catalog is listed under the title Liang shi zhong jing mu lu = & F.5 P 4+
in the Li dai san bao ji Fr * = ¥ & (T.2034:49.126b5—9). Some scholars question whether this really
represents Baochang’s catalog (Tan 1991, 185).
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the fifth century. Thus in a catalog of Buddhist writings compiled for emperor Mingdi f? # (r.
465-472) by Lu Cheng I (420-494),” we find a “basket of the discipline” (&%), “basket
of meditation” ( #_&), and “basket of wisdom” (£ &%), though this catalog is of texts by Chinese
authors, not Indian canonical works, and there are several other categories beyond these three.”™
Using the three trainings as a bibliographic scheme may have been at least partially based
on theories found in Indian texts translated into Chinese during the fourth and early fifth
centuries. The earliest of the three Chinese translations of the Vibhasa,” completed in 383, thus
defines the three baskets in reference to the three trainings: the vinaya discusses discipline, the
suitras meditation, and the abhidharma wisdom.*® Although the pairing of vinaya with sila makes
obvious sense (perhaps especially in Chinese, as both vinaya and sila were often translated as jie
), and the link between abhidharma and wisdom is also attested elsewhere, a generic
connection between the siitras and meditation seems somewhat hard to explain or justify.*!
Whether inspired by this or not, the Chinese eventually connected “wisdom” not to the
Abhidharma but to a more generic category of “scriptures” (jing %), or sometimes “scriptures

77 For Lu Cheng’s biography, see Nan gi shu, 9.681—685.

78 Fa lun mu lu i# % P 4 (Records of the Canon, T.55:2145.84a2-b23). It is notable that the “basket of
meditation” here comprises mostly prefaces to the texts generally classified as “chan scriptures,” including both
An Shigao’s early translations and the later translations of Kumarajiva and Buddhabhadra.

79 The three Chinese versions of the so-called Vibhdasa are really translations of three different texts, but for the
sake of convenience I refer to them here and throughout this dissertation as different translations of a single text.

80 “Furthermore all buddhas preach the three baskets, namely siitra, vinaya, and abhidharma. Question: What
differences is there between these three? Answer: According to one mode of explanation, there is no difference.
Why? In as much as they all emerge from a single sea of wisdom, they all are produced from great compassion,
they all benefit sentient beings, and they all effectuate entry into the single gate of liberation, there is no
difference. But according to a different mode of explanation, there is a difference: the sitras speak about various
things, the vinaya speaks about precepts, and the abhidharma speaks about the characteristics [of dharmas]. Or
else it is explained that the sitras rely on [the buddhas’] might, the vinaya on their great compassion, and the
abhidharma on their fearlessness. Or else it is explained that the sitras speak of the higher consciousness,
the vinaya speaks of the higher discipline, and the abhidharma speaks of the higher wisdom.” g = — *» i
EENER o EERPRE My c REREFRFRLY - WFRLY P B oo fio Y
R R N L RS T R E e N I T S U R TR LR
EEBE BERA PR BEA o R o HERS c R A E o PR REE A c FERHMIA -
TR A o PR BEH I E o (T.1547:28.416b24—<9). “Higher consciousness,” “higher discipline,” and
common way of referring to the three trainings of, following the order given here, samadhi, sila, and prafja.

81 Particular collections of the siitras were also sometimes associated specifically with meditation. In China the
major source for this understanding was the Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhdsa (Sa po duo pi ni pi po sha g% 5 % ~
% 7 75), which distinguishes the four Agamas according to content and purpose: “[The Buddha’s] occasional
preachings for various gods was collected into the Ekottardgama, and this collection is the one studied by
missionaries. His preaching of deep truths for those of sharp faculties [was collected] and named the
Madyamdagama, and this is studied by [those devoted] to scholasticism. His preaching of the various factors
associated with dhyana forms the Samyuktdgama, and this collection is the one studied by meditators. The
Dirghdagama [is for those wishing to] refute heretics.” % 3 = £ A "z > B 5 H - > L@ it A ) 3
SUARRINEAESE BEAE SN L S jﬂ" AT o RBENEAEE o AR g o AAE A Y o B b

£ P % » (T.1440:23.503c27-504a1). In later China the association between the Samyuktagama (Za a han 3
F# %) and the practice of chan was frequently discussed by Zhiyi (Miao fa lian hua jing wen ju #5i% £ E 5~
v, T.1718:34.1¢8-10).
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and commentaries” (%5 # ), while “meditation” was linked to a special collection of texts. The
first steps in this direction had already occurred by the early fifth century. Thus Huiyuan, in his
preface to the chan text translated by Buddhabhadra, writes:

[Previously] I had frequently lamented that ever since the great teaching [of Buddhism]
began spreading eastward [towards China] the [texts on] “chan numbers” have been
especially few. With the “three trainings” thus incomplete, the noble way has been in
danger of decline. Recently Kumarajiva has transmitted the works of A§vagosa, and thus
only now has there come to be this “training” [here in China].*

Here Huiyuan invokes Kumarajiva’s then-recent translation of the Meditation Scripture, the
same compilation for which Sengrui wrote his preface mentioned above, as a recent contribution
that increased the availability of the “training” (ye %) of chan. The term “training,” and
especially the “three trainings” (san ye = %), which Huiyuan also uses, unambiguously refers to
discipline (Sila), meditation (samddhi), and wisdom (prajiia). However what Huiyuan seems to
consider necessary for these to be complete is the availability of specific kinds of texts.
Huiyuan’s biography makes it clear what he (or at least his biographer) thought these three kinds
of texts were:

When the scriptures (%) first came to south China, many were missing. Little was heard
of methods for chan (# % ), and the basket of the discipline (&) was fragmentary.
Grieving that the Way was incomplete, Huiyuan sent his disciples Fajing, Faling and
others to seek scriptures ( # %) in distant lands. They traversed deserts and mountains,
returning only after long years. All obtained Indian texts, which were eventually
translated.®

It would seem here that “scriptures” (%), “methods for chan” (#;2 ) and “basket of the
discipline” (& &%) refer to three different categories of texts. This is made clear in the next line:

[Huiyuan] invited chan master [Buddhabhadra to Mt. Lu] so as to put an end to his exile
[from Chang’an].** [At Mt. Lu, Buddhabhadra] translated chan scriptures.® [Huiyuan]
further asked the Gandharan monk Sanghadeva to translate abhidharma (#c5) texts.®

By means of these [translations] it came to pass that methods for chan (#;2 ), scriptures

82 Fim~ Hdin BB AFE > =X EN BTE LR AR THE T BT 2 G E o
(T.2145:55.65c28—-66al)

B3 Avigimiz k> 5 AR B2 AR > BEAR c BIHA G 2 L FIRE S FHE B F G - AR
HE o BR E o PS> B0 8E o (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.359b15-18). A nearly
identical passage appears in Huiyuan’s slightly earlier biography in the Records of the Canon
(T.2145:55.110a14—17). I have here benefited from Ziircher’s translation (1972, 246).

84 After Buddhabhadra was expelled from Chang’an he moved temporarily to Mt. Lu before eventually settling in
Jiankang 7% % , the southern capital, where he continued his work as a translator and teacher of chan.

85 This refers to the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (Da mo duo luo chan jing & B % %48 5). See p.48 below.

86 This refers to Sanghadeva’s translation of the Abhidharma-hrdaya I# % 8 <~ and the *Tri-dharmaka-sastra =
7% B # (see his biography in the Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.99¢18).
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(&), and precepts (3¢ ) totaling nearly a hundred fascicles were translated at Mt. Lu.*’

Among Huiyuan and his followers the three trainings as a division of Buddhist practice and
attainment were thus linked to a three-fold division of texts that, while not precisely equal to the
three baskets, was similarly intended as a complete description of the Buddhist canon. It is
interesting to note how, particularly in the case of chan, this creates an ambiguity—"“methods of
chan” (% ) refers simultaneously to the practice of chan and to the texts that provide
instruction in this discipline.*® A similar tension occurs with the vinaya. To “uphold the vinaya”
(#% &) thus meant not only to follow the regulations precisely (as this expression would
eventually mean in normal use), but also to transmit and memorize vinaya texts.®

From the early fifth century onward these three categories were portrayed as the totality
of Buddhist practice and study. Well-rounded monks were not supposed to “narrowly investigate
a single canonical corpus (£ ),” but to “comprehensively master chan (#), master the
regulations ({£), and become fully adept in the scriptures and treatises (5% ).”* Thus Fa’an j*
% , a disciple of Huiyuan, though classified in the Biographies of Eminent Monks as an exegete
(% f#), “properly maintained the precepts (¢ ), could expound on the scriptures, and furthemore
trained in chan.”®' Ratnamati “always sat in chan beneath a tree within the temple, yet he was
also versed in the scriptures () and the regulations ({£).”** Xuanchang = %5 (416-484) “had a
thorough understanding of the scriptures and the regulations, and was also deeply versed in the
essentials of chan.” As a youth the Gandharan chan master Dharmamitra “recited the scriptural
collections, firmly upheld the regulations, and was especially fond of chan.”* Anbin % &, a
monk active in North China during the sixth century, “studied scriptures and treatises (.55.3#)
with Master Rong at the Guangrong temple in Sizhou. Rong’s instruction in the regulations (&
was strict and severe, such that [Anbin] was austerely shaped into a perfect vessel [for the
dharma] . . . [Anbin] also received training in the methods of chan, exhaustively reaching the
profound attainments.””> Gunavarman, famous for transmitting the bhiksuni precepts to China in
the early fifth century, “had a comprehensive command of the four Agamas, and could recite
tens of millions of words of the scriptures. He also had a profound mastery of the canon of the

87 U ABEF AR E  WIES X FRF P Mok DT o T ER A P RL o B2 F
¥ © (T.2145:55.110a18-21).

88 A similar ambiguity occurs with the expression “essentials of chan” (chan yao # & ), also used as a title for
certain kinds of texts.

89 See note 104 below.

90 These remarks are drawn from Huijiao’s concluding essay (i) to the biographies of the translators in the
Biographies of Eminent Monks (T.2059:50.345b14-346a23).

9l & 4F 7> #HW WG » {L ¥ ¥ - (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.362b29)

92 a3 ¢ Mt T L3 > X 8RS E o (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.345a15—17). On this passage see
also p.29 above.

93 FaEiiE & o (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.377a15-16)

94 I SHF > T EIN BIFAEIN o (Biographies of Famous Monks, X.1523:77.355b2). The version in the
Biographies of Eminent Monks is worded somewhat differently (T.2059:50.342¢10-12).

95 s+ @ kg I F N RY KW o F 0 BB AAARE L REE o B 2P o (Further
Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2060:50.480b13—17)
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regulations (& &), and was marvelously proficient in the essentials of chan (% & ).

The notion that Buddhist practice consisted in the study of chan, mastery of scriptures,
and training in monastic regulations, was further connected with the basic division of the clergy
into “dharma masters” (;* f¥ ), “vinaya masters” ({£F¥), and “chan masters” (F&E¥ ), titles so
familiar to students of medieval Chinese Buddhism that their novelty has rarely been noticed. In
some cases we can even watch as the Chinese, exposed to Indian Buddhists classified under
slightly different rubrics, re-imagined things in this more appealing framework. For example
Sengzhao # &, writing as it was taking place, describes the Buddhist activity in Chang’an under

the patronage of the ruler Yao Xing #* % (r. 399—416) as follows:

[Yao Xing] is by nature inclined towards the Way and is possessed of natural ease. His
innate capacities are well beyond the ordinary. He protects the Three Jewels and
endeavors to spread the [Buddhist] teachings. Through his efforts extraordinary
scriptures and eminent monks have been brought from distant lands, such that here in
China it is once again as it was in the days when the Buddha himself taught on Vulture
Peak . . . [in addition to Kumarajiva] he has invited one Mahayana chan master, one
dharma master versed in the three baskets (= & ; §¥), and two Vibhasa dharma masters
(% Z£ 5 ;* F7). Kumarajiva has been translating the new scriptures at the Dashi temple,
and from this basket of the teachings (;# &%), which is wide and profound, new and
marvelous things are heard each day. In the Waguan temple the chan master
[Buddhabhadra] instructs and trains several hundred disciples in the path of chan. They
do not tire, day or night, solemnly practicing in utmost delight. In the Central Temple the
dharma master versed in the three baskets has been translating the basket of the
regulations (£ &%). [Translated] in its entirety, it is detailed and complete, [such that
hearing it is] as if witnessing [the Buddha’s] original institution [of the rules].”” [Finally]
at the Shiyang temple the Vibhasa dharma masters are translating the
Sariputrabhidharma.®®

Sengzhao thus describes four specializations—three kinds of “dharma masters” (7 f¥),textual
experts specializing in sitras, vinaya, and abhidharma, and one “chan master,” who does not
translate texts but teaches meditation practice.” On the one hand there is thus a division between

9 #ekw 7 > AELFAEZ 0 FEES ¥ rEL - (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.340a27-29).

97 Sengzhao here emphasizes that this was the first Chinese translation of a complete vinaya.

O8 Fp i A WH=F - FAarod RBLEH - 2 @a 2 FH2h 0 FEL G
FABRF - A s ZFEEF— A S RHVEEFCS A PRERSRFINMIFG 2R B PG ER A&
PR P IRV AEE o PHMKE > Y RENE FFEE RV DS Z @Y 3 NER ARHE
FRAG] c RBNZEFNEEZ N AL PR B o (Zhao lun K, T.1858:45.155¢8-18; Tsukamoto 1955,
43-44). Most of this passage is incorporated into Senghzhao’s biography in the Biographies of Eminent Monks
(T.2059:50.365b12-24). The monks mentioned here are as follows: the “dharma master versed in the three
baskets” is either Punyatara # % % %, who recited the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lLi - 3 ) or
Buddhayasas # [< 28 £ | who translated the Dharmaguptaka-vinaya (Si fen lii = 4 #; Tsukamoto, et al. suggest
that Buddhayasas is the more likely referent. See Tsukamoto 1955, 100n128); the chan master is Buddhabhadra;
the two “Vibhasa dharma masters” appear to be Dharmayasas 2 % 2% £ and Dharmagupta 2 B ¥ % .

99 Buddhabhadra had a second career as a translator in south China, but he did not translate or recite texts while in
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memorization and exegesis of texts, and meditation practice, which is the basic two-fold
categorization of monastic vocation familiar from Indian texts.'” On the other hand the textual
specialists are further subdivided according to the three baskets, creating a four-fold division,
one that is moreover found in contemporaneous Chinese translations of Indian texts. The
Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song li - 3§ #£), the translation of which Sengzhao mentions in his
letter, thus notes that one should praise a dying monk based on his attainments during life, which
might comprise either having practiced meditation, studied the sitras, studied the vinaya, or
having been a “dharma master” (; {7 ), explained as an abhidharma specialist.'®" These four
categories also indicated classes of attainment. Thus the Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa, a
commentary to the Sarvastivada-vinaya that appeared in China during the early fifth century,
notes that while making false claims to sanctity leads to expulsion from the monastic order (a
pardajika transgression),'” lesser boasts are also subject to censure. Thus it is a sthiilatyaya
offense, a transgression second only to the parajika in severity, if:

Not being a reciter of the four Agamas one claims to recite the four Agamas; not being
an abhidharma master one claims to be an abhidharma master; not being a vinaya master
one claims to be a vinaya master; not actually being a forest-dwelling meditator, one
claims to be a forest-dwelling meditator.'”

Chang’an.

100The Milasarvastivada-vinaya, for one, often speaks in general terms of “two vocations” for monks, meditation
and recitation of texts (Ksudrakavastu, Gen ben shuo yi qie you bu pi nai ye za shi 3 % 3.— *# 3 88 % 2R3e,
T.1451:24.267c4-5; see also Vinayavibhanga, Gen ben shuo yi qie you bu pi nai ye 13 % 3.~ *» 5 8 % 3 %,
T.1442:23.658c6-7; 796a12—13). This division is well known from Pali sources as the distinction between the
ganthadhura and the vipassanadhura (Gombrich 1988, 152—153). Other sources often mention a third option,
“administrator.” Thus according to the Sarvastivada-vinaya, monks have three “vocations” (% ): seated
meditation (< ##), recitation of scriptures (3 ), and administrative duties ({784 # % ; T.1435:23.334¢10-12.
See also a similar passage at 347c17—-18). These three categories are mentioned casually in a number of other
texts translated into Chinese during the late fourth and early fifth centuries. See for example the Sarvastivada-
vinaya-vibhasa (T.1440:23.506¢28-29), the Scripture of the Wise and the Foolish, where it is interesting to note
that “reciting scriptures” is replaced by “study” (¥ I ; Xian yu jing ¥ & 5, T.202:4.376¢27-28), and the Chu
yao jing 1R, the Dharmapdada commentary translated by Zhu Fonian in the early fifth century
(T.212:4.614c17-20; 615a8—11; 639a8—10; 647c21-23; 680c7-9. On this text see note 50 above). This three-
fold division was known among the Chinese clergy during the late fourth century even before the above texts
were translated. Thus Huiyuan, writing to the warlord Huan Xuan 1% sometime between 402 and 404
explained that: “According to what is taught by the [Buddhist] scriptures there are three basic tasks [for the
clergy]: the first are those who through chan meditation enter into the sublime; second are those who recite and
study the texts bequeathed [by the Buddha]; third are those who establish and promote the blessed enterprise [of
the Buddhist church].” 5578 » =5 = §* o - Jﬂ‘ P g ﬁ C WAL G = ko B AGE o
(Records of Proselytizing, T.2102:52.85b13—15). Although the meaning of the expression “establish and promote
the blessed enterprise” is not entirely clear (in the Biographies of Eminent Monks for example the category xing
fu 235 refers to those who help sponsor the construction of temples), Huiyuan’s divisions here seem to
correspond to the meditator / reciter / administrator scheme.

101T.1435:23.205¢20-27

1020n what precisely “expulsion” meant in the case of pardjika transgressions, see chapter five.

132w ms » fons s 2Hma BEF > p oA BfF  2bibfm > p 2 2fF  F2LL@iTPs o £
B3 AR RE o (T.1440:23.519a14-18)
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Sengzhao’s account of the different masters in Chang’an thus conformed to a well-accepted

Indian classification of the different areas in which a Buddhist monk could obtain renown.
However Sengzhao’s colleague Sengrui, writing at least a decade after the fact and

having since relocated to south China, described the relevant persons in different terms:

[At that time] Buddhist masters and [new] scriptures were all assembled. Dharma master
Kumarajiva came from Kucha, masters of the canon versed in the vinaya (3% £ = &)
came from Gandhara, and the chan master [Buddhabhadra] and his disciples also
gathered. For over a dozen years Chang’an was a flurry of activity. Truly it was the
second flourishing of the great teaching!'*®

Although the differences between Sengzhao’s live report and Sengrui’s reminiscence are slight,
they are revealing, and we see that Sengrui remembered or at least chose to summarize the key
figures as a “dharma master” (% {¥ ), an “upholder of the vinaya” (3% #£), and a “chan master”
(?ﬁ-gﬂ’—).l%

This framework of Dharma masters, vinaya masters, and chan masters, expected to have
expertise in “wisdom,” “discipline,” and “meditation” respectively, has continued to inform
Chinese presentations of Buddhism (and presentations of Chinese Buddhism) down through the
ages. So entrenched did it become as a way of conceptualizing the different areas of Buddhist
mastery that it continued to reappear in later eras under new guises, such as, during the Song
dynasty (960—1279), the three “schools” (really master-disciple lineages) that monopolized the
abbacies of public monasteries—Tiantai (and perhaps sometimes Huayan) or “teachings” (jiao
% orjiang #), Nanshan vinaya (% @ ), and Chan (chan #&).'%

Even modern scholars have, perhaps unwittingly, reproduced it, albeit using different
terminology. Thus John Kieschnick, in his study of traditional Chinese Buddhist hagiography,
eschews the more detailed divisions of different specialties used in the Biographies of Eminent
Monks in favor of his own three-fold typology of asceticism, thaumaturgy, and scholarship.'"’

1044552 zraraie b o P RRZFIPH W - FEZFKEPBF - BFARF IS o B9 2F
EP oo FH A Ris@e gL o (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.41b16-19). The date of this essay by Sengrui,
preserved under the title Clarifying Doubts (Yu yi ¥4 #% ), is uncertain. But it mentions Faxian’s /2 8 translation
of the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana-sitra, which took place in 418. Sengrui left Chang’an in 417 after the city
was recaptured by the Xia § armies, and he died in the south in 436 (see Wright 1957).

105Although Sengrui does not use the word “vinaya master” (=), this title would soon become common. The
earliest reference to a living person in China bearing this title may be Vimalaksa (¥4 & % < ), Kumarajiva’s
preceptor who came to Chang’an to finish reciting the Sarvastivada-vinaya after Punyatara, who had begun it,
died unexpectedly. Vimalaksa eventually settled in the south, where he became known as the “blue-eyed vinaya
master” (§ F% {7 ; Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.333c14). I have not found any contemporaneous
material proving that this title was used while Vimalaksa was alive, though from sources such as the
Biographies of Eminent Monks it would seem that, like “chan master,” by the mid fifth century “vinaya master”
was a common title for both foreign and Chinese masters specializing in the recitation and study of the vinayas.

106The full institution of these three as distinct lineages did not occur until the Southern Song (1127-1279), when
“vinaya temple” (&%) began to designate not simply ordinary, hereditary temples whose abbacy passed to an
heir of the previous abbot, but to public monasteries, with imperially appointed abbots, in the so-called Nanshan
vinaya lineage (Foulk 1993, 166; Schliitter 2005, 152—157).

107Kieschnick 1997
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Kieschnick rightly treats these not as distinct groups of monks, but as themes running through
Chinese Buddhist hagiography as a whole, and as he notes, most monks were expected to have at
least some expertise in all three areas. Although the terms he chooses differ slightly, it is possible
to see these three themes as paralleling the more explicit categories of “dharma master”
(scholarship), “vinaya master” (asceticism), and “chan master” (thaumaturgy) respectively. This
shows, I would suggest, that this three-fold division was not merely a set of three possible titles,
but a deeper ordering principle that structured how the Chinese conceived of just what it was that
Buddhist monks and nuns were supposed to be doing.

We can now understand, I believe, some of the reasons why the Chinese came to think of
the “chan scriptures” as a separate body of textual knowledge, and why fifth- and even sixth-
century Chinese Buddhists were concerned to ensure their adequate supply. Rather than making
a division between mastery of texts on the one hand and meditation practice on the other,
Chinese Buddhists seem to have felt that each area of Buddhist study, corresponding to the three
trainings as discussed above, would and indeed should have a relevant corpus of texts. Of course
it was obviously possible to distinguish between the mere study of meditation texts and actual
practice of it, and as we saw at the beginning of this chapter this was the thrust of Sengui’s
complaints about the situation prior his meeting with Kumarajiva. But crucially Sengrui did not
suggest that the solution was merely practical instructions for meditation or better explanation of
the previously available texts. Indeed his comments are made in the context of the translation of
new, better chan texts. For Sengrui, authoritative teaching about meditation practice by
definition required authoritative meditation texts.'"

All of this is, I think, broadly in keeping with traditional Chinese notions of learning (xue
&) more generally. Thus while, as suggested above, fifth-century Chinese Buddhists seem to
have begun actually practicing chan in a manner that was rare or even unheard of in previous
eras, this did not mean that texts on chan became less important. Quite the contrary. For chan
practice to be accepted as a legitimate monastic vocation, as occurred during the fifth century, an
authoritative set of canonical writings was deemed essential.

And while there existed individual Indian Buddhist texts devoted to these topics, there
does not seem to have been an Indian Buddhist bibliographic category precisely matching what
the Chinese had in mind by the “chan scriptures,” a chan counterpart to the sutras (and
commentaries) and the vinaya. Indeed it is interesting to observe that many of the so-called chan
scriptures, such as Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture for which Sengrui wrote his preface, were
not translations of integral Indic originals, but compilations based on multiple sources (we will
discuss this in more detail below). It may have been this slight gap between the Chinese desire
for a canonical collection of chan texts and the ways that information about this subject were
organized in Indian Buddhist texts that contributed to an ongoing feeling among Chinese
Buddhists that a complete collection of the “chan scriptures” was still lacking. Thus for example
the early sixth-century catalog of Buddhist texts compiled by Baochang (see p.33 above)
recorded only thirty-eight fascicles (%) of texts for its division of the “chan scriptures,” while

108Many of the common Chinese expression for chan practice at least potentially include the idea of studying texts.
Thus “practice” (xi ¥ ), the most common verb applied to chan, is also something that one does to “scriptures”
(%), and as mentioned above expression such as “chan methods” (#£;2 ) or “essentials of chan” (# & ) can refer
to both concrete practices and textual genres.
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the other categories each had several hundred.'” It is thus perhaps not surprising that around this
same time emperor Wu apparently sent a mission of monks abroad specifically in search of more
of these mysterious and ever insufficient “chan scriptures.”!"

In the following sections of this chapter and the next I will consider in detail the major
surviving fifth-century “chan scriptures.” What unifies these texts is not their content per se
(though they do share much in common), but the fact that these are the texts that Chinese
Buddhists turned to as the official exemplars of what chan practice was supposed to be. In
chapter two I will turn to those chan scriptures that seem likely to have been actually written in
China. In the remainder of the present chapter I will first examine the texts that, with varying
degrees of certainty, seem to be more or less direct translations of Indian or Central Asian
material. These texts provide at least some evidence for the teachings on meditation practice that
were current in northwest India and Central Asia during the fourth and fifth centuries. In the
present context such material is important first and foremost because it shows the kinds of things
to which fifth-century Chinese Buddhists interested in chan would likely have been exposed.
Since almost no comparable material survives in Indian languages, these Chinese sources are
also extremely valuable in terms of the history of Indian Buddhist meditation more generally.

Kumarajiva’s chan texts

In considering the “chan scriptures” that circulated during the fifth century the natural
starting point is Kumarajiva, whose compilations on chan were recorded by Sengrui (see p.15)
and were the first new texts on this subject to appear in China in over a century. Though late
catalogs and the printed editions of the Chinese Buddhist canon attribute to Kumarajiva a
number of such texts, early catalogs and prefaces connect him to only two extant works, the Zuo
chan san mei jing <+ # = pk & (Meditation Scripture)'" and the Chan fa yao jie #.;* & %
(Explanations of Meditation)."*

Of these the former is the main text mentioned in Sengrui’s preface discussed above. In
addition to describing the circumstances whereby Kumarajiva produced the text, Sengrui also
gives precise information about its contents, listing the names of the various Indian masters
whose “chan manuals” (chan yao # & ) Kumarajiva supposedly summarized. The Meditation
Scripture is thus best described as a greatest-hits of Indian meditation literature. One of the
masters Sengrui mentions by name is A§vagosa, and portions of the Meditation Scripture indeed

109See above note 76.

110Sengyou’s i 4% (445-518) now-lost collection of Buddhist miscellanea, the Fa yuan za yuan yuan shi mu lu >
5o 5% J 4o B P 4%, contained a record of a mission of Buddhist monks sent abroad by Liang Wudi in search of
“chan scriptures,” as can be seen from the text listed in surviving table of contents to this collection titled
“Record of emperor [Wu’s] dispacting of various monks to foreign lands in search of chan scriptures” 2 # i 3¥
i %Eff R &F 535 (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.93b10).

111For a complete English translation of this text, see Yamabe and Sueki 2009.

1120n these two texts and their production, see Tkeda 1937. We should also note the Chan yao jing (£ & 5, T.609),
which appears to be a partial, alternate version of the Explanations of Meditation (Greene 2006, 170—184).
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correspond to sections of A$vagosa’s famous poem the Saundarananda.'” Though these are the
only passages from any fifth-century Chinese chan text with known extant Indic parallels, that
Sengrui accurately reported A§vagosa’s contributions has led scholars to accept that his other
identifications are correct, and that much of the Meditation Scripture is indeed comprised of
selected translations from the works of the specified Indian masters.

Sengrui specifically says, however, that Kumarajiva “extracted and compiled” (cha xuan
¥ #) the material, suggesting an active editing process. Kumarajiva’s other chan text, the
Explanations of Meditation, is similarly said to have been “compiled” (#) on the basis of other
texts, and not simply “translated” (3¥) from a unitary original.'"* The Meditation Scripture also
contains a section describing “bodhisattva” chan practices, which Sengrui says Kumarajiva
compiled on the basis of Mahayana sutras. Thus while the Meditation Scripture can be taken,
grosso modo, as a translation of Indian sources, its final form and arrangement was the result of
a process of selection and compilation.'” Indeed the very constitution of a separate “chan
scripture” may well have been at least partially a concession to the Chinese desire, as discussed
above, for teachings pertaining to chan to have their own textual corpus. Indeed, even though
Sengrui attributes the various parts of the Meditation Scripture to the “chan manuals” (chan yao
A8 £ ) of the masters in question, those of A§vagosa, as mentioned above, apparently came from
a poem whose main subject was not meditation per se.

This raises the more interesting question of to what extent Kumarajiva may have
consciously or unconsciously modified the content of what he was translating and arranging in
response to the needs and desires of his Chinese audience.'® If we knew the precise sources
Kumarajiva used, we could compare them to his finished product, and this might allow us to
discern something of the interests, inclinations, and understandings of fifth-century Chinese
Buddhists. And though this question lies beyond the scope of my present inquiry, and answering
it may well be impossible given the available sources, there is indeed reason to believe that at
least some parts of the Meditation Scripture are not simply Kumarajiva’s translations but his
own responses to his students’ inquires.

For example Stefano Zacchetti has shown that portions of the Meditation Scripture’s
discussion of breath meditation (anapana; an ban % #%) bear an unmistakeable resemblance to
passages from the Scripture on Mental Restraint through Breath Meditation (An ban shou yi jing
% 4w R, ), one of the foundational “chan scriptures” of Chinese Buddhism and a text much
discussed and commented on by Chinese authors, including Sengrui’s first teacher Dao’an,
during second half of the fourth century."” In other words it would appear that the Meditation

113Matsunami 1967, 128—144; Shi Huimin 2001; Kannd 2002. The Saundarananda is the earliest presentation of
many doctrines that would eventually be included in the Sravaka-bhiimi, and is considered by many scholars to
be among the earliest texts of the so-called yogacara tradition (Yamabe, Fujitani, and Harada 2002).

114For a detailed analysis of the sources Kumarajiva seems to have used, see Ikeda 1937.

115That these texts have nonetheless been labeled in traditional records as “translations” is by no means unusual.
Many texts that early records describe as compositions or compilations carried out by Indian monks in China
were eventually remembered simply as “translations” (Funayama 2006).

116Such questions may of course be asked even of texts translated directly and integrally from a single Indic
original, but they are perhaps more relevant when we know that the material was being actively rearranged and
selected by someone in China.

117Zacchetti 2008, 442
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Scripture is not merely a collection of translations arranged by Kumarajiva. At least part of it is
Kumarajiva’s direct engagement with questions brought to him by his Chinese audience, who
had been studying previously available “chan scriptures” such as the Scripture on Mental
Restraint through Breath Meditation.""® 1t is noticeable, for example, that the explanation of
breath meditation (a na ban na I+ 784 7R%), where we find the parallels to the Scripture on
Mental Restraint through Breath Meditation, is several times longer than the other sections, and
is moreover peppered with the “questions” (F* ) of an anonymous interlocutor. While such
questions could have been part of whatever source(s) Kumarajiva used, they might also represent
Sengrui’s (and perhaps others’) questions, answered by Kumarajiva.

However while the Meditation Scripture (and perhaps also the Explanations of
Meditation) might, in this way, shed light on how the Chinese themselves understood chan, the
passages identified by Zacchetti are too few to draw any significant conclusions, and as
mentioned above we have minimal knowledge of the specific sources Kumarajiva used. In most
cases our only viable option is to read these texts as revealing something of the content and style
of meditation teachings current in Gandhara (where Kumarajiva trained as a youth) and Central
Asia, specifically Kucha (where he was born and lived for many years), during the second half
of the fourth century.'”® They are also valuable as reference points for examining later Chinese
presentations of meditation, as they give us a sense of what was available to the Chinese in
authoritative texts, and indeed the Meditation Scripture would eventually exert a considerable
influence on some later Chinese authors.'* In terms of Chinese understanding of chan during the
fifth century, however, their importance and value is more difficult to determine, and any
argument that features of these texts reflect specifically Chinese concerns will likely remain
tentative at best.

In terms of their content Kumarajiva’s two chan texts are both technical treatises
describing the path of meditation practice. However they arrange their material rather differently.
The Meditation Scripture presents the path to attainment for three kinds of practitioners—
sravakas, pratyekabuddhas, and bodhisattvas—and in this respect it parallels roughly
contemporaneous Indian works such as Yogacarabhiimi-sastra. In the Meditation Scripture, the
path for the sravaka begins with a detailed presentation of the different forms of basic chan
practice, preparatory exercises to be assigned based on the student’s particular disposition. This

118There may also be some truth to Tsukinowa Kenryii’s hypothesis that the Meditation Scripture was written by
Sengrui himself (Tsukinowa 1971, 55). Tsukinowa reaches this conclusion by taking the words % 4) # from the
preface to mean “I [Sengrui] was given the opportunity to make an extract and compilation . . .” rather than “I
was granted an extraction and compilation [made by Kumarajiva].” Both readings seem theoretically possible,
though scholars usually have not followed Tsukinowa’s hypothesis (Yamabe 1999, 83). In any event since
portions of the Meditation Scripture match the Saundarananda, even if Sengrui was the major editor he must
have based himself on new translations carried out by Kumarajiva.

119Apart from the Saundarananda we do have one example of the kinds of materials from which Kumarajiva was
drawing, the Stages of the Path of Practice (Xiu xing dao di jing % 17 i # ) supposedly written by a certain
Sangharaksa, which survives in the late third-century Chinese translation of Dharmaraksa (Demiéville 1954). In
considering the question of genre, however, it is interesting to note that this text is far longer than any of the
“chan scriptures” from the fifth century, and it contains a great deal of doctrinal material that has no parallels in
texts such as the Meditation Scripture.

120Ando 1988
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system of classification is a common strategy for presenting the diverse meditation practices
found in the sutras, and is also seen in contemporaneous works from other areas of the Buddhist
world, such as the Visudhimagga. As in the Visudhimagga, the Meditation Scripture begins by
indicating that the meditation teacher must scrutinize the disciple’s speech and behavior so as to
determine the appropriate initial practice. Five methods are then given depending on the
meditator’s primary defilement: the contemplation of the impure (bu jing guan # % ¥.; asubha-
bhavana) for those beset by lust, the cultivation of love (ci xin % < ; the four apramana

meditations)'' for those with aversion, the contemplation of dependent origination (yin yuan %)

*k; pratityasamutpada) for those with ignorance, meditation on the breath (nian xi % X4

anapana-smrti) for those with “excessive thinking” ( % & 4 4 ; vitarka), and finally recollection
of the Buddha (nian fo 4 #; buddhanusmyti) for those with “equally distributed” (% 4)
defilements.'*

In China these five practices were eventually known as the “five gates of chan” (I F* &),
and became a standard arrangement in later writings on meditation.'> Though lists based on
similar principles are found across a range of sources from all periods of Buddhism, lists of five
practices are most common in texts associated with the so-called yogacaras of northwest
India.'* The most important surviving source for these ideas, the Sravaka-bhimi, even cites an
otherwise unknown sutra as a canonical source for this arrangement.'” However the Meditation
Scripture differs from the known Indian examples by including buddhanusmrti, the recollection
of the Buddha (nian fo 4 #), in place of dhatu-prabheda, “analysis according to the elements,”
a practice in which the meditator contemplates his body as composed of the four (or six) primary
elements so as to counteract the defilement of “pride” (mana).'*®

Because of the importance of buddhanusmrti in East Asian Mahayana Buddhism, and its
relatively undistinguished (though by no means absent) role elsewhere, many scholars have seen

121Technically ci xin % =, “the mind of love,” is a translation of maitri, but as a meditation practice this refers to
all four of the apramanas, one of which is the cultivation of maitri.

122Note that while this is the explanation given in the initial presentation (T.614:15.271c4-5), the Meditation
Scripture later gives other reasons for undertaking nian fo & #.

123Fujihira 1986

1240minami 1977, 80-81; Sakurabe 1980; Mydjin 1993, 248; Odani 1995, 69.

125“And how does [a practitioner] fix his mind to an appropriate object? If, oh Revata, the meditation practitioner
monk is one who inclines towards lust, then he should fix his mind to the object of impurity. This is what is
meant by fixing the mind to an appropriate object. Similarly one who inclines toward hatred [should fix his
mind] on love, one who inclines toward confusion on dependent origination, and one who inclines toward pride
on analysis according to the elements. If, of Revata, the meditation practitioner inclines towards cogitation, he
should fix his mind on mindfulness of breathing.” katham anuripa alambane cittam upanibadhnati / saced
revata, bhiksur yogi yogacaro ragacarita eva sann asubhalambane cittam upanibadhnati / evam anuriipa
alambane cittam upanibadhnati, dvesacarito va punar maitryam / mohacarito
idampratyayatapratityasamutpade, manacarito va dhatuprabhede / saced revata, sa bhiksur yogt yogacaro
vitarkacarita eva sann anapanasmrtau cittam upanibadhnati (SrBh, 2:52). The title of the sutra from which this
passage is drawn is not given, and it is introduced merely “as the Blessed One said to the venerable Revata”
(vathoktam bhagavatayusmantam revatam arabhya).

1261In China this slightly different grouping of five was also known, and was usually presented under the name wu
ting xin I ® . the “five methods for concentrating the mind” (Sakurabe 1980). As Sakurabe notes, there does
not appear to have been any specific Indic term to refer to this or any other similar set.
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its presence here among the other, more traditional meditation practices as a sign of something
significant, especially since it appears even in the path of practice recommended for sravakas.
As discussed above scholars of East Asian Buddhism have been keen to determine when and
how “Mahayana” meditation methods were developed and introduced to China. And indeed the
second-half of the Meditation Scripture does present a path of chan practice explicitly aimed at
bodhisattvas, where buddhanusmrti is a practice to be carried out by everyone and is explicitly
linked to the arousing of bodhicitta, the aspiration to become a Buddha that characterizes the
ultimate goal of Mahayana practice. Some scholars have thus interpreted the apparent elevation
of buddhanusmrti to one of the five principal kinds of chan practice in the sravaka section of the
Meditation Scripture as Kumarajiva’s own attempt to integrate Mahayana methods into the more
traditional texts from which he was working. Others, meanwhile, have suggested that attempts to
“synthesize” Mahayana methods with more traditional meditation practices were probably
widespread at this time in northwest India.'?” Although I will not here pursue the question
further, this kind of analysis suffers from the tendency to hypostatize “Mahayana” as a discrete
entity that should necessarily have its own distinct meditation practices.

I now want to say a few more things about the structure of the Meditation Scripture as a
whole. Having presented in considerable detail the above five methods for beginning one’s
practice of meditation, the Meditation Scripture next considers the remainder of the path. The
assumption is that the meditator will use one of the five methods to calm the mind and enter
dhyana (chan &), “trance.” All practitioners then must proceed to develop wisdom (prajiia) by
cultivating the four “foundations of mindfulness” (si nian chu 2 & Ji, smrtyupasthana).
Following this, one moves through the so-called four nirvedha-bhagiva-kusalamiila (si shan gen
2 % 43), the “roots of good that lead to liberation,” which in the Sarvastivadin system are the
highest levels of mundane accomplishment.'*® This in turn leads to the so-called “path of vision”
(darsana-maraga), a sequence of sixteen mental moments in which, by means of insight into the
four noble truths, the meditator uproots his defilements and obtains the four higher fruits
culminating in arhatship.'*

The text then moves to the path for bodhisattvas, seemingly intended to convey only
what differs from the path of the sravakas." Since the details here become quite technical, and

1270ne of the first scholars to consider these questions was Sakaino Koyo, who noted that even though the first half
of the Meditation Scripture nominally has practices for the sravaka, it contains some seemingly Mahayana ideas
within the section on buddhanusmrti (Sakaino 1935, 879). A similar observation was made by Demiéville (1954,
356), who saw in this text an example of a tendency among the Buddhists of northwest India to “synthesize” the
two vehicles, a trend he observed in other texts translated by Kumarajiva. Although he relegates it to a (long)
footnote, Demiéville poses some important questions about the possible influence of Chinese interests on
Kumarajiva’s arrangement in the Meditation Scripture (Demiéville 1954, 357n8). Other scholars have argued
that despite such features the sravaka section remains resolutely non-Mahayana, but that the mere presence of
buddhanusmrti as one of the five principal methods of dhyana indicates the adoption and modification of
Mahayana methods of contemplation (Mydjin 1993, 247).

1280n the nirvedha-bhagiya-kusalamiila in the Sarvastivadin system, see Hurvitz 1977 and Buswell 1997.

1291 here simplify considerably the details, which are not of immediate concern. In general the presentation here
conforms to the description of the path found in Sarvastivada / Vaibhasika sources. For a summary of this
scheme (which, of course, varies in its particulars depending on the source), see Guenther 1957, 215-232;
Frauwallner 1995, 149-184.

130Thus while a different version of the darsana-marga is given (T.614:15.285a), in which the bodhisattva
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are not necessarily relevant to the question of basic chan practice, I will not delve any further
into the structure of the path as presented by the Meditation Scripture. It is worth noting,
however, that despite creating a clear division between the sravaka and bodhisattva paths, the
practice of chan for these two groups is not radically different. Though as mentioned above
Japanese and Western scholars have often tried to find in Kumarajiva’s system the foundations
for a “Mahayana” meditation practice differing clearly from “Hinayana” approaches, as Yamabe
Nobuyoshi has pointed out the Meditation Scripture gives the same basic practices regardless of
intended soteriology,"' the main difference being the attitude with which the practices are
performed.

The bodhisattva practice of the contemplation of impurity, for example, is more or less
identical to that in the Sravaka section in terms of concrete steps. But it also includes numerous
warnings that the bodhisattva must use this practice only to eliminate lust, and must not, as a
result of practicing it, become so disgusted with the world that he seeks immediate nirvana.
Rather a bodhisattva should use this practice to perfect himself, so that he may more effectively
teach and help other beings."** Notably, however, the contemplation of impurity given in the
Sravaka section in no way contradicts this. There too the contemplation of impurity is presented
as a means of eliminating lust. There is no specific warning against becoming overly disgusted
with samsdra, but nor is there any encouragement in this direction. Thus while Kumarajiva
appears to have envisioned the bodhisattva approach to chan as having different ultimate goals,
he also seems to have considered the methods of chan found in ordinary, sr@vaka-yana sources
to be entirely appropriate for an aspiring bodhisattva, so long as they were undertaken with the
proper attitude.

Turning now to Kumarajiva’s other known chan text, the Explanations of Meditation, we
find a presentation similar in style to the Meditation Scripture but differently arranged, and the
emphasis is not on the formal structure of the path but on a detailed analysis of the four dhyanas,
the four apramanas, and the four arupya-samapattis, a scheme that would have been familiar to
the Chinese under the name “the twelve gates of chan” (- = F* 48)." Unlike the Meditation
Scripture, the Explanations of Meditation gives almost no details about how one is supposed to
enter these states, and the opening section of the text provides only a single example, the
contemplation of impurity."** The Meditation Scripture and the Explanations of Meditation thus

develops the three “realizations” (ren X ; ksanti) that culminate in the so-called “realization of the non-arising of
dharmas” (& # = % ; anutpatika-dharma-ksanti), much of what leads to this stage apparently overlapped with
the sravaka path and is accordingly not repeated.

131Yamabe 2010, 55-59

132T.614:15.281c¢

133Yamabe notes the possibility that the familiarity of Kumarajiva’s Chinese students with this arrangement may
have prompted him to use it as a framework (Yamabe 1999, 84).

134T.616:15.286b17-287b3. Note that the Explanations of Meditation introduces this by saying that “those in
whom desire is in excess should be taught the contemplation of impurity” (& 4% % Jﬂ‘ » R H E ), as if there
were also other methods for those with different tendencies. This is confirmed by a latter passage. Having
described the attainment of the first dhyana, the text explains how one should progress to the second dhyana:
“Having obtained the first dhyana, [the practitioner] should bring to mind the gate that he originally cultivated
[to obtain dhyanal, or else a different object. That is to say he brings to mind the samadhi of the recollection of
the Buddha, or else impurity, the cultivation of love, and so forth.” #F4~3& » & * 7§ B {FEM > &5 Bl o
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appear to have been deliberately crafted so as to avoid undue overlap. After spending the entire
first fascicle on the five methods for entering dhyana, the Meditation Scripture only briefly
mentions the characteristics of dhyana, the remaining three dhyanas, the four formless
attainments (arupya-samapatti), the four apramanas, and the attainment of the six powers
(abhijiia),”’ and the discussion quickly moves on to the higher stages of the path itself. The
Explanations of Meditation, in contrast, gives most of its attention to precisely these topics,'*®
while the stages of further progress on the path are entirely ignored.

The Explanations of Meditation thus may have been intended as a supplement to the
Meditation Scripture, filling in the missing details. In any event apart from a few brief
investigations that have noted the close similarities between it and sections of Kumarajiva’s
masterwork, the Treatise on Great Wisdom, the Explanations of Meditation has received little
scholarly attention, and a detailed study remains a desideratum. A preliminary survey reveals at
least some potentially interesting material. The account of the supernatural powers (shen tong #?
i€ ; abhijnia), for example, is considerably more detailed than what is found in comparable
sources (more detailed even than the Treatise on Great Wisdom), and includes both a relatively
sophisticated explanation of why dhyana leads to these powers, as well as practical steps for
obtaining them."’

A ®ZPE o AT E S BT o (T.616:15.288¢2-5). The text thus presupposes a variety of means of
obtaining the first dhyana, even though it initially presents only the contemplation of impurity.

135T.614:15.277¢13-278b27. While the Meditation Scripture presents the cultivation of maitri (% ) as a method
for attaining dhyana for those of hateful temperament, it also mentions a more advanced cultivation of the
apramanas that occurs on the basis of higher levels of attainment (T.614:15.278a28-b3), where it uses the words
ci xin san mei # = = Pf, bei xin san mei &+ = Bk, xi xin san mei ¥ <= = pf, and hu xin san mei < =
respectively (here translating “love” maitri, “compassion” karuna, “joy” mudita, and “equanimity” upeksa).
Combined with the four dhyanas and the four formless attainments, this yields the so-called “twelve gates” that
form the backbone of the Explanations of Meditation. 1t is interesting that here Kumarajiva renders upeksa as hu
xin 3 <, a translation that does not appear in any other translations by Kumarajiva, and is very rare in any case.
The Explanations of Meditation, for example, uses Kumarajiva’s standard term she 5. Yet we do find Au #
translating upeksa in An Shigao’s Scripture on the Twelve Gates. As mentioned above (note 133) scholars have
suggested that interest in the Scripture on the Twelve Gates among his Chinese audience may have prompted
Kumarajiva to organize the Explanations of Meditation around this structure. The presence of the otherwise
extremely unusual translation su xin 3= here in the Meditation Scripture suggests that the Scripture on the
Twelve Gates was indeed familiar to Kumarajiva’s students.

136Beginning from T.616:15.287b4 and continuing until the end of the text.

137T.616:15.295a27-297¢c12. The basic explanation is that the meditator gains control over matter (7ipa) from the
realm of form (se jie ¢ J ; ripa-dhatu), which is lighter, and more purified than the matter comprising human
bodies. By entering dhyana a meditator accumulates this purer matter within his body, allowing him, for
example, to fly. This understanding of the abhijiia and their connection to dhydna is presupposed, but not fully
elaborated, by the Treatise on Great Wisdom (T.1509:25.98a7-8; 240b29; 264c20-25; 306a19; 699a20). Other
Abhidharma texts translated into Chinese during this period show a similar understanding (Za a pi tan xin lun 32
Fe 8 B, T.1552:28.920¢19), but the Explanations of Meditation gives the most detailed account.

47



Chapter 1: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (I)

Buddhabhadra and the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata

Apart from the Meditation Scripture and the Explanations of Meditation, the only other
fifth-century chan text for which we have reliable bibliographic information is that translated by
Buddhabhadra. As discussed above, according to his biographies Buddhabhadra was an eminent
“chan master” who trained in Gandhara (Jibin f % ). According to these sources sometime in
the early fifth century Buddhabhadra was invited to China by the Chinese monk Zhiyan #f" bk,
who was in Gandhara studying chan with Buddhabhadra’s teacher Buddhasena, the most famous
meditation master of the region.”** According to his biographies Buddhabhadra first arrived at
the north-east port of Donglai 4 % ," from where he proceeded to Chang’an.'* As discussed
above Buddhabhadra acquired a reputation in Chang’an as teacher of meditation, and appears to
have been the first person in China to bear the title “chan master.”'*! Eventually expelled from
Chang’an, together with his students he traveled south, first to Mt. Lu Ji .11, where the aged
Huiyuan welcome him. According to its two contemporaneous prefaces,'** it was here that
Buddhabhadra translated the text now titled Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (Da mo duo luo

138Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.334¢19-21; 339b

139Located on the southern edge of the Bohai ;% sea, in modern Shandong L' & province.

140Buddhabhadra’s exact itinerary is problematic. Zhiyan’s biography says the pair “traveled east, crossing deserts
and mountains before arriving in Chang’an” (T.2059:52.339b9), suggesting the overland route. Buddhabhadra’s
biography, however, portrays a different and indeed bizarre itinerary, saying that he first “traversed the Pamir
mountains” (& % 44 ), then traveled through the “six countries” (+ B), but then arrived in Vietnam (% &), from
where he took a boat. As a further complication Buddhabhadra’s biography does not mention Zhiyan’s presence.
The Pamirs separate the Tarim basin from greater India, such that Buddhabhadra’s itinerary begins as if he were
traveling overland through Central Asia, and indeed “the six countries” apparently refers to the city-states of the
Tarim basin (Gao seng fa xian zhuan % 7 ;* & 1%, T.2085:51.857¢1). To have then somehow reached Vietnam
would be a remarkable, if unlikely journey. It is seems possible that two different stories of Buddhabhadra’s
journey have been combined.

141As mentioned above the earliest attested example of the term chan shi #EF is a letter by Sengzhao written in
the first decade of the fifth century (note 53). Buddhabhadra is given this title throughout the Biographies of
Eminent Monks. In the table of contents to the Biographies of Famous Monks, several other contemporaneous
foreign monks are listed in the category “foreign dhyana masters” (*F RZ&{# ). These include Punyatara (% &

% %), the monk who recited the copy of the Sarvastivada-vinaya from which Kumarajiva made his translation,
and Dharmayasas # B PR £ | a student of Punyatara also in Chang’an at this time translating Abhidharma texts.
(X.1523:77.348b22-24). Though Punyatara is mentioned only briefly in the Biographies of Eminent Monks,
Dharmayasas does appear there and is presented as both a master of the Abhidharma and a teacher of meditation.
Indeed teaching meditation seems to have been his major occupation after leaving Chang’an for the south
following the collapse of the former Qin kingdom (T.2059:50.329b16—c27). But unlike Buddhabhadra
Dharmayasas is not elsewhere called “chan master” (F£E¥ ), but rather the “great Vaibhasika” (= % # }) on
account of his mastery of the Abhidharma. In the end it is difficult to be entirely certain if Buddhabhadra really
was the first Chinese “chan master,” but even if not it is clear that the title had only been in use for a short time
prior to his arrival.

142The prefaces are preserved in the Records of the Canon as the Lu shan chu xiu xing fang bian chan jing tong xu
Jpb iz 72 i AEE LA (YA general preface to the chan scriptures on the methods for cultivation translated
on Mt. Lu”), by Huiyuan, and the Xiu xing di bu jing guan jing xu 1% {73 7 Z @15 B (“Preface to the scripture
on the contemplation of impurity of the stages of cultivation”), by Buddhabhadra’s disciple Huiguang £ &
(T.2415:5565b24—-66a23; 66b4—67al3).
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chan jing £ B % %A %7). Modern scholars have concluded that this title is a mistake, and that
the text contains the teachings of Buddhasena, not Dharmatrata.'® It has further been suggested
that the original title may have been Yogacara-bhimi,'** and some scholars thus refer to it as the
Yogacara-bhiimi of Buddhasena."” To avoid confusion, however, I will use the received title.

Despite Buddhabhadra’s renown as a “chan master,” the contents of Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata appears to have exerted little direct influence on later Chinese Buddhism,'* though
it did become associated with the eventually important notion of a “transmission” of chan
teachings (the foundational myth of the Chan school). Both of its prefaces include lists of Indian
masters who “transmitted” teachings on chan through several generations and finally to China,
and these lists are the earliest prototypes for early Chan lineages in the seventh century, though
by that time Buddhabhadra had been replaced by Bodhidharma.'*” Even the term “transmission
of the flame” (chuan deng @ *%), the veritable rallying cry of the Chan school, first occurs in
Huiguang’s preface.'*® None of these ideas derive from the contents of the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata itself, and later Chinese Buddhists seem to have kept the notion of a “chan”
transmission while ignoring the text itself. Indeed, the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata
effectively drops off the map, and was, as far as I can determine, never cited by later Chinese
authors.

Since the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrdta is almost certainly an authentic translation of
an Indian or Central Asian text, it has attracted scholarly attention as one of the few surviving
sources associated with the so-called yogdacaras of northwest India, a group whose existence has
been inferred from passages in Vaibhasika Abhidharma sources. Who precisely these yogdacaras
were and whether or not they can be considered a distinct group has been a subject of
considerable debate. Scholars have tried to uncover the doctrines of this group, their possible
connections to the “mind-only” (vijianavada) Yogacara school, their connection to Maitreya

143Sakaino 1935, 910-912; Lin 1949, 341-346; Demiéville 1954, 362. This point is not as clear as has been
presumed. Indeed Huiyuan’s explicitly says that “what has today been translated comes from Dharmatrata and
Buddhasena” (£ 2- #7340 p if B § B @ 4 2L; T.2145:55.66a10-11). Scholars have concluded that this
comment betrays some confusion on Huiyuan’s part, even though this preface is the earliest reference to the text
at all. Lin Li-k’oung argued that later catalogs confused what the Records of the Canon called Chan jing xiu
xing fang bian A 513 {7 % i{ (translated by Buddhabhadra) with another text named “the chan scripture
compiled by Dharmatrata” :£ & 7 % & #4857, The later is listed in the Records of the Canon as an
anonymous translation, and was still extant in the early sixth century (T.2145:55.30c3). But even if there has
indeed been confusion concerning the fitles of these texts (which I agree seems likely), Buddhabhadra’s text may
still have been thought to include the work of Dharmatrata, as Huiyuan indicates. Indeed Huiyuan’s preface
bears the unusual title tong xu %t , a peculiar word that seems to mean “comprehensive preface.” This may
indicate more than one text. This admitted speculative conclusion is supported in that the text now called Chan
Scripture of Dharmatrata indeed seems to be a synthesis of two very different sources, for while the entire first
section (discussing anapana, asubha, and dhatu-prabheda) is entirely in verse, the remainder, which discusses
other practices, is in prose. Like Kumarajiva, Buddabhadra may have compiled together multiple sources.

144The evidence for this is a note in the Records of the Canon catalog where the chan text translated by
Buddhabhadra is recorded as the Chan jing xiu xing fang bian 3£ 13 7 = i{ (“methods for cultivation
[according to] the chan scriptures™), with a note added saying that “another copy of the text bears the title Yu jia
zhu luo fu mi (& #oig %51 ), meaning ‘the stages of path of cultivation’ (% {7 :g #+ ) (T.2145:55.11¢13). This
transcription can only indicate the title Yogacara-bhiimi.

145Yamabe 1999, 72-76

146Though there does exist an anomalous eighteenth-century Japanese commentary (Mohr 2006).
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worship, and their role as a “bridge” between traditional Buddhist groups and the Mahayana.'*

The issues here are complex, and for the most part lie beyond both the scope of this
dissertation and the competencies of its author. I will only say that I am uncertain how precisely
we might connect the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata to other information about the yogacaras
of greater Gandhara, or just what it might mean to do so. Certainly we should avoid a circular
logic, often implied in discussions of this topic, that postulates a group to explain the existence
of a text whose contents then characterize the group. Buddhabhadra was from Gandhara, so by
definition he transmitted teachings on meditation from that region. But we cannot assume that
the other Gandharan “chan masters” in China at this time would have been transmitting
meditation practices or texts with any particular connection to Buddhabhadra’s."

A full analysis of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata would constitute a dissertation in
itself."*! It is, moreover, an extremely difficult text to understand (at least in its Chinese
translation), and this was almost certainly partially responsible for its eventual obscurity in
China. For my purposes its importance lies in being, almost certainly, the translation of an Indic
text, and it serves as a useful point of comparison when considering some of the slightly later
chan texts whose status is less clear. In the remainder of this section I will therefore limit myself
to a brief survey of the text’s overall structure, followed by a more detailed analysis of one
particular feature of the text that will prove to have a close resonance with the later material
studied in chapters three and four.

Structurally the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata is different than either of Kumarajiva’s
chan texts.'” Rather than a structured path leading to specific fruits (the Meditation Scripture),
or a precise analysis of all the stages of dhyana (the Explanations of Meditation), the Chan
Scripture of Dharmatrata appears as simply a compendium of different meditation practices,
each labeled as a different “contemplation” (guan #.)."* As noted many years ago by Inokuchi

147McRae 1986, 8082

148Jan 1990, 15

149The most comprehensive study of the doctrinal views of the yogdcaras mentioned in Vaibhasika sources is Nishi
1975, 123-374. See also Kodama, Nakayama, and Naomi 1992 and 1993, who further draw from the Chinese
translations supposedly associated with them. On the yogdacaras as a “bridge” between more traditional groups
and the Mahayana, see Odani 1996 (similar ideas are adumbrated in Demiéville 1954). Note, however that as
Jonathan Silk shows (1997; 2000), the word yogacara generally did not have a specific vocational or
institutional meaning, and it is difficult to know what coherence there may have been, if any, to the various
different people or groups referred to by this name.

150Thus in principle there is nothing objectionable about statements to the effect that “early Sravakayana
yogacaras, although never listed as an independent sect (nikaya) in Buddhist sources represented one or several
groups of Buddhist ascetics whose specialization in yoga-praxis led them to elaborate their own views, which
appear to be an original blend of practices and ideas encompassing early canonical traditions, Abhidharma
categories as well as possible influences from other Sravakayana schools and Mahayana Buddhism, to which we
must add their own insights and developments” (Deleanu 1993, 4). But it seems to me that this description
would surely have characterized any number of diverse communities.

151For an attempt to isolate some of its more interesting features, see Deleanu 1993. See also Demiéville 1954,
360-363. The introduction to Satd Taishun’s Kokyaku issaikyoé translation remains a helpful guide to the text
(Satd 1931, 343-349).

1521 compare the text to those translated or written by Kumarajiva because these are the key chan texts that
Buddhabhadra’s students may have been familiar with.

153Seven distinct practices are presented: 1) mindfulness of breathing (anapanasmrti % 78R4 7% £), 2) the
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Taijjun' this arrangement is similar to that in the Sanskrit meditation text known among
scholars as the Yogalehrbuch, discovered near Kucha."” As in the Yogalehrbuch, the Chan
Scripture of Dharmatrata does not attempt to impose an overall order or sequence. However it
does often refer, in passing, to the basic outlines of the path as presented in Vaibhasika
sources."”® Similarly despite the eventual introduction of various other methods, the text begins
by promising to explain only two practices, the “two gates of ambrosia” (= + & *; amrta-
dvara), the standard term in Vaibhasika sources for the two possible starting points of the path,
breath contemplation (anapana-smyrti) and the contemplation of impurity (@subha-bhavana)."’
In the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata these practices are then each divided into four stages:'®
“backsliding” (i¥), “stagnation” (i), “progress” (£ i&) and “mastery” (;i-%).'®

Although unlike Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture there is no list at the beginning of the

contemplation of impurity (bu jing guan % % #.), 3) contemplation () of the elements (dhatu, %), 4) the
samadhi of the ‘four immeasurables’ (apramana; » & € = Bt ), 5) the contemplation of the aggregates
(skandha; 1£), 6) the contemplation of the sense-spheres (ayatana; » ), and 7) the contemplation of dependent
origination (pratityasamutpada; - = %)% ). The first three are in verse, and the later four in prose, a point that
as [ suggest above (note 143) may indicate several distinct sources.

154Inokuchi 1966, 10-12

155Yogalehrbuch is the German word (“a meditation manual”) used by Schlingloff to refer to the text, whose
original title is unknown (Schlingloff 1964a), and is come to serve among scholars in lieu of a proper name.
Another meditation text was also discovered among these fragments, bearing the name Yogavidhi (“method for
yoga”), but this text is both far more fragmentary than the Yogalehrbuch and also more schematic (Schlingloff
1964b). For the text of the Yogalehrbuch itself, one should now consult the re-edited version of Schlingloftf’s
original edition, which includes new fragments discovered in the intervening years (Hartmann and Réllicke
2006). Concerning its contents, in addition to Schlingloff’s own introduction, see Inokuchi 1966; Ruegg 1967;
and Bretfeld 2003. The text has also been of interest to some art historians in connection with the paintings from
the Kizil caves (Howard 2007).

156For example see T.618:15.308b5-7.

157T.618:15.301c2. Interestingly, however, known Vaibhasika sources invariably list the contemplation of impurity
first. Those texts that pair a larger number of possible practices with specific defilements (such as Kumarajiva’s
Meditation Scripture) also invariably begin with the practices of impurity, maitri, and pratityasamutpada,
matching the three defilements of lust, hatred, and confusion, listing anapana only later. One of the most
interesting features of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata is thus that it highlights anapanasmrti, and in this
regard is most reminiscent of the canonical smrtyupasthana texts.

158The text also deploys the further two-fold classification of “preparatory path” (fang bian dao >  ig ) and
“superior path” (sheng dao 5 i ), so each practice is actually divided into eight. What these terms correspond to
is not clear, though prayogamarga and visesamarga have been suggested (Demiéville 1954, 363nl).

159That zhu & here carries a negative meaning is clear from the contents.

160These correspond to a four-fold classification of dhyana found in Indian sources: hanabhagiya, sthitibhagiya,
visesabhagiya, and nirvedhabhdagiya. The Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya uses these to classify the different levels of
“pure” (suddhaka) dhyana, which falls between “defiled” (asrava) and “undefiled” (andasrava) dhyana (AKBh,
445.5-16). The idea is that this mode of dhyana leads towards progress along the path, and is thus not “defiled”
dhyana, but also does not yet cut off the klesas, and is thus not “undefiled” dhyana either. This four-fold
classification is known from canonical sources, such as the Pali Dasuttara-sutta where it is applied to four kinds
of samadhi that are “hard to penetrate” (duppativijjhd; DN, 3.277; interestingly this passage is not found in the
Sanskrit Dasottara-siitra, where the four noble truths are given instead; see Mittal 1957, 64). Similarly the
Patisambiddhamagga uses these four to classify different levels of each of the four jhanas and four
arupyasamapattis (Patis, 1.35-36). Elsewhere, however, this scheme is used to classify anything that leads to
diminution, stasis, progress, and realization along the path (e.g. Nibbanasutta; AN, 2.167). Thus, for example,
the Visuddhimagga uses it to classify different levels of mastery of sila (Vism, 14—15; Nanamoli 1976, 18).
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text indicating the totality of meditation exercises and the practitioners for whom they are
suitable, a similar understanding is occasionally presupposed. The opening passages thus says
that a practitioner should “cultivate the [method] most suitable for him” (2 = #7 & %), referring
it seems to the choice between breath contemplation and the contemplation of impurity. Later
sections explicitly correlate the different practices with specific defilements in a manner similar
to the Meditation Scripture. Thus “one should practice breath meditation (anapana) if one is
disturbed by cogitation (vitarka; % ),”'' the same pairing given in the Meditation Scripture.
Other such correlations are scattered throughout the text, and a passage from “the contemplation
of the elements” (guan jie B 7% )'** says that asubha counteracts lust, contemplation of the
dhatus pride, and the apramanas aversion.'®® Similarly the contemplation of pratityasamutpada
is clearly stated to be an antidote for ignorance.'** At the same time many of the individual
sections refer to advanced attainments, suggesting that, as in the Meditation Scripture, each
practice was seen as a possible starting point for the complete path.'®®

Nevertheless it is not entirely clear that this understanding is shared equally by all parts
of the text. Thus while the section on the “the contemplation of the elements” (guan jie B )
says that the apramanas are the antidote for aversion, this is not mentioned in the actual section
devoted to the apramanas, which recommends them simply “if a practitioner wishes to broadly
cultivate love.”'® The contemplation of the skandhas and the ayatanas similarly do not mention

161T.618:15.306a26

162The Sravaka-bhimi calls this dhatu-prabheda (see note 125); the Yogalehrbuch uses the term dhatu-prayoga
(Schlingloff 1964a, 86).

163T.618:15.318b1-5. This passage also seems to mention anapana-smrti using the words “the sixth recollection”
(% = &), perhaps referring to anapana as the sixth of the traditional six anusmytis. Strangely there is no
mention here of a practice counteracting ignorance (though this is mentioned later in the text; see the next note).
However the passage mentions “five objects of contemplation” (I 4 /&), while only listing four different
practices, so perhaps a reference to the contemplation of pratityasamutpada, the usual exercise for those with
excessive ignorance, has somehow fallen out of the text.

164*“Having already explained the [previous] antidotes and what they counteract, the antidote to ignorance must
now be explained” @ 5 2 #1ip 0 BR¥is 0 LA %] ¢ (T.618:15.322¢27).

165For example in the contemplation of the skandhas one reaches the level wherein one contemplates the sixteen
aspects of the four noble truths (= # -+ = ; T.618:15.321b9), and attains the stages of “heat” (usmagata; '%.:%),
“summit” (murdhan; "8 ), and “realization” (ksanti %), three of the four nirvedhabhagiya-kusalamila
(T.618:15.321b). As mentioned above, in the case of the first two meditations—contemplation of the breath and
contemplation of impurity—there is a formal division into four stages: hanabhagiya, sthitibhagiya,
visesabhagiya, and nirvedhabhagiya (see note 160). It is certainly possible that the final stage here,
nirvedhaghagiya (translated here as jue ding ;- €, “mastery”) was understood to be connected to the
nirvedhabhagiya-kusalamiila, and thus to mark formal attainments along the path. Note however that the four-
fold division of hanabhagiya, sthitibhagiva, visesabhagiya, and nirvedhabhdgiya (in the Chinese, “backsliding”
¥, “stagnation” i, “progress” <! i& and “mastery” ;& Z) is only given for the first two practices, and is not
formally enunciated in the other sections. This could mean 1) that the later meditations were understood as
advanced practices that depended on first accomplishing the four stages of one or both of the preliminary
practices, or 2) that the later practices are simply based on a different system. In any event the long initial
section, nominally devoted to anapana-smrti, also contains general information seemingly applicable regardless
of the chosen object of meditation (T.618:15.301c11-305b21). This is rather similar to what we see in a text
such as the Visuddhimagga, where a large number of independent meditation practices are given, with many
general features pertaining to all of the practices discussed only in the first listed practice (the earth kasina).

16612 F“’ﬁ » FACR B & o (T.618:15.319¢6)
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specific defilements. There is even some suggestion that these were thought of as advanced
practices, appropriate only after having completed earlier exercises.'®” The opening passage of
the third practice, the contemplation of the elements, similarly suggests that one must first
master the contemplation of the breath and impurity.'® In the end it is not entirely clear whether
the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata presents a sequential path of meditation, a compendium of
different techniques suitable for different practitioners, or some combination of these two.

Turning now to its contents, as discussed above the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata has
been seen as one of the few surviving documents of the mysterious yogdacaras of northwest
India. Whether or not this label denotes a coherent group in any sense, this text does almost
certainly reflect at least some of the approaches to meditation practice current in greater
Gandhadra during the fourth and fifth centuries. What then are the notable features of this text
compared with other, more familiar systems of meditation?

Although I cannot here do justice to the entire text, [ will discuss one key feature that has
attracted the attention of previous scholars, namely the strange and unusual imagery found in a
number of passages. It is these sections in particular that make this text seem rather different in
style than the more “traditional” meditation texts translated by Kumarajiva. Scholars have
furthermore interpreted this unusual imagery as anticipating later genres of meditation texts from
both in China and elsewhere. As Florin Deleanu writes:

Another feature [of the Chan Scripture of Dhamatrata] bordering on Mahayanist and
even Tantrik practices is the importance gained by the visualization techniques with
their peculiar symbols. The “signs” (nimitta) appearing during meditation and their
correlation to levels of concentration are also known in traditional Buddhism and
Buddhaghosa treats them in detail in his Visuddhimagga. However the . . . [Chan
Scripture of Dharmatrata] goes further and makes deliberate use of images and symbols
which become now an important part of the meditative process.'®

Yamabe Nobuyoshi has similarly noted the importance of “mystical” imagery in the prose
sections of the text, which he contrasts with both the verse portions and the more
“straightforward” chan texts of Kumarajiva.'”’ Yamabe further observes that an emphasis on
unusual visual imagery is also found in the Yogalehrbuch, and becomes the dominant style in
later Chinese meditation texts such as the so-called Contemplation Scriptures (guan jing BL).
As Deleanu notes, these features of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata seem to have some
connection to the idea, well known from other streams of Buddhism, that progress in meditation
is marked by the appearance of certain “signs” (nimitta) that both correlate with and attest to the

167The opening line of the “contemplation of the aggregates™ thus reads: “If the practitioner has accumulated merits
for a long time and has previously cultivated dhyana . . .then he will be able to meditate upon and investigate the
five aggregates.” % 12 7 ° A fif # L TR AT ... TR LRI o (T.618:15.320020-21).

168F FILi2 ¥ » X422 A > RisEAER > £ 2 7 R - (T.618:15.317c11-12). This passage seems to say:
“Some, having first practiced anapana and the recollection of impurity, afterward contemplate the elements
(dhatu) and thereby quickly achieve joy and happiness.”

169Deleanu 1993, 6

170Yamabe 1999, 72—76. While Yamabe is correct to note that the prose portions contain more of them, as I show
below similar images are also present in the verses.
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practitioner’s level of concentration. Yet Deleanu also suggests that the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata goes beyond the more “traditional” presentation of these ideas found in texts such
as the Visuddhimagga and “makes deliberate use of images and symbols.” But precisely how the
presentation of these images and symbols in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata is related to the
better known systems, and in what specific ways it may differ, has not yet been made sufficiently
clear. This will be my goal in the next several pages.

Firstly, Deleanu’s observation that the appearance of “signs” (nimitta) during meditation
is “known in traditional Buddhism” is somewhat misleading, and reflects a common tendency to
treat material in the Pali commentaries as early or primitive rather than the developments of a
specific branch of Buddhism (the Theravada tradition) during the first few centuries of the
common era.'”! Indeed Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture and the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata date from roughly the same era as the Visuddhimagga. This material, from opposite
sides of the Buddhist world, should thus be studied as contemporaneous approaches, not earlier
and later developments. Let us then look more closely at how the Pali commentaries—chiefly
the Visuddhimagga—discuss these “signs.” As | will show, the Visuddhimagga and the Chan
Scripture of Dharmatrata actually share certain key ideas about this topic.

In the Visuddhimagga a meditation practitioner first takes up (or is assigned) a
“meditation subject” (kammatthana), a specific object contemplation. Though the details vary,
the overall conception is the same in each case, and the practitioner reaches dhyana'” by
concentrating his mind on the chosen object to the exclusion of everything else. The description
of the actual attainment of dhyana is similar to what is seen in early Buddhist sutras or the
abhidharma, which explain entry into dhyana as the acquisition of certain refined states of
mental attention, as well as feelings of mental joy and bodily bliss.'” Higher levels of dhyana
then involve various modifications to these factors, and scholars who have studied the
traditional Buddhist understanding of dhydna have for the most part focused on exploring these
factors, their precise referents, and the processes leading to their change and development.

But in the Visuddhimagga the higher states of meditation are also marked by changes in
the object of the practitioner’s mind. Meditation begins by focusing the mind on the chosen
object, which in the case of the first meditation subject is a physical object, the so-called earth
kasina. The practitioner stares at a patch of flattened earth until it can be “seen” even with the
eyes closed.'” This preliminary mental object is termed the “learning sign” (uggahanimitta),

171Thus, for example, according to Sarah Shaw the Visuddhimagga reveals “how these [canonical] meditations
were undertaken in the centuries after the time of the Buddha” (Shaw 2009, 69), but takes the Yogalehrbuch,
which she herself dates to the same fifth century in which the Visuddhimagga was written, as new material that
was “emerging in this period” (ibid., 188).

172For the sake of clarity I will use the Sanskrit form here even though I am discussing Pali materials.

173For a summary of this process, see Cousins 1973.

1740ne “adverts [the mind], now with the eyes open, now with the eyes closed. Up to a hundred or a thousand
times or even more, in this manner one ‘develops’ up until such time that the ‘grasped sign’ arises. When to the
one cultivating in this way [the sign] comes into the range [of his mind] when he adverts [his mind] with his
eyes closed just the same [as it does] when his eyes are open, then this is what is called the arising of the grasped
sign.” kalena ummiletva kalena nimmiletva avajjitabbam. yava uggahanimittam n’ uppajati, tava kalasatam pi
kalasahassam pi tato bhiyyo pi eten’ eva nayena bhavetabbam. tass’ evam bhavayato yada nimmiletva
avajjantassa ummilitakale viya apatham dagacchati tada uggahanimittam jatam nama hoti (Vism, 125).
Although above I summarized this description by saying that the meditator must “see” the object even with his

54



Chapter 1: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (I)

literally the “sign [as it has been] grasped [by the mind].”'” The meditator then continues to
focus his mind on this learning sign.'’® As he repeatedly “strikes™ his mind against the learning
sign, the defilements subside and he eventually enters “access concentration” (upacarasamadhi),
a state that while not yet full dhyana is nevertheless momentous. Indeed at this moment a new
object “arises” (uppajati) to the mind, the “counterpart sign” (patibhaganimitta).

The counterpart sign is described in distinctly visual terms as a purified version of the
object. In the case of the earth kasina, “like a mother-of-pearl dish well washed, like the moon’s
disk coming out from behind a cloud.”"”” For the other physical meditation objects, the emphasis
is on the counterpart sign being static and pure in contrast to the flickering original (in the case
of fire and water, for example).'”® Thus while the learning sign for the water kasina has “bubbles
and froth,” the counterpart sign “appears inactive, like a crystal fan set in space.”'” For the fire
kasina it 1s “motionless like a piece of red cloth set in space, like a gold fan, like a gold
column,”'®

Perhaps unexpectedly, the counterpart sign is described with visual attributes even when
the initial meditation subject is not a physical object. In the case of breath-meditation, for
example, where the initial object of attention is the meditator’s own breath:

[The counterpart sign] appears to some like a star or a cluster of gems or a cluster of
pearls, to others with a rough touch like that of silk-cotton seeds or a peg made of
heartwood, to others like a long braid string or a wreath of flowers or a puff of smoke, to
others like a stretched-out cobweb or a film or cloud or a lotus flower or a chariot wheel
or the moon’s disk or the sun’s disk."®'

In short regardless of how meditation begins, attainment of the initial levels of trance is marked
by the transformation of the object of the meditator’s consciousness, and this new object is
frequently described in visual terms, even though strictly speaking it is not a visual object in the
abhidharmic sense.'® Another point worth mentioning is that the counterpart sign apparently

eyes closed, literally the sign “comes into the range” (@patham agacchati) of consciousness when the eyes are
closed in the same manner that it does when the eyes are open. Indeed as a “sign” (nimitta) the object is
technically grasped not by consciousness (vizifiana), as would be a perceptual event, but by “ideation” (sa7ifia). It
is, in other words, a concept.

175Later commentaries call the physical object itself the parikammanimitta, the “prepared sign” (or perhaps
“preparatory sign”), though this word is not used in the Visuddhimagga.

176He “again and again directs his attention to it, striking at it with his mind and with his thought.” punpappunam
samannaharitabbam, takkahatam vitakkahatam katabbam (Vism, 125).

177sudhotasankhathalam viya, valahakanatara nikkhantacandamandalam viya (Vism, 126; Nanamoli 1976, 125).

178The transition from the “learning sign” to the “counterpart sign” thus actually seems to involve a /oss of visual
detail, a further point support my contention (below, and in greater detail in chapter three) that the concept of
“visualization” is entirely inappropriate to describe this kind of meditation practice.

179Nanamoli 1976, 166

180ibid, 167

181Vism, 285; Nanamoli 1976, 277

182 Although the language here describes the counterpart sign in an apparently visual manner, the Visuddhimagga
also makes clear that the sign is not “cognizable by the eyes” (na cakkhuviiiiieyyam), and therefore has no
“color” (vanna). It is, rather, “born of conception” (safifiaja). Note that some of the counterpart signs clearly
include non-visual components. Thus one of the possibilities in the case of breath-meditation is that the sign
appears “with a rough touch like that of silk-cotton seeds” (kharasamphassam hutva kappasatthi viya), here
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might appear differently to different people (as in the case of breath-meditation cited above).

While it is impossible to determine exactly when this understanding of the process of
entering dhyana became standard in the Theravada tradition, it does not necessarily date much
earlier than the Visuddhimagga itself. For one thing the terms “learning sign” (uggahanimitta)
and “counterpart sign” (patibhdganimitta) appear only in the Pali commentaries, whose terminus
ante quem 1is the same as that of the Visuddhimagga. More significantly, while the basic
distinction between the learning sign and the counterpart sign can be found in the Vimuttimagga,
a slightly earlier compendium whose content and structure is very similar to the Visuddhimagga,
the Vimuttimagga never discusses the counterpart sign as having new visual attributes.'®
Although firm conclusions here are difficult given that the Vimuttimagga is both of uncertain
date and for the most part available only through a poor Chinese translation, the difference
between these two texts in this regard is quite possibly significant. At the very least it should
remind us that great care is needed before assuming the antiquity of any particular feature of the
Visuddhimagga.

Before turning to the treatment of these “signs” in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, it
will be helpful to look first at Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture. In this text, as in the
Visuddhimagga, the achievement of the initial stages of dhyana is marked by various “signs”
(xiang #p), a word used here more broadly than the nimitta in the Visuddhimagga account, but
which does include the idea of changes in the visual appearance of the object of contemplation.
Interestingly, this process is discussed only for the first meditation exercise, the contemplation of
impurity. Furthermore unlike the Visuddhimagga there is no mention here of “access
concentration” or any other pre-dhyana stage of attainment, and ““signs” occur only with the
attainment of dhyana itself, described as follows:

If the mind remains fixed for a long time [on the bones] then it will begin to accord with
the factors of dhyana. When one obtains dhyana there are three signs. [First,] the body
will feel blissful, relaxed, and at ease. [Second,] from the white bones [that the meditator
has been contemplating] light will stream forth, as if they were made of white ke-jade.'
[Third,] the mind becomes calm and still.'®

When dhyana is obtained changes thus occur in three distinct areas: 1) the meditator’s body, 2)
the object of the meditator’s mind, and 3) the mind itself. It seems, moreover, to have been a
relatively common understanding that attainment of dhyana is marked by “signs” in these three
areas. The Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata thus similarly gives these same three places as the
loci where “signs” will arise, and here they are explicitly labeled as “body” (i%; asraya),

evidently contrasted with “producing a light touch like cotton” (sukkhasamphassam uppadayamano tilapicu
viya) given just before. Here the sign seems to have included a tactile component (samphassam).

183Ehara 1961, 77-78; Jie tuo dao lun j#% ig %, T.1648:32.413c20—414a4. In the case of breath meditation, the
Vimuttimagga mentions only the tactile signs (see previous note), and gives none of the elaborate visual imagery
seen in the Visuddhimagga (Ehara 1961, 158—159; note that the translation of Ehara et al. is often unreliable).

1840n the meaning of ke 3#, see the notes to section 1.11 in appendix three.

185w A (i EURAEE o FEET > TF 2 Ap DA > A BdE 5 9 F Rk Jded W o @A
(T.614:15.272a20-23). The proper parsing of the three is confirmed by the explanation in the next line.
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“object” (% ; alambana), and “mind” ( 4 ; citta?)."*® Although the Visuddhimagga’s classification
is different, if we look past the stated categories the same idea is present, and the achievement of
access concentration includes not only the arising of the counterpart sign (the new or
transformed object of consciousness), but the arising of the so-called “dhyana factors”
(dhyananga) that characterize dhyana as a novel bodily and mental state, endowed with
attributes such as bodily bliss, mental happiness, and concentration.

But of the three types of “signs” in the Meditation Scripture that which concerns us most
here is the second: the manifestation of new objects of consciousness. Although the description
in the Meditation Scripture is brief, the mechanics of the arising of this vision appear to be
similar to what the Visuddhimagga describes as the arising of the counterpart sign. Thus having
concentrated his mind on the skeleton, the basic activity in the contemplation of impurity as the
Meditation Scripture presents it, dhyana is finally obtained, and when this happens the object of
the meditator’s mind, the bones, begin to radiate light, seeming thereby to transform into a more
purified version, just as the counterpart sign that is a purer version of the learning sign.

It is important to realize that, like the counterpart sign in Pali texts, this white light is not
presented as something that the practitioner is supposed to intentionally bring to mind. The
actual practice of meditation involves merely focusing the mind on the bones themselves. The
occurrence of the vision of the white light is rather a sign, that is to say a semiotic event that
verifies that the mind has achieved full concentration. “The white bones radiate white light” is
the answer to the question “how do I know that the mind has entered dhyana?”

Although in principle for the Meditation Scripture the signs indicating the attainment of
dhyana occur in several areas, it is the arising of new objects of consciousness that becomes the
most important part of this process in later Chinese chan texts. As outlined in the introduction,
we can formally distinguish these signs as symbolic rather than iconic experiences, as they verify
the practitioner’s attainment not by being similar to what the state of dhyana is (a calm mind, or
a blissful body), but through a more obscure and potentially flexible process. I will henceforth
use the expression “verificatory vision” to denote this process of the arising of a new object of
consciousness as a symbolic sign indicating a given meditative attainment.

As mentioned above, even though these “verificatory visions” play a prominent role in
the Visuddhimagga, their antiquity in the Pali tradition is by no means clear, and in the earlier
Vimuttimagga the so-called “counterpart sign” is described without distinctly “visual” language.
It is thus quite interesting to observe that the use of these verificatory visions in the Meditation
Scripture may also have been a somewhat recent development among the traditions from which
this text derived. Indeed the passage cited above describing the various “signs” of dhyana occurs
within a short section of the text that, according to a note written in small characters, was not
present in the original source material. This note appears immediately after the basic procedure
for the contemplation of impurity, and says that “from here onward the scripture originally
proceeded [directly] to the beginning of the second gate.”'® Following the note are additional

186T.618:15.322a22—-b2. The meaning of these words is made clear in subsequent lines, where they are explicitly
described as the “three locations” (= J&) where the signs can be perceived.

187 F &~ 3 = P4~ (T.614:15.272a6-7). This note is, according to the Taisho apparatus, absent in P, but this
appears to be a unique reading, which I have verified to likely be correct by consulting both Q and the Yong le
bei zang -~ % # &, where the note is indeed present (Yong le bei zang, 129:806). We have no copy of the
Meditation Scripture from either K' or J, but I have consulted a manuscript copy of the text (Kg), where the note
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explanations concerning the first gate, the contemplation of impurity, material apparently not
part of the “original scripture.” And it is here that we find the explanation of the various “signs”
of the attainment of dhyana.'® It is not clear whether this note is an admission that what follows
was not part of Kumarajiva’s translated text, or if it was rather written by Kumarajiva or his
assistants to indicate that the source of this passage differed from the source(s) used elsewhere.
In any event it is interesting to observe that subsequent passages in the Meditation Scripture
discussing the “signs” (4p) of the attainment of dhyana mention only new bodily sensation and
new mental factors.' There is, in other words, no further discussion of “verificatory visions.”"”
Meanwhile Kumarajiva’s other chan text, the Explanations of Meditation, also ignores
verificatory visions in its discussion of the signs indicating the attainment of dhyana."!

It would thus seem that the major sources from which Kumarajiva drew to compose or
translate his chan texts did not particularly emphasize what I have termed “verificatory visions,”
though Kumarajiva himself, or perhaps his disciples, were indeed aware of them, and eventually
mentioned them in the Meditation Scripture, if only briefly. And though we cannot even begin to

appears. | wish to thank Hayashidera Shoshun of the International College of Postgraduate Buddhist Studies for
furnishing me with a copy of this version of the Meditation Scripture. (On the editions of the Chinese Buddhist
canon referred to here, see the introduction to appendix three).

188In addition to this description of the signs indicating the attainment of dhyana we also find here an account of
something called the “contemplation of purity” (% ). The pairing of “purity contemplation” with the
contemplation of impurity is also found in the Treatise on Great Wisdom, and indeed this section of the
Meditation Scripture bears some resemblance to that section of the Treatise on Great Wisdom, where the purity
contemplation is presented as the third of the eight vimoksa, and is referred to specifically as the “purity
vimoksa” (£ % # 8.; T.1509:25.215b16-23). This section of the Treatise on Great Wisdom further includes the
expression “radiant light of the white bones” (v # 7t &), the same wording in the Meditation Scripture, so it
seems possible that this section may have been added to whatever source was originally used based on the
Treatise on Great Wisdom.

189T.614:15.277c13-24

190However the fifth practice, the “recollection of the Buddha” (nian fo 4 # ; buddhanusmyti), possibly refers to
this idea implicitly. This is quite interesting when we consider that in the Meditation Scripture this practice,
together with the contemplation of impurity, structurally resemble the kasina exercises of the Pali tradition
(which are not found as such outside of the Pali commentaries). In the practice of buddhanusmrti from the
Meditation Scripture the meditator first gazes at (guan #.) a physical image of the Buddha. Having “grasped”
(B~3F) its “image” (xiang #p), the meditator then “contemplates the Buddha-image with his mind’s eye” (« p%
B 4. When the mind is fully concentrated, he “then suddenly, with his mind’s eye, sees the image of the
Buddha-image become bright and radiant, [so clear] that it is exactly as if he were seeing it with his eyes” (&_F
g AP > depr L E F R 4 T.614:15.276a21-22). This sequence follows the basic pattern
from the Visuddhimagga concerning the generation of the counterpart sign, and is also similar to what we see in
the case of the contemplation of impurity, where the bones change by radiating light. Note that the line “as if he
were seeing it with his eyes” (4-p% 7 L & 3 £ ) does not seem to mean that the meditator now sees the Buddha-
image exactly as when he was looking at the physical object. Rather the idea seems to be that the practitioner
now sees a glowing Buddha-image, patently not what he initially contemplated, one that appears as vividly as if
he were seeing a real glowing Buddha-image (or a real buddha?) with his eyes. We should also note here the
contrast between the verb guan B, “to contemplate,” used to describe the act of directing the mind’s attention
towards the object (in this case the Buddha-image), and jian %, “to see,” used to describe the perception of the
object in its newly transformed guise. I will return to this point in chapter three.

191 Explanations of Meditation, T.616:15.288b14—19
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speculate on the source(s) of these perhaps somewhat new ideas, it is notable, I believe, that in
the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata verificatory visions become a matter of central importance.

These visions, “signs” (#8) as the text describes them, are first mentioned briefly in the
initial portions of the text, only to note that they will disappear if the meditator stagnates or
backslides.'”* The first real descriptions of them occur later, in the beginning of the section
outlining the stage of “progress” (= i&; visesabhdgiya) in the case of breath contemplation. At
first the arising of these visions is mentioned indirectly, as something that occurs when the mind
reaches concentration:

The wise person, skilled in the techniques [of meditation], arouses his mind and
diligently cultivates . . . Entering the very subtle realm, he must not follow along with the
flow of thoughts. The wise person keeps his mind still, concentrating it on what he
should. The marvelous merit in which he then resides is pure without stain. Becoming
fulfilled and not diminishing, [the meditator] abides in purity and calm. Unified and clear
in every way, fixed and unmoving,'” the object [of the mind] is stimulated into
existence,'” and when the moment has passed it disappears. Visible signs (¢ 4p) arise in
succession. Many different kinds of signs come forth. [Because] the meditator is engaged
in correct contemplation, his body and mind feel pleasure and joy . . . bodily pleasure
having been aroused, the mind too feels peaceful.'”

The attainment of the initial stages of concentration is thus described here in a familiar manner,
and in addition to changes in the meditator’s body and mind, such as feelings of joy and ease,
there arise new “objects” () of the mind, described as “visible signs” (¢ 4p)'*® that appear in

192T.618:15.302¢c12-16; 304b2—11, in the sections concerning “backsliding” (32, hanabhagiya) and “stagnation”
(., sthitibhagiya). On the overall structure of the text and these divisions, see notes 160 and 165 above.

193Though it might be possible to read these two lines as a further description of the meditator’s increasing
concentration, I construe them forward with “this object” (&_% ), the subject of the next clause. This seems
plausible to me as the expressions used here, such as “clear” (# ! ) and “fixed” (4% %), can be read as
describing the appearance of the new object. The expression “unified” (% — ) also seems to work in this way,
and it is used later in the text in this meaning (T.618:15.308c6).

1948 4% d & 7 . Here I take yuan % as the “object” that arises to the practitioner’s mind, a meaning standard
throughout the text, though % & could also be construed here as a compound meaning “based on” or “because
of.” The meaning of & 7 is not clear. I have tentatively read gan & in a very Chinese meaning, that the object
is “stimulated” into being. A doctrinally more pleasing meaning might be that g is an error for &, often a
translation of samy7ia. This would be supported by the discussion in the Visuddhimagga concerning the fact that
the so-called counterpart sign is “born of conception” (safifiaja; see note 182 above), and more generally by the
fact that a “sign” nimitta is usually understood as the object of the mental faculty of “conception” (samjiia). In
this case we would read “this object arises from conception” (E_ % d 1 7 ).

19543 - ARPBE B0 WE S PR EFEC L oI T E O TAYHE o B
BIBH o BN ERP S FELEL oS- AP R AR A g F‘*i@?}iﬁﬁ?ﬁ. o d B HAz
AL cBFE L Pud FE L R AL B T X E o (T618:15.307¢28-308a10)

196The meaning is likely connected to the theory, attributed to the yogacaras in the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya, that
the nimitta that arises during meditation is a kind of matter, ripa (¢ ). I will discuss this passage from the
Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya in chapter three. The signs are thus not necessarily “visible” in the sense of being
perceivable by the eyes (and indeed the intention is probably to specifically exclude this), but that they are
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succession.

The Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata eventually provides a more detailed description of
these verificatory signs, and here we begin to see what Deleanu and Yamabe have referred to as
“symbolic” or “mystical” visions.

[Then] the subtle and marvelous signs of merit all arise in accordance'” . . . [there arise]
all the signs [of this stage of] “progress” (£ i), many signs'*® strange and wondrous:
lotus flowers, myriad jeweled trees, fine and beautiful vessels and clothing, blazing
lights, and innumerable ornamented objects. Oh practitioner carefully listen as I now
explain in full detail the many marvelous signs that the wise ones say will arise for one
(7)" who reaches [the stage of] “progress” on the superior path.** Above there is a disc
(mandala),”" from which there appear many pure signs, a shower of descending light,
clear and pure like glass. This light fills [the practitioner’s] body, making it extremely
relaxed. It then emerges from the body, and gradually flows downward, going near or far
depending on the strength of the practitioner’s roots of goodness.*"*

Although portions of this passage are difficult to understand, the basic idea is clear: reaching the
stage of “progress” (< i&) the practitioner will encounter these “signs” (xiang 1p). Some of

“visual” in the sense of being the mind’s apprehension of a special kind of matter (7ipa).

197Following this is a technical exposition of how the mode of appearance of the sign indicates different things.

198Tentatively emending & to 4p.

1991 am not certain how we are to interpret the line # 4§, i #! i&. Provisionally, I take the full clause, % 25 :ig # 1%
A= iE, to mean “[one] who when undertaking the superior path [has] the merit of abiding in [the stage of]
progress.”

200As discussed above (note 160) each of the four stages comprises a “preparatory path” (* i if ) and a “superior
path” (%5 if ). The passage here describes the stage of “progress” (# i&) on the “superior path.”

201This seems to be the meaning, though literally we might want to read it as “on the upper mandala” (>++ & %
i#). The use here of the term mandala (in transcription, so there is no doubt about the original term) has been
noted by Deleanu, who suggests that it “is one of the earliest instances of such a use which echoes Tantrik
practices” (Deleanu 1993, 7). However I do not think the meaning here has any connection with the Tantric use
of this word. Indeed the word here simply seems to mean “disc.” If there is a technical meaning, it is probably
cosmological. Thus elsewhere is mentioned the “wind-mandala” (& #) as the lowest realm of the cosmos
(“upwards to the heaven of the fourth-dhyana and downwards to the realm of the wind-mandala” % % = 3% »
Tk A o T.618:15.311a22). And indeed three elemental mandalas (earth, water, wind) as cosmological
terms appear in Indian sources, and also in the Yogalehrbuch (Schlingloff 1964a, 87; see also Schlingloff’s
discussion of these on p.32n1). In the present passage from the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata “upper-
mandala” may thus refer to the summit of the universe, though I have not found any other examples to support
this reading. That the term is here transcribed rather than translated may have some significance, pointing to a
technical, cosmological meaning rather than a simple “disc” in the air. On the other hand a few lines above the
term is translated as lun #; (“the various signs of the upper and lower wheels also appear in this manner.” F &
fEdp o AR Ao IR - T.618:15.308¢19-20), so the perhaps there were metrical reasons for choosing one over
the other.

2028k FAE AR 0 - S EER A L - AR R ]{AR?) o I RF A B BIR o K iR
BEARS o EWE %Y AL R R AL F AR B E AR N S FB Bk
Bodp o GRR S ART o el o Bk 0 £ 4R g o X R s B R T o RgH R4
FHIT& AP o (T.618:15.308b29—c10)
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these signs are described as unusual bodily sensations, but for the most part they are presented in
visual terms. Moreover these signs comprise not simply a change in the object of contemplation,
but the manifestation of “jeweled trees” and other elaborate visions that have no particular
connection with the object of contemplation (the breath) per se, and in this regard they are
perhaps most similar to the “counterpart signs” associated with breath meditation in the
Visuddhimagga (see above p.55).

Perhaps most interestingly the way these signs manifest is explicitly correlated with the
nature of the practitioner’s attainment. Thus, as the above passage goes on to explain: “when [the
practitioner] has entered the in-breath samadhi, [the signs] fill the lower direction. When [he has
entered] the out-breath samadhi, they fill the upper direction. When both [in-breath and out-
breath samadhi] are perfected, [the signs] fill all directions.”” Similarly it is said that if the sign
is “distant” (%), this indicates that the “fruit” (% ) is still distant. In this final example we seem
to see a new range of possible significations—not merely success, certain signs apparently could
also indicate the lack of success or details about its proximity.

We find similar descriptions of possible verificatory visions in the next section of the
Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, the contemplation of impurity. The most noteworthy of these
occurs during a description of the so-called “purity liberation” (7% % %t),”** a meditation practice
that in Vaibhasika sources is usually presented as the third of the so-called eight liberations
(vimoksa), a set of meditation practices that begins with the contemplation of impurity and ends
with the “trance of cessation” (nirodha-samapatti).*” In the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata,
however, this “purity liberation” is presented as a further development of the normal
contemplation of impurity:**

The contemplation of impurity [as described above] is the antidote for those who
conceive their bodies as pure. Not craving, stopping desires, [such a person] should
meditate on and cultivate disgust [towards the body]. There is further a “pure” antidote.
[For this,] one does not give rise to any conception of disgust [towards the impure body] .
. . then, from the impure object of the white bones, light streams forth. There then arises
in succession marvelous blue, yellow, red or bright white jeweled-trees, with branches
and leaves the same [color], fine clothing and pearl necklaces, and all manners of
marvelously wondrous forms. These are called the signs of the “purity liberation” method
of the meditation practitioner.*®

207

203~ Lz A hAERT S o ML Z AR HAKE D 0 Z BRSS o (T.618:15.308¢26-27)

204The expression seems to derive from the canonical descriptions of the third vimoksa, which begin: subham
vimoksam kayena saksatkrva (‘“having realized that pure liberation through the body.”) See AKBh, 455, where
moreover the third vimoksa is referred to as “the pure vimoksa” (subho vimoksah).

2050n the “purity liberation” in Sarvastivada-Vaibhasika sources, see Dhammajoti 2009, 10-13 and 17-20.

206Note that this mirrors the “purity contemplation” (jing guan % j.) in the Meditation Scripture in the passage
that was, according to the note, not in the “original” version (see note 188 above).

207The idea seems to be that while the contemplation of impurity counteracts lust, it does so by generating disgust,
which must then be further countered by the purity liberation.

208> EoAsiE o A EEA S > A Rk Far o LY RRE o L FEHS AIERAE PR 6 F
kD KA FA S FEUTH S R AR KET R P RRER > MY o AR 21T
EfE> 4P - (T.618:15.316b27—6)
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Avoiding any conception of disgust (/X & ), the practitioner continues to contemplate the “object
of the impurity [contemplation]” (7# % %), that is to say the “white bones” (¢ # ). From this
object a variety of other “signs” then appear, similar to those that appeared in the case of the
contemplation of the breath.*”

In the later, prose portions of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrdta we find an increasing
number of passages in which the meditator encounters such strange and unusual sights. As
discussed above these passages have been taken by some scholars to indicate the growing
importance of “visualization practices” (see above p.53). What I would like to suggest, however,
is that for the most part these visions and images are best understood as “verificatory visions.”
Although I cannot here explore the entirety of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, many if not
most such passages in the prose sections of the text are compatible with this interpretation. Thus
as part of the “contemplation of the aggregates” (BLI% ), we read:

The practitioner then ponders inwardly, desiring to traverse the ocean of the defilements .
.. if he firmly restrains all distracted thoughts, he will be able to give rise to ultimate,
perfected wisdom. If [in regards] his original object of contemplation he remains firm
and clear, he will give rise to samadhi, parting from all confused conceptions and
eliminating his defilements. At this time various marvelous signs will appear, like
wondrous, pure beryl, or like crystal baubles.*'’

The basic system here is arguably the same as found even in the Visuddhimagga—upon
successful attainment of samadhi the practitioner sees various “signs,” described in visual terms
as a variety of marvelous objects. The above passage does not instruct the practitioner to
visualize “pure beryl” or “crystal baubles”—rather these are the visions that will communicate to
him that he has in fact reached samadhi.

It thus seems to me that even the prose sections of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata do
not necessarily present any radically new techniques of meditation compared with what is
known from other sources. What is potentially novel about the text is rather its understanding of
how success in meditation is verified and confirmed, and the importance it accords in this regard
to what I have called “verificatory visions.” Such ideas are not, however, unattested elsewhere,
and as I have argued they are central to the presentation of dhyana in the Visuddhimagga as well.
They are not, however, necessarily of great antiquity, and we have seen above a few indications
(such as their absence in the Vimuttimagga and their general neglect in the chan texts of
Kumarajiva) that this understanding of what we might call the semiotics of dhyana may indeed
have been somewhat novel in the fourth century.

Stylistically and in terms of genre we may say that what distinguishes the prose portions
of the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata from the verse portions, and also from texts such as the

209Cf. Dhammajoti 2009, 19, who translates: “in the object of the impure [contemplation], the white bones, light [is
visualized] to issue” (3} *+ 7 & 4 > ¢ ¥ Jit % 11). In my understanding this is not about “visualizing” white
light. Rather the light is a verificatory vision that occurs when the practitioner has successfully focused on the
“impure object,” the white bones, without any conception of disgust.

2108 7% > pop AR FR TR L BREP L N RS RTE c FRABRATAMN L fdzz pf o
i A I “,% B o AR o N E_ R Ao BT > dookiE e o (T.618:15.320b23-28)
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Visuddhimagga and the chan texts of Kumarajiva, in that they devote far more attention to
verificatory visions, and they present verificatory visions with more elaborate content. Indeed
describing these visions and explaining their meaning becomes the major preoccupation of the
text and, as we will see in the next section of this chapter and in the remainder of this
dissertation, this tendency becomes even more pronounced elsewhere.

Although the above points hardly exhaust the potential interest of the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata, owing either to the difficulty of the original, the quality of the Chinese translation,
or both, the text is often very hard to understand, making a comprehensive analysis impractical
given our, or at least my, current level of understanding. However our inability to study this text
in greater depth is not terribly problematic given the larger project of understanding the Chinese
development of chan during the fifth century, since it would appear that the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata exerted almost no direct influence in China. Perhaps for some of the same reasons
that the text remains obscure to us, it seems to have simply disappeared from view soon after it
was translated (apart from its prefaces, which as mentioned above were foundational in the
development of the Chan lineage). However even if the text of the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata itself was apparently neglected in China, it clearly reflects, at least to some degree,
elements of the teachings of meditation masters such as Buddhabhadra that did attract sustained
interest and attention from Chinese Buddhists. Indeed as we will see many of the fifth-century
chan texts that did become influential emphasize the notion of verificatory visions in a manner
quite similar to the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata. In the final section of this chapter I will
discuss the first of these, a short text known in extant copies as the Wu men chan jing yao yong
fa (I PAESE * 2 T.619, Five Gates hereafter).*"

The Five Gates

The translation of the Five Gates is attributed in early sources to Dharmamitra 2 & % %
(356—442), a Gandharan native who came to south China in 422 or 424, where he won the
patronage of the Empress Wenyuan < % and other court notables during the early years of the
Song dynasty.?"? In addition to the Five Gates, Dharmamitra is also credited with the translation
of two of the so-called Contemplation Scriptures (which I will discuss in more detail in chapter
two), the Samantabhadra Contemplation (Guan Puxian pu sa xing fa jing B4 F & [E 72 5)
and the Akasagarbha Contemplation (Xukongzang guan jing R % % E.%5).*" However
Dharmamitra’s biographies do not emphasize his work as a translator, which is mentioned

211The meaning of this title is not entirely clear. Based on its contents, I would suggest that we translate it as
“Essential Methods [drawn from] the Five-gate Meditation Scriptures.” In other words the text is a collection of
certain “essential methods” taken from a larger group of “five-gate meditation scriptures,” that is to say
meditation scriptures (chan jing &%) that teach the so-called five gates of chan (I F* #&).

212The three early sources for Dharmamitra’s life are his biographies in the Records of the Canon
(T.2145:55.105a1-b16) the Biographies of Famous Monks (X.1523:77.355b1-11), and the Biographies of
Eminent Monks (T.2059:50.342¢8-343a29). For a synopsis of his life based on these sources, see Schuster 1984.

213For further details on the texts attributed to Dharmamitra, see chapter two.
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briefly in only a few lines. They focus instead on his activities as a ritual master who organized
and conducted “retreats” (zhai ) for his noble patrons, and his career as a “chan master,” a title
by which he was apparently known. Indeed on the basis of their contents many scholars have
questioned whether the texts traditionally associated with Dharmamitra are truly translations at
all. In the case of the Five Gates, however, it is very difficult to reach any firm conclusions about
these matters. As [ will discuss below, although the present version of this text does seem to be
the conflation of at least two distinct Chinese sources, much of its contents may well be the
translation of an Indic source, or at the very least a set of notes or teachings delivered in China
by an Indian chan master such as Dharmamitra. Whether Dharmamitra himself should be
associated with the text is probably impossible to determine for certain. But it seems probable
that it was at the least associated with someone very much like Dharmamitra, that is to say one
of the numerous foreign chan masters active in south China during the early fifth century.

Like the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, the Five Gates is a difficult read, but in this
case the problems lie not in the obscurity of any given passage, but in the seemingly
disorganized arrangement of the text as a whole. In its present state it is difficult to determine if
the text ever contained any system of organization at all, or if it was simply a haphazard
collection never intended as a comprehensive or unified set of teachings.

As an initial step towards sorting out some of the organizational problems, we may make
a basic division between two groups of passages. On the one hand we find a number of sections
with nearly exact parallels in an another Chinese text, also likely written during the fifth century,
the Concise Essentials of Meditation (T.617, Si wei liie yao fa X {av: & ;= Concise Essentials
hereafter). This text too is of uncertain origin.*'* Although eventually attributed to Kumarajiva,
the bibliographic evidence for this is weak.?"> Without going into too much detail, in a general
way the Concise Essentials seems indebted to the chan texts of Kumarajiva, and thus most likely
did not appear any earlier than the first decade of the fifth century. In addition to stylistic
similarities, it shares the Meditation Scripture’s unusual five-fold list of introductory meditation
practices,”'° though it lacks anything comparable to that text’s technical discussions of the path.

I will call the portions of the Five Gates that overlap the Concise Essentials the “format
B” sections.”!” The remaining “format A” sections have no parallels in the Concise Essentials,

214A complete, though unsatisfactory English translation of the text can be found in Mukhopadhyaya 1950. For a
summary of the opinions of Japanese scholars on the texts origins, see Yamabe 1999, 98-99.

215The Records of the Canon (T.2145:55.6a16) actually attributes it to the second-century translator An Shigao,
clearly impossible as it uses terminology that appeared only beginning with the translations of Kumarajiva.

216The text begins with an introduction that likens the three primary mental defilements to the three dosas of Indian
medicine. But it then presents five different practices to enter the first dhyana, the same five that feature in the
Meditation Scripture. The individual methods, however, are often considerably more developed than what is
seen in the comparable sections of Kumarajiva’s texts, particularly the passages giving instructions for different
meditations on the Buddha. There is, for example, an entire section devoted to the “contemplation of the Buddha
of immeasurable life” (L& & & /%), an exercise that recalls the famous Immeasurable Life Contemplation.
The final section of the text, moreover, presents something called the “contemplation method of the Lotus-
samadhi” (7% # = pk ;% ). Scholars have noted this as the earliest known precursor to the later “Lotus-
samadhi” meditation rituals associated with Zhiyi and others (Lai 2001).

217Yet another version of some of this material occurs on Dunhuang manuscript Stein 2585, in a short text entitled
Fo shuo guan jing # #.#.5 (included in the Taishd as number 2914). In general this version is close the
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and are also written in a very different style (which I will examine in detail below). The Concise
Essentials is often more developed than the corresponding format B sections of the Five Gates,
suggesting that the Five Gates preserves an older form of this material.*"® One such passage
showing this relationship concerns the contemplation of impurity:

Five Gates (T.619:15.332c7-25)

Concise Essentials (T.617:15.298b18—18)

RAIRE o ek AR > FAuF~F -~ F o
= jﬂ" iﬂ’?ﬁ%ﬁ LhoRRAER

[The practitioner]| contemplates that from head to toe,
bounded by skin and flesh, within [his body] there is
not a single pure thing: [there is only] brains, brain
membranes, tears, spit, pus, blood, shit, piss, and so
forth. Stated concisely there are thirty-six things.
[Stated] at length, there are an unlimited number [of
impure things]. Just as when a farmer opens up his
storehouse he can clearly distinguish the hemp, wheat,
millet, and beans [within], the practitioner carefully
contemplates this storehouse of his body [as filled with]
various kinds of impurities,
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[The practitioner| contemplates that from head to toe,
bounded by skin and flesh, within [his body] there is not
a single pure thing: [there is only] brains, brain
membranes, tears, spit, pus, blood, shit, piss, and so
forth. Stated concisely there are thirty-six things. [Stated]
at length, there are an unlimited number [of impure
things]. Just as when a farmer opens up his storehouse he
can differentiate between the various kinds of seeds,
hemp, rice, beans, wheat and so forth, the practitioner,
with his mind’s eye, opens up this storehouse of his body
and sees various kinds of impurities:
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Concise Essentials, but the order is not the same, and the precise wording often differs.

218The format B material is arranged somewhat haphazardly within the Five Gates, and Yamabe Nobuyoshi
thereby concludes that passages from the Concise Essentials have been borrowed into the Five Gates, such that
the Concise Essentials versions may be older. He notes, for example, that some parallel passages occur in the
Five Gates in a confused order compared with the Concise Essentials. For example one passage, common to
both texts, says that if the previous method is not successful one should proceed to the “white bone

contemplation” (bai gu guan v ¥ @), which in the Concise Essentials is the next passage, but which in the Five

Gates occurs earlier in the text (Yamabe 1999, 88; see also Yamabe 2001). Yamabe further notes that the Five
Gates includes clear textual errors vis a vis the Concise Essentials. Yet these points are not as conclusive as
Yamabe suggests. Indeed a priori there is no reason to suspect that a better organized version of a given body of

material should be the primary source. On the contrary all things being equal the more organized version is more

likely to be a later attempt to improve or correct the more poorly organized version.
219 Following P, S, Y. The Glosses on the Canon here explains cheng F™ as “ear gunk” (2 35; T.2128:54.796¢9).
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ZL A FAF AN o p Lot > F ot B Bt o
and just as they really are discerns the thirty-six

[impure things]. One’s own body [impure] in this
manner, one knows that other bodies are no different.

[such as] the liver, the lungs, the intestines, the stomach,
and the many worms that move about and feed. The nine
openings [of the body] leak impurity without cease. The
eyes leak tears, the ears leak wax, the nose leaks snot, the
mouth leaks spit, and urine and feces perpetually come
forth from the excretory holes. Though one covers it over
with clothing and [feeds it] food, in truth it is but a
walking toilet. The body being like this, how could it be
pure? Further [the practitioner] should contemplate that
this body is only provisionally called a person; really it is
but a coming together of the four elements. It is like a
house: the spine is the ridgepole, the ribs the roof beams,
the bones the pillars, the skin the four walls, and the flesh
the plaster. It is an empty, false conglomeration. Where is
there a person here? It is fragile and insubstantial,
transitory like an illusion. The shin bone connects to the
foot bone, the thigh bone to the shin bone, the spine to
the thigh bone, and the skull to the spine. Each bone rests
against the other, as precarious as a pile of eggs.
Contemplating this body as it truly is, there is not a
single bit of it that is desirable, and in this manner the
mind feels revulsion. One must constantly bring to mind
impurity . . .

AP o oG au o pEdept > b L2 R
and just as they really are one discerns the thirty-six
[impure things]. One’s own body is [impure] in this
manner, and other bodies are no different.

The passages shared between the texts are almost identical, and there is clearly a common
source. While both texts begin with the example of a farmer inspecting a container seeds, the
Concise Essentials adds a vivid description of the body’s impurity. However the full Five Gates
passage here closely follows a traditional canonical stock passage, which in a version from
Chinese translation of the Madhyamdgama reads:

Further a monk contemplates his body as a body . . . from head to toe he contemplates
and sees it to be full of many kinds of impurity thus: “Within this body of mine there is
head hair, body hair, nails . . . [etc.,] and urine.” Like a vessel filled with many kinds of
seeds, such that one with sharp eyes would be able to clearly see them all, saying “Rice
seeds, millet seeds, turnip seeds (?) and mustard seeds.” In this same manner a monk . . .
contemplates his body from head to toe and sees it to be full of many kinds of impurity
thus: “Within this body of mine there is head hair, body hair, nails . . . and urine.” In this
manner does a monk contemplate his own body as a body, and so too the bodies of

others.”’
2045 B REdeE | EFL R RABAI E AR AR S H B R L e A E
BEFFf+ o P2d  EALP 3] 1 fs FRA-EF A F o 4oftr L GII X BARES
ARG AP LI 5B SE ORI e e e o L Lol s @t Ede ¥ o (Zhong a han jing ®

ez k%, T.26:1.583b4-17).
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The Five Gates passage is obviously a translation of something very similar to this.”*' It thus
seems almost certain that the Concise Essentials version is an expansion of something similar to
what is now found in the Five Gates. This does not mean that the Concise Essentials was based
on the Five Gates itself, although this may be true. But even assuming a common source shared
between the two texts, it would seem that it is the Five Gates that, at least here, preserves an
older or more primitive version.

In contrast to the format B sections, the format A sections have few, if any structural or
stylistic parallels among known Indian or Chinese meditation texts. Rather than an idealized
portrait of progress along a fixed or minimally variable path, these passages describe a series of
interactions between a student and a master. Though this kind of framing for meditation
teachings is by no means unknown elsewhere, in the Five Gates these interactions dominate to
an unusual extent. The master gives short directives to the student, who then reports back to the
master his subsequent experiences. Based on what is reported the master either confirms the
student’s progress, inquiries further about the practitioner’s experiences, or gives new
instructions.

Unlike typical accounts of Buddhist meditation the format A passages from the Five
Gates give almost no attention to the development of particular mental factors, or the precise
attributes of the states of body and mind that successful meditation produces. Rather the focus
lies almost entirely on the concrete things that the practitioner “sees” while in meditation. This is
what the practitioner reports to the master, and based on these visions the master evaluates the
practitioner’s progress. In the opening passage of the text the meditator is instructed in the
practice of the “recollection of the Buddha” (nian fo & #):

One who has not yet [practiced] the samadhi of the recollection of the Buddha should be
taught to single mindedly contemplate the Buddha. When contemplating the Buddha, [the
practitioner] must fully exert himself in contemplating the Buddha’s signs and features,**
discerning them clearly. Having carefully distinguished them, he should close his eyes
and think about them in his mind. If they are not clear, he should open his eyes and look
again, and with careful attention clearly discern them. [Having grasped the image in his
mind], he should return to [his place of meditation] and sit, straighten his body and align
his mind, and concentrate his thoughts before him [until he sees the image] just as clearly
distinct as if facing a real buddha.**

The meditator thus begins by finding an “image” (i§) of a buddha, and then focuses his mind on

221In fact it may derive from the presentation of the smrtyupasthana in the Treatise on Great Wisdom
(T.1509:25.404c5—14), which uses several suspiciously similar phrases, including the unusual expression
“storehouse of the body” (£ £).

222 Although xiang hao 184+ often refers to the major and minor marks of a buddha, and by extension the depiction
of those marks in a statue or other image, here the referent seems to be simply all the visual characteristics of the
statue or other image.

223K &£ & = p%ﬂﬁ s L - R o FELEPE F TR
FAP K BBAARECP T REEY B LI A BARD B
(T.618:15.325¢17-21)
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it until it is clear even when his eyes are closed. He then returns to his seat and continues to
concentrate his thoughts until the image takes on a new and vivid form, “as if he were facing a
real buddha.”

Structurally this sequence matches the kasina meditations or the contemplation of
impurity as described in the Visuddhimagga (discussed above). Though the application of this
procedure to a statue of the Buddha is not attested in any known Indian sources, it is found, in
almost this exact same arrangement, in Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture®* as well as in a
section of the Concise Essentials (one that is textually unrelated to this portion of the Five
Gates).” However compared with such texts the Five Gates then proceeds in a very different
direction. Rather than describing the higher levels of meditation as increasingly rarefied states
developed by further application of the mind, the Five Gates depicts the practitioner taking part
in a repeated, back-and-forth interaction with his meditation teacher. The principal topic of
analysis in these interactions is the content of the practitioner’s elaborate visions, which in their
complexity resemble the “signs” described in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata:

The practitioner should then get up, kneel before his master, and say:
“Concentrating my mind (% 4 ) in my cell, it is just as if [ were] seeing the Buddha.”

The master should say: “Go back to your seat. Concentrate your mind on your
forehead and single-mindedly bring to mind the Buddha.”

[When the practitioner does this], images of buddhas appear on his forehead,
from one up to uncountable numbers. If the buddhas seen by the practitioner emerge
from his forehead, go a short distance away, and then return, the instructing teacher
should know that this person seeks [the path of] the sra@vaka. If [the buddhas] go
somewhat far away and then return, [he] is someone who seeks [the path of] the
pratyekabuddha. If they go far away and then return, he is a person of the Great Vehicle.

Having emerged in one of these three ways the buddhas then return close to [the
practitioner’s] body and make the ground a golden color. These buddhas then enter
entirely into the ground. The ground is level, like the palm of one’s hand, clear and pure
like a mirror. Contemplating his own body, [the practitioner sees it to be] as clear and
pure as this ground.

This is the verificatory vision (3 Jt ) of the attainment of the samdadhi of the
recollection of the Buddha. Having obtained this verificatory vision, [the practitioner]
tells the master. The master says: “This is a good verificatory vision. This is called the
first gate of contemplation.”*

224T.614:15.276a7-23

225T.617:15.299a4—13. This section of the Concise Essentials bears no obvious relationship to any part of the Five
Gates, though it does seem indebted to the “bodhisattva” method of buddhanusmyrti (nian fo % #) from the
Meditation Scripture (see in particular T.614:15.285b22).
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Earlier in this chapter I introduced the notion of a “verificatory vision,” a new object of
consciousness, typically described in visual terms, whose appearance indicates a new, higher
meditative attainment. In the Visuddhimagga this corresponded to the counterpart sign
(patibhaganimitta), while in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata these were simply “signs” (4p).
In the Five Gates, and in other texts that we will examine in chapter two, this idea is denoted by
the word jing jie £ 7 .

In Chinese Buddhist texts jing jie is attested as the translation of a number of different
Indic terms, including visaya, alambana, gocara, jiieya, and nimitta.”*’ Although each of these
words has its own specialized uses, in the context of meditation they all often refer to the object
of meditation, that thing upon which the practitioner is supposed to focus his mind. In fifth-
century Chinese meditation texts, however, jing jie is more often than not used specifically in the
context of what I have called “verificatory visions”—not the object upon which the practitioner
concentrates his mind, but the new object that appears as the result of his meditation. If this
vision is the right one, it verifies that the desired state of meditation has been obtained, though as
we will see in some texts jing jie also refers to visions that indicate obstacles or hindrances, not
successful attainment. In short while the fundamental meaning of jing jie remains “object” (of
either the sense organs or the mind), in fifth-century Chinese chan texts it often has a more
specialized use, and I will translate it as “verificatory vision” to reflect this meaning.

The format A sections of the Five Gates revolve almost entirely around the analysis of
such visions, something that, at least as depicted in the text, was understood to take place in
constant consultation with a qualified master:

[The practitioner] then tells the master what he has seen. The master says: “Good!
You have diligently contemplated. This [that you have seen] is the sign of the attainment
of concentration.” The master instructs [the practitioner further], saying: “Further
contemplate within the navel.”

Having contemplated as instructed, [the practitioner]| sees a five-colored light on
the crown of his head. Having seen this, he tells the master.

The master says: “Further contemplate the five auspicious signs of these five
lights.” Having contemplated as instructed, he sees that there is a buddha in [each] light,
sitting in meditation.

[The master] further [directs him to] contemplate: “What auspicious sign do the
buddhas in the five lights have?” [The practitioner] then sees that all kinds of lotus
flower emerge from the mouths of the buddhas. Having emerged, they fill the earth.*®

It is important to realize that, at least if we follow the narrative of the text, the practitioner is not
told what he will or should see in his meditation. The “verificatory visions” that the Five Gates
describes are not presented as topics of meditation. Rather the master instructs the practitioner
merely to “contemplate” () various objects that are already present in some sense, such as a

227BKGDIT, 238-239. Hirakawa lists as many as twenty-seven different Sanskrit equivalents (Kanbon daijiten,
302). Many of these, however, stem from the post-Xuanzang era and are not relevant in the present context.
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part of the body, or an element of a previous vision (that is thus assumed to be already present to
the meditator in some way). The new visions that then arise are thus unexpected, and indeed the
entire structure of the master-disciple interaction assumes this.

In general the Five Gates (or more precisely the “format A” sections) seems to be largely
concerned with describing the visions that mark progress, those analogous to the “counterpart
sign” in the Visuddhimagga. However in some cases the content of the vision has a more specific
significance, and these passages provide a particularly clear illustration of what we might call
their divinatory aspect. Thus in the passage cited above, the distance traveled by the stream of
buddhas emerging from the practitioner’s forehead is used to determine the practitioner’s
appropriate yana (or perhaps to determine which yana he had already begun in a past life).”” It is
clear from the way these passages are structured that the point cannot be that the practitioner
simply chooses which vision he would like to have—precisely because it is not known which
vision will occur their content can serve to divine the information in question.

It is interesting to note that we find in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata a very similar
description of how the “signs” that appear to the practitioner can be scrutinized for meaning:

The marvelous signs [attesting to the practitioner’s] merit then all arise accordingly. If
[the signs] remain in the place where [the practitioner] fixes his mind, then these are
signs [indicating that the practitioner remains] at the same stage [of practice]. If the signs
appear on his body (?), both manifesting and contacting [his body?] then sometimes this
means the fruit is near, sometimes that the fruit is not near, or that the fruit is being
granted, or that nothing is granted. In the case of the fruit being near, the signs will
remain next to [the meditator]. It should be known that if the meditator is not near to the
fruit then the sign will be far away.***

Here the “distance” of the object from the practitioner indicates his “distance” from the
attainment of one of the fruits. And while this is rather different from the Five Gates passage
above, both texts express the idea that spatial or dynamic features of the “sign” or vision will
have some important significance that needs to be interpreted.

Although the master-disciple dialog is clear throughout much of the format A sections of
the Five Gates, in later passages the interaction is more schematic. In these passages the text
almost reads like a manual for meditation teachers, detailing the list of contemplations and the
“visions” that the student must report before moving on to the next. In the following passage, for
example, we find a list of thirty, numbered contemplations followed by the visions that the

2291t was a common notion that one’s proper path (Mahayana or Sravakayana) could be determined through
divination. Such is recorded, for example, in the biography of the Indian translator Gunabhadra, who worked in
south China during the Song dynasty: “[After a short while Gunabhadra] left the Hinayana teacher [with whom
he had been studying] and began to study the Mahayana. A Mahayana master tested him by having him grab a
text [at random] from a sutra-case. [Gunabhadra] selected the larger version of the Hua yan scripture. The
[Mahayana] master was pleased and commended Gunabhadara, saying ‘You indeed have deep affinity with with
the Mahayana!™ *# 2 g%/ K EFiEH L 3k o A REFRLFEG® > TE L BEK - fFEa e Ak
3 £ % £ | (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.344a12—-14).

2I0MCkSFAEAR » — T EED o F AR A BRI R4 e HApAsh L I 0 BRI 0§ BER
2T ARG H R AZ RS TR 0 LRGP FREF G F oLt

(T.618:15.308b12-21)
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practitioner must report after each. Numbers fifteen through twenty are as follows:

Instruct [the practitioner] to contemplate each part of his body, making them all
clear. If he says “I see this,” then instruct him to again contemplate beneath the Buddha’s
foot. If he says: “I see that beneath the Buddha’s foot there are various lights. They then
extend into the four directions. In the lights, within the lotus flowers, there are many
buddhas,” then this is the fifteenth thing

Instruct him to contemplate the Buddha. With a joyful mind he should carefully
contemplate beneath the Buddha’s foot. If he says: “I see that innumerable suffering
beings are illuminated by this light and given peace,” then this is the sixteenth thing.

Instruct him to contemplate his body and make it even clearer. Instruct him to
contemplate the navel of one of the buddhas. If he says “I see light emerge from this
buddha’s navel, reaching to the horizon in all directions. Standing within the lights are
many buddhas,” then this is the seventeenth thing.

Instruct him to contemplate along the lights. If he says “I see innumerable people
within the lights all experiencing happiness,” then this is the eighteenth thing.

Instruct him to contemplate his body and make it extremely clear. [Then?] instruct
him to again contemplate the two nipples of one of the buddhas. If he says “I see that
from this buddha’s two nipples there suddenly comes forth a light that spreads in all
directions, and within this light are many buddhas,” then this is the nineteenth thing.

Instruct him to contemplate along the lights. If he says “I see innumerable people
within the lights all experiencing happiness,” then this is the twentieth thing.*"

Since at least some of the instructions rely on the content of the previous visions, this would
seem to be a progressive sequence, though there is little information provided about how or
when this sequence was supposed to be undertaken.

As the text progress the practitioner’s visions become more elaborate. At times they are
downright bizarre, even as there continues the basic format of “contemplating” (#.) what the

master instructs and reporting what has then been “seen” (2 ):

The master must further instruct him, saying: “From now on abandon the
previous two contemplations. Concentrate your mind on your navel.”

Having received the master’s instructions, [the practitioner] single-mindedly
contemplates his navel. Having contemplated his navel for a short time, he feels
something moving inside his navel. He carefully looks at it, undistracted. He sees that
there is something inside the navel, like a heron’s egg, white in color. He goes and tells
the master.

BIgApRLd A& Lo P o F7 1AL FRREET o F 7 I ALBETRAP RS ET
G-, FAKPEREY o § LT E o H[FHLIERE  FUHRLT o5  ARLBET ok
MINAFRFFF KT AP F7 ALERRL B RAY KRR AFXE 1L
FoRBEp L LREPE - BAY o F T D ALBRAY  KNpHTe SRR R - HBE
bk o FA o F o KFREoFT I ALEEAL KV REIALZE FLNT o HpBEE L P
EogBE- B gT I ALEANY s ARED v HIe S o - EFE s FAKY c Z L4 F o
KEERP 55 ALK o F mEL S EXEHE L L F o (T619:15.329b24-<12)

ria
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The master says: “Look*” further at this place.” [The practitioner] does as the
master instructs. Having contemplated it [further], [he sees that] there is a lotus flower,
with a beryl stem, and a golden center platform-bud. On the platform is a buddha, seated
in the cross-legged posture. From within this buddha’s navel another lotus flower
emerges, atop which there is another buddha sitting in the cross-legged posture. This
continues, [buddhas emerging from the navels of other buddhas,] until [the world is
filled] up to the [edge of the] ocean. Then, at the edge of the ocean, the last buddha
reenters the previous buddha’s navel, and so forth back to the [original] buddha [that had
emerged from] the practitioner’s navel.”’

Despite their rich, evocative content, the precise meaning of the visions is rarely stated. But as in
the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, there are a few, occasional explanations:

[The practitioner] again concentrates his mind on the white bones. He then sees a bright
star appear atop the bones, on the four sides [of which?]** there are golden orbs. The star
is the verificatory vision (3% % ) [indicating] purity; the golden balls are the verificatory
visions [indicating] wisdom.***

This can be fruitfully compared with a small number of passages from the Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata where the symbolic content of certain images is similarly explained.”*® Thus in
these passages just what the “verificatory visions” verify seems to be made clear—seeing these
various objects indicates that the practitioner himself has obtained that which they symbolize. In
the Five Gates there are a few other similar passages.”’ Thus:

The master further instructs [the practitioner] to concentrate his thoughts within his heart
and then contemplate the Buddha. [The practitioner] then suddenly sees various buddhas
emerge from his heart holding beryl staffs in their hands. From the tips of the staffs
emerge people of [each of] the three vehicles, their radiance either great or small
[depending on their vehicle (?)] . . . [In what was seen] above, the staff is the sign of
concentration, and the radiance is the sign of wisdom.**

232The verb “look” (shi 4R.) is equivalent to “contemplate” (guan ) in that it denotes attempting to see, not
successful seeing (for more on this contrast, see chapter three).

DIFRAKTG BRI BT B e b TR - A o BAT A LA g - IR P
LA o AT B E G o WL e 7 D Uik bk ket o e 0 3 ER B L E
FESE oG E o BBBL o Fo WAY R ERN PG R BB o LB
TxdeopERSE ¥R AT BA SRR AR BA W f BEER 2 2 AAR
(T.619:15.326a14-22)

2340r perhaps “on his four sides,” meaning in each direction around the practitioner’s own body.

5wt o pAFIFPED eG4 o _&—‘ﬁ CEERR o fl—'ﬁ CESRR -
(T.619:15.326¢9-10)

236In one section, for example, the text says that the meditator will see a “bright head-jewel” (£ # F' 3k ; the mani
jewel treasure of a cakravartin), which “symbolizes samadhi” (Vé'?] = pk; T.618:15.322¢12).

237See also T.619:15.326a8-9; c15-16.

IQEFAR I A A o o FRISEE o WA B A D IHIMBR o RAFFNZF A o RiGF ) LR
—!Jg FARS o 4B Jo—'ﬂ'f FEAp~ o (T.619:15.326a2-13)
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Invoking some of the considerations that I addressed in the introduction, we see here that for
texts such as the Five Gates supposedly internal states of mind such as “wisdom,” or
“concentration” were not expected to be phenomenologically observable as such. This
understanding indeed explains why this text is almost entirely silent about such matters, focusing
its attention instead on what is presumed to be available to the meditator’s introspection, namely
the elaborate visions that meditation practice would produce.

Like the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata the “format A” sections of the Five Gates thus
emphasize that successful meditation practice will produce, and hence can be judged by,
“verificatory visions.” Conceptually the logic here is not unlike the understanding seen in the
Visuddhimagga’s presentation of the counterpart sign. But whereas the Visuddhimagga discusses
this topic only at single moment along the meditative path (the attainment of access
concentration), in both the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata and the Five Gates verificatory
visions play a more prominent role, and their semiotic potential is dramatically increased. Indeed
describing and analyzing these visions seems to be the Five Gates’ primary concern, while the
detailed classification of mind and mental states that occupies the vast majority of a text such as
the Visuddhimagga is eftectively absent.

Heuristically we may compare the different approaches here by saying that while texts
such as the Visuddhimagga or the Meditation Scripture address practical questions of how one
meditates (what objects of contemplation one should choose), ontological questions concerning
what the different states of meditation are (the mental or physical factors that categorize them),
and soteriological questions about what results follow from such attainments (the structure of the
Buddhist path), the Five Gates is concerned almost entirely with how it can be known that one
has actually reached these states, something that revolves around the semiotic question of how
meditative experiences communicate. Thus while the Five Gates is, stylistically, entirely unlike a
text such as the Meditation Scripture, it is not necessarily incompatible with it. In other words it
does not necessarily offer competing answers to, following the above, practical, ontological, or
soteriological questions about meditation. What it provides is rather a much expanded response
to the question, posed and answered only briefly in the Meditation Scripture (see p.56 above), of
what “signs” verify successful meditation practice.

But in addition to addressing such questions in the abstract, the Five Gates also provides
us with a glimpse of how such signs were thought to be interpreted in practice. This kind of
information is entirely lacking in the brief references to such signs in the Meditation Scripture
or even the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, with its comparatively elaborate examples. But if
we follow the narrative (to the extent that it can be called such) provided by the master-disciple
interaction in the Five Gates, a picture emerges, tentative though it may be, that allows us to see
how knowledge about the meaning of the various signs might have been deployed in practice. It
would seem that relatively simple concentration exercises were understood to give rise to many
possible verificatory visions. Such visions were to be reported to a qualified master, who would
then be able to judge the practitioner’s progress.

Though the Five Gates describes this process in a level of detail unmatched by other
sources, we should not take this to be an entirely novel understanding. We may consider the
“counterpart sign” as depicted in the Visuddhimagga. How was a practitioner supposed to know
when the counterpart sign had actually arisen? The Visuddhimagga is largely silent on this
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matter, and with a cursory reading of the text one might easily come the conclusion that this was
supposed to be self-evident to the meditator. Yet upon closer inspection this does not seem to be
the case, and in the discussion of the arising of the counterpart signs associated with breath-
meditation is the following short but suggestive passage:

And when the [counterpart] sign has appeared in this way, the monk should go to the
teacher and tell him, “Venerable sir, such and such has appeared to me.” But the teacher
should say neither “This is the sign” nor “This is not the sign”; after saying “So it is,
friend,” he should tell him, “Go on giving it attention again and again”; for if he were
told “It is the sign,” he might [become complacent and] stop short at that, and if he were
told “It is not the sign,” he might get discouraged and give up . . . [the above] is what the
Digha reciters say. But the Majjhima reciters say that he should be told, “This is the sign,
friend. Good man, keep giving attention to your meditation subject.”**

This passage, brief as it is, points to something that, in its mechanics, is quite similar to the
master-disciple interaction in the Five Gates. And though this passage also reveals disagreements
among commentators about precisely how this interaction was supposed to take place, the
presence of this passage at all would seem to suggest that, for some, obtaining the true
counterpart sign, though formally only an indication of access concentration, was considered to
be a major achievement. But what I think is most important about this brief passage from the
Visuddhimagga is that it reveals an understanding of the interpretive questions at play here that
is quite similar to what is implied by the Five Gates. Even though the Visuddhimagga provides a
welter of details about the changes that access concentration brings about in a practitioner’s
consciousness, the presence or absence of these mental factors was, apparently, not something
that the practitioner or anyone else was expected to be able to see or verify directly, and the
“counterpart sign” plays a crucial role as a vision whose contents can be discussed objectively
with an informed third-party, and whose meaning can thus be established.

In discussing the Five Gates in the above pages I have focused my attention on the
“format A” sections and on the question of “verificatory visions” in particular because these are
the topics that will be of most immediate relevance for our subsequent discussion of two much
larger and more systematic fifth-century Chinese chan texts, the Chan Essentials and the
Methods for Curing. As I will show, moreover, these texts appear to have a direct historical
connection to the “format A” portions of the Five Gates.

As a final point before moving on, however, I must say a few more words about the
origins of the Five Gates itself, though we will not be able to reach any definitive conclusions.
On the one hand, as we have seen, the text can be divided into two strata (the format A and B
sections), and though it is not impossible that the present text of the Five Gates is simply the
Chinese translation of an Indic text that itself had these multiple layers, it seems more probable

239Evam upatthite pana nimitte tena bhikkhunda acariyassa santikam gantva arocetabbam: mayham, bhante,
evariipam nama upatthati ti. A_cariyena pana: etam nimittan ti va na va nimittan ti na vattabbam, evam hoti,
avuso’ ti vatva, punappunam manasikarohi ti vattabbo. Nimittan ti hi vutte vosanam apajjeyya; na nimittan ti
vutte niraso visideyya . . . evam tava Dighabhanaka. Majjhimabhanaka pan’ ahu: nimittam idam, avuso,
kammatthanam punappunam manasikarohi sappurisa ti vattabbo ti. (Vism, 286). The translation is from
Nanamoli 1976, 278, with slight modifications.
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that the Five Gates reached its present form through the combination of (at least) two discrete
Chinese texts.** This, however, does not solve the more fundamental problem of the origin of
these individual layers.

Looking in particular at the format A sections, there are only a few clues within the text
itself. We find, for example, a number of passages saying that the presentation has been
“summarized” (% ) from other sources. Thus after listing thirty different verificatory visions that
might result from the “contemplation of the buddha” (), the author says that “many different
things [are obtained] while contemplating the Buddha, and I here present thirty of them as a
summary so as to instruct practitioners.”**' Or, in another section, “in this practice there are a
great many possible verificatory visions, and I here present them only in brief.”***

Were these notes written by a Chinese compiler who was here summarizing material
extracted from other Chinese sources? Were they added by the translator and his committee to
indicate that only a partial translation was made? Or, are they simply direct translations of the
underlying Indic text? Indeed in the Yogalehrbuch, the Indic text most closely related to the Five
Gates, we find similar admissions that the text has been simplified vis a vis other, more
extensive sources.**

But in the end there is no particular to reason to doubt that the “format A” sections were
translated from Indic sources. As we have seen, though the Five Gates emphasizes verificatory
visions to a degree not seen elsewhere, the basic understanding of how these work, and of their
oftentimes elaborate nature, is compatible with texts such as the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata,
whose Indian origins are not in doubt. I am thus inclined to accept the Chinese bibliographic
tradition, which since the late fifth century associated this text with the chan master
Dharmamitra, one of the most famous foreign chan masters in south China during the early Song
dynasty. What role Dharmamitra may have had in the production of this text is not clear, and we
can imagine a number of scenarios. If forced to guess I would suggest that the text might be a set
of notes compiled by Dharmamitra’s students based on his exposition of Indian meditation texts.
We might imagine that these notes were organized by theme, that is by meditation topic, with
other material pertaining to these same topics (the format B sections) then added later.

Conclusions

In the above pages I have attempted to lay the groundwork for the remainder of this
dissertation by considering how we might go about studying the practice of Buddhist meditation,

240For a more comprehensive analysis of how these layers might be separated, see Yamabe 1999, 84—100.

241 F 5 ont = L E > UK F—'ﬁ o (T.619:15.330a20)

24225 F P B RS o i i Arg B oo (T.619:15.331a6-7). See also 332al2; 326¢12.

2431In the opening passage of the chapter on “meditation on the elements” (dhatuprayoga), we read: “Immediately
thereafter the meditation on the elements as expounded in the Yoga treatises should be carried out. Here I will
present only the method of practice [from that exposition].” ato ‘nantaram dhatuprayogah yogasastropadisto
‘nusartavyah iha tu prayogamatram darsayisyamah (Schlingloff 1964a, 86). The Yogalehrbuch thus seems to
suggest that what it presents is a summary or extract from the “Yoga treatises” (yogasdstra), something that
would seem, prima facie, to refer to other, known texts.
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chan, in early Chinese Buddhism. The early fifth century, I have argued, was a crucial moment
in the development of Chinese traditions of Buddhist meditation. Only during this time did chan
become an institutionalized monastic discipline, and did “chan master” become a career
possibility for Chinese monks and nuns. Hand in hand with this development was the production
of numerous Chinese texts pertaining to this practice. Although such texts are by nature
prescriptive, and thus tell us more about ideals concerning chan practice than about the realities
of monastic practice, these texts were being produced and circulated in an environment in which
practice, mastery, and claims to mastery of chan were becoming increasingly important. Living
Chinese Buddhists of power and prestige claimed to be, or were held to be, “chan masters,” and
were known for their mastery of this practice. Fifth-century Chinese chan texts thus give us a
picture not only of ideals, but of the ideals that were actively interacting with living Buddhist
practice.

Of the major fifth-century Chinese chan texts we have so far examined those that appear
to be Chinese translations of Indian material. Though such texts are important both for
historically situating later Chinese practices within the development of Buddhist meditation as a
whole and for understanding what new ideas and practices Chinese Buddhists were being
exposed to at this time, they are naturally less relevant for understanding the situation in China
than compositions (or, at the least, heavily redacted compilations) created in China by Chinese
authors. It is to this material, or more specifically one important subset of it, that I now turn.
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2. Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (II): The Chan
Essentials and the Methods for Curing

What Bodhidharma didn’t teach

Sometime between 774 and 780 disciples of Wuzhu # @i (714-774), one of a number of
eighth-century Chinese monks claiming spiritual descent from the Indian master Bodhidharma,
wrote a history of the transmission of Buddhism to China entitled the Record of the Dharma-
jewel Through the Generations (Li dai fa bao ji J& t* ;= ¥ 3z). Like many of the literary products
of the interrelated and competing movements that scholars have studied under the rubric of
“early Chan,” the history written by Wuzhu’s students sought to establish a historical and
genealogical connection to Bodhidharma. One reoccurring strategy for accomplishing this, seen
in this text and throughout early Chan writings more generally, was to define the lineage of
Bodhidharma as a special of understanding of chan #, “Buddhist meditation.” Though not the
only strategy, this trope became important enough that the groups claiming descent from
Bodhidharma eventually referred to themselves as members of the “Chan lineage” (chan zong #&

%), a word that has often, though perhaps erroneously, been translated into English as the
“meditation school.” Much has been written about the new understanding of chan offered by the
early Chan groups. My interests, however, lie in the other direction—not what Wuzhu and his
students claimed true chan was, but what they claimed it was not.

The Record of the Dharma-jewel Through the Generations cites an impressive array of
Buddhist scriptures to explicate Bodhidharma’s understanding of chan which, it is claimed, is
exactly the same as the highest teachings of the Buddha. But also cited are examples of inferior,
even incorrect understanding of chan, what Bodhidharma most emphatically did not teach. And
here, moreover, specific texts are named:

The various Hinayana forms of chan and the various samadhi practices are not the
tenets of the school of the Patriarchal Master Bodhidharma; examples of the names [of
these inferior practices] are as follows: the white bone contemplation, counting breaths
contemplation, nine visualizations contemplation, five cessations of the mind
contemplation, sun contemplation, moon contemplation, tower contemplation, pond
contemplation, Buddha contemplation. The Scripture on the Secret Essentials of Chan
(Chan mi yao jing 45 & ) says, “A person afflicted by a heat illness should perform
the contemplation of cold. One afflicted by a cold illness should perform the
contemplation of heat. One with thoughts of carnal desire should perform the
contemplation of poisonous snakes and the contemplations of impurity. One fond of fine
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food and drink should perform the contemplation of snakes and maggots. One fond of
fine clothing should perform the contemplation of his body wrapped in hot iron.” There
are various other [such] samadhis and contemplations.

[On the other hand] the Scripture of the Chan Gate (Chan men jing & ® () says,
“In the midst of contemplation in seated meditation, [if] one sees an image of the
Buddha’s form with the thirty-two marks, of variegated radiance, soaring in the air and
manifesting transformations at will—are these true [signs of attainment] or not? The
Buddha said [in response]: “When sitting in meditation, if one sees emptiness then there
are no things. If one sees the Buddha with thirty-two marks, of variegated radiance,
soaring in the air and manifesting transformations at will, then this means that your own
mind is confused, that you are bound up in a demon’s net. To see such things while in the
midst of empty quiescence is nothing but delusion.”"

Early Chan materials frequently contrast a Chan-ish take on chan with other, inferior
understandings. But this passage is noteworthy because it actually cites examples of these
supposedly inferior forms of chan from specific texts. What, according to Wuzhu, is wrong with
these methods? From the contrast provided by the Scripture of the Chan Gate* the problem
would seem to be that they all aim for an encounter with a concrete object that will attest to
one’s attainment. Any such visions are, it is suggested, not signs of true attainment, only proof
that one’s mind is enslaved by demons. With true understanding, no such things appear.
Although some of these supposedly wrong-headed practices appear to derive from the
famous Immeasurable Life Contemplation (Guan wu liang shou fo jing BL.& € & @& &), about
which I will say more momentarily,’ the text mentioned by name is the Chan mi yao jing # &
. Interestingly the material cited here does not appear in the text that today bears this name
(T.613, Chan mi yao fa jing #4%% % 5, Chan Essentials hereafter),* but rather derives from a
different text, the Secret Essential Methods for Curing Chan Sickness (T.620, Zhi chan bing mi
yao fa s A 6% 25 Methods for Curing hereafter).” Indeed as I shall discuss below though

3
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Wz Lo dp o BREP  WERT ¥R Ao TR CEE FFRE VNIRRT TR
% ° The translation is taken from Adamek 2007, 326, with modifications. I have also used Adamek’s edition of
the text (the inferior Taishd version, based only a single manuscript, is found at T.2075:51.183a11-22).

2 The apocryphal Scripture of the Chan Gate was written sometime in the early eighth century and presents a
number of positions that would come to be associated with early Chan (Yanagida 1999).

3 Though practices such as the “sun contemplation” point to the Immeasurable Life Contemplation, there also
existed independent traditions of such methods, such as those mentioned in Shandao’s & ¥ seventh-century
commentary, the Guan wu liang shou fo jing shu L& & & # 55 (see Pas 1995, 182-201). Some such
practices are, moreover, recommended in early Chan texts such as the Xiu xin yao lun 3 = & % attributed to
the fifth patriarch Hongren 5 % (McRae 1986, 127).

4 Adamek, following Yanagida (1976), wrongly gives T.613 as the source.

5 Historically 44 and #& were both pronounced bi (Pulleyblank 1991, 213), and modern dictionaries often still
give this as the formal pronunciation (GHYZD, 829; HYDZD, 2395). Japanese authorities read pi (¢X), and a
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these two texts are now nominally independent, they likely originally formed a single collection.
It was the chan of these texts in particular that Wuzhu or his students apparently felt the need to
refute. And indeed material from the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing seems to have
been popular in eighth-century Sichuan, where Wuzhu lived, and excerpts from the Chan
Essentials were carved on a wall at the Sichuan cave site of Anyue % & in 735, when Wuzhu
was 21 years old.® Wuzhu was thus not merely scouring his library for straw men, but
responding directly to contemporaries for whom these texts were thought to contain advanced
Buddhist meditation practices.

In chapter one I discussed the “chan scriptures” (chan jing & %5 ) translated from Indic
sources into Chinese during the first half of the fifth century. The Chan Essentials and the
Methods for Curing appeared in China at this same time and were also classified as “chan
scriptures.” However they were almost certainly Chinese compositions, not translations, and are
thus valuable as sources for the understandings of chan actively developing in China during this
time, the period when the practice of chan first became a regular part of Chinese monastic life.

The justification for focusing on these two texts in particular is straightforward—they are
the only surviving Chinese-authored chan texts from this time.” They were, moreover, among the
most influential fifth-century chan texts period. Even as late as the eighth century they were
apparently still important enough that they needed to be denounced by those attempting to
articulate a different understanding of chan, and their general popularity and importance over the
preceding centuries is well attested.

One interesting example of the status enjoyed by these texts is a sixth-century Dunhuang
manuscript® bearing a local (though not necessarily local to Dunhuang) monastic code.” Among
the provisions we find exhortations for monks to practice the three trainings of discipline,

corresponding Chinese pronunciation bi (BKD, 6:402). Though I do not known how the title is pronounced by
modern Chinese Buddhist authorities, for the sake of simplicity I will here transcribe these titles using the
normal Mandarin pronunciation mi. While 44 and & are interchangeable, and both occur in both titles
depending on the edition or catalog entry in question, #& is more common in T.613 while 4 appears more
regularly in T.620, and to avoid confusion I will follow this distinction.

6 I was made aware of this inscription by Funayama Toru, who helped me secure a photograph of the inscription
through the good graces of Lothar Ledderose and his “Stone Sutras Project” (www.stonesutras.org).

7  Or rather, the only two whose Chinese authorship can be clearly established.

8 This manuscript was seen by Tsukamoto Zenryt in China in the 1930s, and based on his photographs he later
published an edition (Tsukamoto 1974—-1975, 3:290-304), now the only known copy of the text. Tsukamoto
briefly analyzes the contents, but the most complete study is by Moroto Tatsuo (1990, 68—96), who examines its
relationship to the Tang dynasty legal code for Buddhist and Daoist monks, the Seng dao ge 1§ ig .

9 Tsukamoto (see previous note) suggested that the text was an example of one of the numerous “clerical rules”
(seng zhi 1 #1) instituted by the northern and southern governments beginning in the south during the reign of
Song emperor Xiaowu % 7 (r. 455-464), and in the North with the “rules for monks and nuns” (Seng ni zhi 1§
£ #1) instituted by emperor Xiaowen % % (1.471-500) in 493. Moroto Tatsuo, however, notes that the tone of
the text is decidedly pro-clergy, as it focuses on the respect owed to monks by the laity (Moroto 1990, 58-59).
He thus argues that it was a local monastic code written in defiance of state attempts to regulate the clergy. He
suggests that it may have come from a non-central location, perhaps Gansu, during the Western Wei & % (535—
556), when government control over the clergy had become weak. It is known that many private codes were
composed during this time (Tsuchihachi 1980, 891-902).
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meditation, and wisdom, and the passage encouraging meditation paraphrases a short section of
first sutra of the Chan Essentials, cited as “a chan scripture”:

A chan scripture says: If one is able to cultivate the contemplation of the white bones,
and if from among the three hundred and sixty bones of one’s body one manages to
successfully [see] even a single one, and if later one then does not commit any evil deeds,
after death one will go straight to Tusita heaven. How much more so one who
successfully [contemplates] his entire skeleton!"

Turning to somewhat later times, both texts are cited prominently in the chapter on chan 7%
from the Forest of Pearls from the Garden of the Dharma (Fa yuan zhu lin ;# 5= 3% 1%)," a
seventh-century Buddhist encyclopedia, and the Methods for Curing is also discussed by the
prolific vinaya commentator Daoxuan i ¥ (596-667)."* But these texts’ influence was felt
even apart from direct citation or reference. In chapter four I will examine their influence on
Zhiyi in particular, whose writings became the standard reference works on chan for much of the
later East Asian Buddhist tradition. The Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are thus in
some ways the earliest repositories of many central, enduring Chinese approaches to chan.

One reason these texts may have remained influential is that they are written as actual
sutras, discourses delivered by the Buddha, in contrast to the “chan scriptures” translated from
Indian languages which are often explicitly framed as compilations made by later Indian
Buddhist masters. Moreover the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are, at least in
comparison to most of the translated chan texts, practically rather than theoretically oriented.
They have little to say about the increasingly refined mental states that formally constitute the
higher meditative attainments. Like the Five Gates examined in chapter one they focus on
describing the kinds of visions chan practitioners might encounter, and they moreover contain
much information about how chan was supposed to be carried out together with other rites,
notably rituals of repentance (chan hui }#1%). This practical orientation extends even to
comparatively simple matters. For example the Chan Essentials contains the earliest explicit
description in a Chinese text of proper meditation posture, one followed by almost all later
Chinese meditation manuals."

10 G= g FE> 2> La? -8 {272 FFE > ZASHLT A EFIX > PR2ELES o
(Tsukamoto 1974-1975, 3:295). This appears to be a paraphrase of section 4.72 of the Chan Essentials (see
appendix three). Note, however, that the line “if later one does not commit and evil” does not appear in the
original passage as we have it today.

11 See the appendix to this chapter, number 10.

12 Ibid., number 6.

13 “Spread out a sitting cloth in a quiet place, sit cross-legged, arrange your robes, straighten your body, and sit
upright. Uncover your right shoulder and place your left hand on top of your right hand. Close your eyes and
press your tongue against the palate.” $x & fF 3§ - Bjrpr e » BERJR - & Loz > Pagn L o 2 £ F L
= b5 B P EH "8 . (1.9). This is the earliest Chinse description of the proper arrangement of the hands, as
well as the eventually standard instruction to rest the tongue against the palate (Otani 1970, 209; Otokawa
1995). Even the most comprehensive earlier Chinese meditation text, Dharmaraksa’s translation of the Stages of
the Path of Practice (Xiu xing dao di jing 1 {7 ig ¥ %), contains only the instruction to “sit cross-legged” (% 4«
B3 4 T.606:15.195¢26). Similar instructions concerning the proper hand posture and placement of the tongue
are also found in what I have concluded is the lost Avalokitasvara Contemplation (see appendix two).
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Another factor no doubt contributing to their success among elite, clerical authors is that
even though they seem to have been composed in China, these texts are not blatant fabrications,
and contain almost no overt traces of native Chinese cosmology or other telltale signs of Chinese
origin. Passing easily for authentic Indian Buddhist scriptures, their origins were never cast in
doubt by the later Chinese tradition.

These texts are thus sophisticated products of that segment of the Chinese Buddhist
tradition that was attempting, as best it was able, to engage Indian Buddhism on its own terms.
Indeed unlike many so-called apocryphal Chinese Buddhist scriptures they do not seem to be
trying, overtly or implicitly, to make Indian Buddhist ideas and practices accessible to a Chinese
audience concerned with reconciling Buddhism to cherished Chinese beliefs. Thus while the
primary context for reading and understanding them is fifth-century China, they are also not
irrelevant for our understanding of fourth- and fifth-century Indian Buddhist meditation
practices. Indeed to the extent that they are the systematization of the teachings of Indian masters
active in China (seemingly the most likely context), they may contain much information about
Indian Buddhist meditation more usually confined to oral tradition rather than written text. The
practical details of meditation posture is one such example. Indeed as Otokawa Bun’ei has
observed the Chan Essentials contains the earliest detailed explanation of the proper posture for
seated meditation in any text in the Buddhist tradition,'* and information such as this was, in the
Indian context, almost never seen fit for inclusion in formal sutra or sastra literature.

In this chapter I will lay a foundation for the study of the contents of the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing in chapters three, four, and five by establishing, to the extent possible,
the nature and provenance of these texts. I will begin by examining the connections between
these texts and the so-called Contemplation Scriptures. Although the Contemplation Scriptures
are not my explicit focus, their close historical relationship to the Chan Essentials and Methods
for Curing necessitates a brief consideration. I will then address some general points concerning
the content and organization of these texts in comparison with the (likely) earlier and somewhat
different chan texts discussed in chapter one. Next, I will present the evidence that these two
texts indeed are, as other scholars have proposed though never fully documented, Chinese
compositions. This conclusion will then be confirmed through a careful study of the connection
between the Chan Essentials and the Five Gates. As I will show, the Chinese text of the Five
Gates (or a text very similar to it) was one the sources from which the Chan Essentials was
composed, and having a direct textual antecedent allows us to see just how much development of
this material took place in China among Chinese readers and authors. Finally I will examine the
textual history of both the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing, and will conclude that
the material now found in these two texts was, when it first appeared in south China during the
fifth century, most likely part of a single collection known then as the Scripture on the Secret
Methods of Chan for the Curing of Illness (Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing 38 & 4% e ).

Much of this chapter will treat certain fine points of textual history and philology, and I
must ask the reader to bear with me as I pursue these matters, which are necessary in order to
then use the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing together as a single, coherent source
attesting to Chinese understanding of chan during the middle of the fifth century.

14 Otokawa 1995
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The Contemplation Scriptures

Although the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing were key sources for the Chinese
understanding of chan until at least the eighth century, to a certain extent they have slipped
through the cracks of modern scholarly investigation, fitting poorly into received notions about
the development of Chinese Buddhism and Chinese Buddhist meditation in particular. As
discussed in chapter one, scholars often present the history of Buddhist meditation in China as
the gradual sloughing off of Indian-style dhyana in favor of “Mahayana” meditation methods
developed by native Chinese Buddhist schools. The Chan Essentials and the Methods for
Curing, however, are patently “Hinayana” in orientation. Not only is their scriptural form
modeled after the comparatively sedate Agama (a han I* 7 ) scriptures rather than the Mahayana
idiom that was most popular in China, they also quite clearly take arhatship as their highest goal.

These texts have accordingly seemed little more than quaint relics from a period of
Chinese Buddhism in which eventually dominant “Mahayana” meditation practice had not yet
become established. Accordingly most scholars have approached them as preludes to something
else, notably the so-called Contemplations Scriptures (guan jing .55 )," and their study has
largely been confined to those investigating the origins of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation
(Guan wu liang shou fo jing B.#& & & # ),'0 historically the most important Contemplation
Scripture, especially in Japan.

The Contemplation Scriptures were first identified as a distinct group by Mochizuki
Shinko ¥ * % % in the 1940s."” These six texts, plus one more that is usually considered lost,
all appeared in south China during the Song dynasty, and their origin and nature as either
translations or Chinese compositions has been hotly disputed.'® That there is a historical

15 Modern scholars sometime use the word guan jing B3 as shorthand for the Immeasurable Life Contemplation,
and in English too one occasionally finds this text called “the” Contemplation (or Visualization) Sutra. To avoid
confusion I reserve the expression “Contemplation Scriptures” for the texts as a group, and will refer to the
individual texts using the names given below (note 18).

16 Important studies of this question include Todd 1960a, 1960b; Mydjin 1993a, 1993b; Ominami 1977, 1995,
2001; Irizawa 1999; Tagawa 1999; Nonin 1993. The works of Yamabe Nobuyoshi (1999b, 2002, and 2005) are
notable for shifting focus away from the Immeasurable Life Contemplation per se.

17 Mochizuki (1946) was the first modern scholar to have identified these texts as a group. (This is why the editors
of the Taisho, working in the 1920s, put these texts in different categories, despite their general efforts to group
similar texts together.) Mochizuki’s arguments were quickly followed by those of Tsukinowa Kenryti * # Ff4
([1953] 1971), who went further and argued that they were Chinese fabrications. In contrast Katsugai Shin’ya %
p # B proposed that they were probably composed in Central Asia (Kasugai 1953). Though Mochizuki was
the first modern scholar to notice the connections, medieval Chinese authors were aware of the “Contemplation
Scriptures” as a distinct genre (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.337a16—17).

18 The six texts identified by Mochizuki are: 1) The Ocean-samadhi Contemplation (Guan fo san mei hai jing .
Z Bk & /5, T.643), 2) The Maitreya Contemplation (Guan Mile pu sa shang sheng Doushuai tian jing B3t ¥ &
L 2 % F x5, T.A52), 3) The Samantabhadra Contemplation (Guan Puxian pu sa xing fa jing B4 § & [&
7% &, T.277), 4) The Akasagarbha Contemplation (Guan Xukongzang pu sa jing BLIk % & & [£.5, T.409), 5)
The Medicine King Contemplation (Guan Yaowang Yaoshang er pu sa jing L% 3 % + = = &5, T.1161), and
6) The Immeasurable Life Contemplation (Guan wu liang shou fo jing #.#& & & # %5, T.365). For a detailed
survey of these texts and the secondary studies that have discussed their interconnections and textual histories,
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connection between these texts and the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing is clear." They
share a welter of unusual terminology and unique turns of phrase, and early historiographical
sources attribute the translations of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing to monks (and
one layperson) who were also associated with the Contemplation Scriptures. Though the texts
are not likely to be translations, this at least shows that they circulated in similar circles, and
most scholars believe that all these texts were composed or assembled in the same general time
and place, though where exactly this was remains controversial.”” What is not controversial,
however, is that the Indian or Central Asian Buddhist masters associated with these texts were
active in south China during the Yuanjia ~ £, era (424-454), were renowned for their practice of
chan, and are not otherwise remembered as active translators.”’ My starting assumption will thus
be that the versions of these texts we have today were used, studied and propagated in south
China during the Yuanjia era among the followers of these foreign chan masters.

The Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing both comprise multiple individual
sutras, and both formally treat the practice of chan #. Though organized differently than the
chan texts examined in chapter one, they discuss the same “traditional”” meditation practices
such as the contemplation of impurity and the contemplation of the breath. Despite sharing many
linguistic features, the Contemplation Scriptures are stylistically very different, each text
revolving around the cult of a specific deity (and providing methods for “contemplating” the
physical form of the deity in question), and we find here many of the figures popular in China at
this time, including the buddhas Sﬁkyamuni, Amitabha, and Maitreya, and bodhisattvas such as
Samantabhadra and Avalokitasvara.”> As we might expect given this cast of characters, the

see Yamabe 1999b, 25-58. The supposedly lost text is the Avalokitasvara Contemplation (Guanshiyin guan jing
B 3§ LS, mentioned in the Records of the Canon as a translation of Juqu Jingsheng ;& & 3 #- to whom is
also attributed the Maitreya Contemplation (T.2145:55.13a10). I argue in appendix two that at least a portion of
this text has survived under a different name. David Quinter has recently argued that another extant text devoted
to Mafijusri, the Wen shu shi li ban nie ban jing <% 7RE¥ |48 % & (T.463) should also be included in this
group (Quinter 2010).
Though the titles of these texts appear to take guan B as a verb (Scripture on the Contemplation

of . ..), as Kasugai Shin’ya observed guan may have originally referred to the genre of the texts (Kasugai 1953,
40). This is confirmed by the citation of the titles of the texts in ancient sources. Thus in the biography of
Dharmanmitra, its supposed translator, text number 3) listed above is called “The Samantabhadra Contemplation”
Pu xian guan § ¥ (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.343a5), a title used in other early sources (see
for example Tian tai zhi zhe dai shi bie zhuan * & 53—"% + fF w8 T.2050:50.191¢9). So too Shandao’s i ¥
commentary to the Immeasurable Life Contemplation calls the text Wu liang shou fo guan jing & & & # gL
(Guan wu liang shou fo jing shu #.& ¥ & # g7, T.1753:37.246b17). Zhiyi, in the Great Calming and
Contemplation, similarly calls this text Wu liang shou guan #& € % #. (T.1911:46.97b10), and so does Jizang’s
commentary (Guan wu liang shou jing yi shu B.& € & # & & §x, T.1752:37.237a18-19). See also the
biography of Daochuo if 4 in the Further Biographies of Eminent Monks (T.2060:50.593¢25).

19 Tsukinowa was the first to notice this relationship. More recently the connection between these two texts and the
Ocean-samadhi Contemplation has been explored in great detail by Yamabe Nobuyoshi (1999b,1999a).

20 I discuss the various scholarly opinions on this issue in the conclusion to this chapter.

21 The one exception is the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation, which historical records associated with
Buddhabhadra, who in addition to his renown as a chan master was a prolific translator.

22 Here and throughout this dissertation I write the name of this bodhisattva as Avalokitasvara, rather than the more
common Avalokite$vara, since the Chinese translation of this name, “beholder of sounds” Guan yin .5 (or
Guan shi yin B2 3 ) is of the name Avalokita-svara (“beholder of sounds”), not Avalokita-i§vara —
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Contemplation Scriptures are written in a clearly Mahayana mode, featuring bodhisattva
protagonists familiar from Mahayana scriptures, and the clear articulation of specifically
Mahayana goals. In contrast the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing are, as mentioned
above, modeled after the scriptural style of the Agamas, in which the principal and indeed only
actors are the Buddha and his chief disciples.

There is, however, no reason to see here a historical evolution from “Hinayana” to
“Mahayana” methods of practice. Rather the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing on the one
hand and the Contemplation Scriptures on the other seem to hail from a similar time and place,
aimed at slightly different audiences and intended for slightly different uses. This is at least
hinted at in the biographies of the translators associated with these texts. According to the
Biographies of Eminent Monks the chan master Kalayasas (£ 2 % £)* came from the “western
regions” (xi yu & %*) to the southern capital in the late 420s, where he translated* the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation and the Medicine King Contemplation:

Initially [Kalayasas] resided at the Daolin monastery on Mt. Zhong, where the monk
Baozhi ¥ 3% studied chan practices with him. The monk Senghan # % asked him to
translate the Medicine King Contemplation and the Immeasurable Life Contemplation.
Han served as the scribe. As secret techniques for overturning karmic obstructions and
the universal cause of [rebirth in] the pure land, these two scriptures were intoned and
appreciated, and they spread widely throughout the kingdom of Song.*

Here the biography seems to separate these two Contemplation Scriptures, translated at the
request of the famous Buddhist scholar Senghan,? from Kalaya$as’ instructions to Baozhi, who
is mentioned elsewhere in the Biographies of Eminent Monks as a practitioner of chan.*” A
similar presentation is seen in the biography of Dharmamitra 2 & % % , another foreign chan
master of the Yuanjia era. A chan master, much of Dharmamitra’s fame came from his reputation

Avalokite§vara, “lord who looks down from on high,” a meaning first seen in China with the translation Guan zi
zai BLp % coined by Xuanzang in the seventh century (though Guan yin .+ remained standard). The reading
Avalokitasvara is, moreover, attested in early Indic manuscripts, and may be the original form of the name.

23 The Biographies of Eminent Monks groups Kalayasas among the translators, as it does for all foreign monks,
even those not remembered for any translations at all. The Biographies of Famous Monks, however, places him
among the “foreign chan masters” (*+ B FF ; X.1523:77.348¢3), and he is explicitly called a “chan master” in
two biographies from the Biographies of the Nuns (Bi giu ni zhuan * ¥ £ & T.2063:50.940026-27; 945¢c21—
22). Kalayasas’ connection to nuns specializing in chan is quite interesting given that the protagonist of the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation is Queen Vaidehi.

24 T am concerned here with how the connection between Kalayasas and these texts was presented in this sixth-
century hagiography, not with the historicity of his role as the translator. In the Records of the Canon, written a
number of years before the Biographies of Eminent Monks, both texts are recorded as “translator unknown,” and
many scholars take this to mean that Kalayasas was not originally associated with these texts (Fujita 1990, 151).

25 4 A LEHK L c P FRA R PRI GREIR IR E AR FTEL o Ut g
R 2 AT & 3 2 B T Frikep rEek o i RE o (T.2059:50.343¢16-21)

26 On Senghan and his fame as a scholar, see Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.370b14—c2, which does
not portray Senghan as having any training or interest in chan.

27 Baozhi ¥ & here is almost certainly the same Baozhi i% & mentioned in the chapter on wonder-workers, said
there to have trained in chan at the Daolin temple (T.2059:50.394a15-395b1).
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as a ritual master specializing in so-called “Samantabhadra fasts” (¥ %), a cultic practice
popular throughout south China,* and his clients even included the Empress and her family.”
Dharmamitra’s association with the Samantabhadra Contemplation, of which he was
remembered as the translator, almost certainly was connected with these practices. At the same
time Dharmamitra is also remembered for having instructed advanced disciples in the practice of
chan, for having founded “chan halls” at temples near the southern capital and in Shu § , and for
having translated one or two “chan scriptures.”® And though the cultivation of chan and
devotion to Samantabhadra were potentially connected,’' Dharmamitra’s biography nominally
segregates these two activities, such that cult devotion to Samantabhadra is presented as having a
wide audience, including the empress and her court, while chan training is shown to be a
specialized discipline taught only to smaller number of Dharmamitra’s monastic disciples.

Thus while the Contemplation Scriptures were associated with foreign monks known for
their mastery of chan, they were not seen as instructions for chan practice. Indeed though
presenting techniques for “contemplating” (#.) the Buddha, in sharp contrast to the Chan
Essentials or Methods for Curing the Contemplation Scriptures almost never use the word chan
itself. At times they overtly distance themselves from the traditional forms of meditation that this
word usually denotes. The Ocean-samdadhi Contemplation thus disparagingly equates breath
meditation (# %, ) and the contemplation of impurity (# % #.) with the path of the sravaka,
urging bodhisattvas to devote themselves to repentance (chan hui 1§ }%) and the recollection of
the Buddha (nian fo 4 #).** Likewise in the Maitreya Contemplation, the bodhisattva Maitreya,
in his final earthly incarnation prior to his rebirth in the Tusita heaven as the future Buddha, is
described as “not having achieved any stage of sanctity . . . though he has ordained as a monk,
he does not cultivate chan nor has he severed the afflictions,” which seems to be an attempt to
dissociate rebirth in Tusita from mastery of chan, something with which it had been frequently
linked.** Similarly the Samantabhadra Contemplation declares that one can gain a vision of
Samantabhadra “merely by chanting [this text] devotedly, without entering samadhi.”*

28 On Samantabhadra worship in the fifth century and its connection to Dharmamitra, see Stevenson 1987, 200—
214.

29 According to his biography: “When [Dharmamitra] first arrived in the capital he was worshiped by the entire
city. The Empress Yuan, the crown prince, and the imperial princess all sponsored purificatory fasts (zhai ) in
the Cassia Palace [the main palace], and received the precepts [from Dharmamitra] in the Flower Wing [the
Empress’ quarters]. Messengers wishing to be received [by Dharmamitra] had to wait dozens of days for an
audience.” I A F f » MRAE o PR RE FE B kG 23 0 FARPMEY AR fiELR
A P4 - (T.2059:50.343a2-4). Here % is a mistake for % . Empress Yuan (% 2 %; d.441) was the first wife
of emperor Wen (% ), whose reign covered the entire Yuanjia era (Song shu, 41.1283—-1286).

30 On the chan texts associated with Dharmamitra, see below p.115.

31 Many monks were remembered as devoted to both of these regimes (Stevenson 1987, 203-205).

32 T.643:15.682b26—c3. See also 667a23-25 where it is said that if one maintains the precepts one will be able to
obtain the needed visions in dreams “without practicing seated meditation” ( 82 7 % 48). The Ocean-samdadhi
Contemplation, however, does differ from the other Contemplation Scriptures in occasionally recommending
chan (647c8; 692¢7-8; 695a17; 695b2; 695b22-23).

33 E A A A SRR FO T B ST o (T.452:14.418¢6-8)

34 Demiéville 1954

35BS HIRE S LW o2 2 2Bk R R BB Y o spR o A K - PP
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Although the precise historical relationship between the Methods for Curing and the
Chan Essentials on the one hand and the Contemplation Scriptures on the other is likely to
remain obscure, we can perhaps think of these two groups of texts, which appeared in the same
time and place and were associated with the same foreign chan masters, as two different genres.
The first, explicitly devoted to chan, are the more specialized, esoteric (intentional kept from
wide circulation) teachings that these foreign chan masters offered to their advanced, usually
monastic disciples. The Contemplation Scriptures, in contrast, were associated with a broader
clientele, and were used in conjunction with widespread cults to various buddhas and
bodhisattvas. This loose contrast can even be seen in the implied audiences of these texts as
revealed in their cast of character. Thus in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing we find
the Buddha instructing his monks and, more interestingly, the disciples of his primary disciples
(in other words, monks of a later generation). In the Contemplation Scriptures in contrast we
find a broader set of interlocutors including the Buddha’s own father (in the Ocean-samdadhi
Scripture) and the tragic figure Queen Vaidehi (in the Immeasurable Life Contemplation).

The Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing

The Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing resist easy summary. Despite being written
as sutras, neither is unified into a single narrative. At the same time they do not follow the
structure of traditional scholastic presentations of chan, at least not overtly. As mentioned above
the Chan Essentials is divided into four individual sutras and the Methods for Curing two, each
framed by the canonical opening formula “thus have I heard” (4=-Z_# # ), a new setting, and
new interlocutors for the Buddha. In my translations of these texts in appendix three I have
numbered the individual sutras sequentially, sections 1 through 4 corresponding to the Chan
Essentials and 5 and 6 to the Methods for Curing, for as I will suggest below they may originally
have formed a single collection in this order.

Each sutra begins by introducing a protagonist, in all cases a monk, who desires to
practice chan but is beset by particular troubles. Interestingly with the exception of Nandika in
the second sutra of the Chan Essentials these monks are all presented as disciples of more
famous members of the Buddha’s entourage. With their own teachers, that is to say the Buddha’s
chief disciples, having been unable to help, these monks are taken to the Buddha himself who
gives special practices suited to their particular conditions.

Although these narratives are quite interesting in their own right (see appendix two), they
clearly sit lightly atop an underlying stratum of material. In the first sutra of the Chan Essentials,
for example, the Buddha’s interaction with the protagonist, Kausthilananda, occupies only a
short section at the beginning (1.1-1.20). After Kausthilananda employs the given method and
becomes an arhat, the Buddha continues describing what in fact seems to be the continuation of
this same practice, though Kausthilananda is no longer mentioned. We find a similar pattern in
the remaining sutras, and this suggests that the narratives were at some point added as frames to
a larger body of originally independent material, a hypothesis that will be confirmed below when

R F e (T.277:9.389c21-24)
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we examine the relationship between the third sutra of the Chan Essentials and a section from
the Five Gates.

In the Chan Essentials the narratives may be an attempt to organize the text along the
model of the “five gates of chan” (wu men chan I F* #&). As discussed in chapter one, the
known Indian versions of this arrangement give five different practices for those troubled by
lust, hatred, confusion, pride, and distraction respectively, and a similar system is found in
Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture, though in place of pride the text gives “equally balanced”
(% #) defilements or, in a note, “heavy sins” (£ 3 ).** Some version of this arrangement seems
to inform the narratives in the Chan Essentials. Thus in the first sutra Kausthilananda is
characterized as prideful. In the second sutra Nandika first requests instructions for those with
many “karmic obstructions” (ye zhang % I4), and then later requests a different method for those
with excessive lust.’” Panthaka in the third sutra is plagued by ignorance and confusion, while
Agnidatta from the fourth sutra was a murderer in a previous life, and is thus linked to hatred.
Although not a perfect match, this seems to be an attempt to create a system of five different
chan practices for five different personality types on the model of earlier Chinese chan texts.

And indeed the methods given more or less correspond to the expected ones. In the
second sutra the Buddha prescribes nian fo (4 #) for those with “karmic obstructions” (the
same practice given in the Meditation Scripture for those with “heavy sins”) and the
contemplation of impurity for those with excessive lust. In the third sutra Agnidatta, the former
murderer, is told to cultivate the “mind of love” (ci xin % =), the usual practice for those
afflicted by hatred. Meanwhile in the first sutra Kausthilananda, beset by pride, is given the
“white bone contemplation” (bai gu guan v ¥ ), the practice prescribed in such cases by the
Stages of the Path of Practice, the most important Chinese chan text prior to the fifth century.*®

Things do not always line up perfectly, however.* There is, moreover, an entirely
different way of understanding the structure of the Chan Essentials, as the first three sutras are
divided into 30 numbered sections. Each section concludes with a brief narrative segment that
mimics the usual ending of a Buddhist sutra.** A further statement then assigns a number and

36 T.614:15.276a7

37 For a more detailed examination of the characters in these narratives, see appendix two. The story of Nandika
differs slightly from the others in that the methods are not prescribed to him, but requested by him for the sake
of others.

38 T.606:15.191.c17-192b10. To counteract pride other manuals assign “analysis by elements” (dhatu-prabheda).
That the Stages of the Path of Practice does not otherwise mention dhatu-praabhea suggests that these two
practices were sometimes seen as equivalent.

39 Thus nothing in the method given to Panthaka in the third sutra is immediately identifiable with the
contemplation of dependent origination (pratityasamutpada), the practice traditionally prescribed for those with
excess confusion. Similarly while part of the method given in the second sutra for the curing of lust appears,
from its content, to be related to the contemplation of impurity (2.59-2.60, and also 2.44), it also includes a
section on the contemplation of the breath (2.41), and it is this name that is mentioned at the end where, most
unusually, breath contemplation is said to be “the antidote for lust” ( # 4£ % 2.63). Thus while whoever
composed or compiled the Chan Essentials was clearly familiar with the five-fold division of chan practices
found in earlier texts, he or she was not entirely constrained by them.

40 The Buddha tells Ananda to remember what has been taught, whereupon Ananda “joyfully undertakes to carry
out [this duty]” (Bt & % 7). The expression “joyfully undertakes to carry out [this duty]” (¥t ¥ % {7) in
particular was a relatively fixed phrase in the translation of Buddhist sutras into Chinese. It is interesting to note,
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name to the previous section.*! Here the wording varies to some extent, but the meaning is
always the same—when “one has seen these things” (L #* ¥ #), “attained this contemplation”
(¥ 2+ L), or “[encountered] a verificatory vision such as this” (4= 4" 5 /), then the given
numbered stage will be complete.

Although the names given to the thirty stages are often unusual, there is a clear pattern.
The first 18 are different levels of the contemplation of impurity, beginning with “the first
verificatory vision of the contemplation of impurity” (7 /% gL 4~ 8 % ; 1.17), continuing with
names such as, for number six, “the contemplation of the mass of worms [within] the skin” (&
A B R 1.60), and finally concluding with, as number 17, “mindfulness of the body” (¥ 4 Jiew
B.; 1.139), and as number 18 which collectively designates the earlier sections, “the
contemplation of impurity” (7 % g&; 1.182). This concludes the first sutra, and moving through
the second sutra we find “the contemplation of breath-counting” (#c 4, #.) as number 20. The
third sutra continues with number 21, the “contemplation [leading to the stage of] heat” (5% ;= B;
3.17), and number 22, the “stage of summit” ("% /% ; 3.21). These are followed by a number of
curious names that are not immediately identifiable, but we soon arrive at the stages of “stream-
enterer” (26), “once-returner” (29), and “non-returner” (30).* Although not included in the
numbering system, the fourth sutra is the culmination of the above sequence. In the frame story
Agnidatta is, precisely, a “non-returner” (anagamin) who has been unable to progress to
arhatship, and the sutra culminates with the attainment of the “gates to liberation” (f% % f* ;
vimoksamukha) in sections 4.63 and 4.64, followed by arhatship in 4.65.

Though filled with unusual names and a few otherwise unknown stages, the above
sequence follows, in rough outline, the basic structure of the Buddhist path (marga) as found in
the Abhidharma texts of the Sarvastivada (Vaibhasika) school.* In this system, one begins with
one of two preparatory meditation practices, either the contemplation of impurity or breath
meditation. One progresses to the four “bases of mindfulness” (smrtyupasthana), followed by
the four “aids to penetration” (nirvedhabhagiya-dharma; = % 12 i) consisting of the stages of
“heat” (usmagata), “summit” (miirdhan), “acceptance” (ksanti), and “highest worldly dharmas”
(laukikagra-dharma), before finally obtaining the four fruits.*

The numbered sequence in the Chan Essentials thus clearly attempts to recreate a version
of this well-known path structure, from the contemplation of impurity up to arhatship,* though

however, that the phrase appears almost exclusively at the conclusion of a sutra. Its use here (and also in the
Methods for Curing) within a single sutra is highly unusual.

41 This is the usual format. In some cases the number is assigned first (1.128), or with no narrative at all (1.131).

42 The first three of the “four fruits,” the four highest human attainments in traditional Buddhism.

43 For a basic overview drawing from the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya, see Gethin 1998, 194—198.

44 Though a complete analysis of these stages in Vaibhasika scholasticism has yet to appear, one may consult
Buswell 1997a for a concise introduction (see also Hurvitz 1977). In Buswell’s analysis these four attainments
play a crucial role because they occupy the transition between the mundane (laukika) and the transcendent
(lokottara), and as such serve to explain how this transition, from conditioned to unconditioned states, is
possible. Buswell shows that these states, while still considered mundane, were nonetheless seen as similar to
aspects of the transcendent path itself (the darsana-marga).

45 The Chan Essentials is a practical text that describes the signs and visions that one may use to verify that these
stages have been obtained, rather than a doctrinal treatise that describes their actual nature. We accordingly find
few statements about what mental factors characterize them. Occasionally, however, the text alludes to technical
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there are some curious omissions, deliberate or otherwise (such as the failure to include the third
and fourth nirvedhabhagiyva-dharmas).*.

Reading the Chan Essentials as a sequence does not seem to be compatible with reading
it as five different methods of chan aimed at five different kinds of practitioners, for in that case
we would expect each practice to eventually lead, on its own, to the highest goal, something that
the individual sutras sometimes even say is possible (see for example 1.175). The sutra
narratives, which attempt to link each narrative to a different method of chan, and the numbered
sequence, which takes the entire Chan Essentials as a single path, clearly did not originate at the
same time. Either the 30-part structure was added atop the four sutras complete with their
narratives, or the four sutra narratives were used to reorganize a single text that originally
outlined a complete path.

For its part the Methods for Curing follows a different arrangement. The first sutra begins
with a story about a group of monks practicing chan who, owing to a disturbance as they are
immersed in the “contemplation of the wind element” (& ~ ), are driven into “madness” (%
J1), such that when they emerge from meditation they become “unrestrained” (7 # 2 #1),
which here appears to be euphemistic for the violation of the precepts. The Buddha then
provides a method for “curing” (i) these monks using a series of imaginative meditations,*” and
the remainder of the sutra gives similar methods for other problems that might arise during chan
practice. The medical and soteriological dimensions of this “curing” are intertwined here in a
remarkable fashion that is worthy of a more sustained investigation.” Meanwhile the short
second sutra of the Methods for Curing gives techniques to help practitioners of chan avoid the
attacks of demons.*” Here too there seems to be some connection to the problem of meditators
who violate the precepts, for one of the chief consequences of these demonic attacks are

understandings that appear to parallel what is known from Vaibhasika sources. Thus, for example, in section
1.111 the text mentions that upon attaining the stage of “summit” (mirdhan) “though the practitioner may again
backslide he will have definitively escaped the three evil realms of rebirth.” Vaibhasika sources meanwhile say
that “summit” (mirdhan) is the highest stage in which backsliding is still possible, and that acquisition of the
fruits becomes assured only with the attainment of “acceptance” (Buswell 1997b, 455-458; see also Lin 1949,
293-294 ). Though the Chan Essentials thus presents a different understanding, it seems to be addressing the
same set of doctrinal concerns.

46 1 do not know how to explain this omission, though note that we do find a stage higher than “summit,” the
“accessory to the summit” (2% 78 ;% , 3.24). One speculative explanation for the absence of a clear discussion of
stages higher than mirdhan would be that some attempt is being made to allow for both sravaka and bodhisattva
goals. Indeed according to Vaibhasika doctrine once a practitioner has obtained the stage of acceptance (ksanti)
it becomes impossible to switch from the sravaka-yana to any other yana (Lin 1949, 294).

47 The word “cure” (i) is also used in a vinaya context to denote successfully confession and purification after a
transgression. The connection between insanity and violation of the precepts is, moreover, an important one in
the vinaya because one who is “insane” (miidha) is not responsible for transgressions (Clarke 1999, 166). Even
more interesting, the vinaya also contains something called the “procedure for the removal of insanity”
(amiidha-vinaya), in which a monk is formally declared “not insane.” The purpose of this, however, is to make it
official that previously the monk was insane, and hence not responsible for actions committed at that time. See
for example the provisions in the Mahdsanghika-vinaya (T.1425:22.332a12—19).

48 For a study of certain portions of the text in light of other healing practices in medieval Chinese Buddhism, see
Salguero 2010, 201-214. The text is also briefly discussed by Birnbaum 1989.

49 This section of the Methods for Curing also ciruclated independently (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.30c8).
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nocturnal emissions, said to constitute a transgression (see 6.5).

The Methods for Curing thus differs from the Chan Essentials in that it provides not
methods for practicing chan, but remedies for problems that occur when practicing chan. Below
I will suggest the possibility that the Methods for Curing and the Chan Essentials were
originally a single collection, and if this is so we can easily imagine the Methods for Curing
serving as a kind of appendix. Indeed many passages in the Chan Essentials mention that
physical problems might arise as a result of meditation practice, and various remedies are
proposed. Monks who practice chan are, for example, encouraged to eat meat, lest they “go
mad” (3 J1) and even die (1.98). Similarly the practitioner is told to consume “milk-based
medicines” (fi* %) between meditation sessions so as to avoid dangerous bodily ailments.
Interestingly the Chan Essentials mentions the possibility of such ailments primarily in sections
discussing the so-called contemplation of the four elements (= ~ #.) within the body. This same
meditation practice is mentioned the Methods for Curing as a potential source of illness, and the
idea here seems to stem from the basic Indian Buddhist explanation that physical maladies result
from imbalances of the four elements of the body.

Beyond merely taking medicines or regulating one’s diet, however, the Chan Essentials
also occasionally gives “meditative” methods for curing such problems similar to what are found
throughout the Methods for Curing. In section 1.129, for example, the meditator must perform a
“restorative contemplation” (4& & ) by imagining various gods pour medicine into and over his
body. This practice must be continued for three months, only after which should the meditator
continue with his training. Though given here rather briefly, this section of the Chan Essentials
is similar to in style and tone to the practices in the first sutra of the Methods for Curing. The
Methods for Curing thus seems to represent, at least in part, a more thorough explanation of the
various “healing” (i) meditations that will be necessary as one progresses through the system
of the Chan Essentials.

Compared with other fifth-century Chinese chan texts, the Chan Essentials and the
Methods for Curing show a clear similarity to the Five Gates, specifically to the “format A”
sections, which as discussed in chapter one emphasize elaborate visions at the expense of the
detailed analysis of mind and mental states more usually seen in meditation texts. These visions
are, I suggested, “verificatory visions.” Seeing such things confirms that a given stage or level of
practice has been reached. In the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing such visions are
described in even greater detail. To take an example at random from the first sutra of the Chan
Essentials, a meditator who successfully contemplates his skeleton will then see:

adamantine mountains on all four sides around him. He further sees the ground in front
of him as like adamantine. He further sees the dragons going up and down the tree,
spewing forth pellets of diamond. The tree is thus made secure, and the elephants are
unable to move it. There is only the water of five colors, which emerges from the trunk
of the tree, flows up into its branches, and reaching top [of the tree] flows back down
through the leaves, branches, and trunk.”

SO BREEE o A[e e e AR o RATE Ao AR o R RHI L FH T o ARk o MY
BE o %A E oo Sk ML A P O TIRER > 2 TH{E1T) -
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A large percentage of the Chan Essentials is devoted to describing such visions, presented as the
“verificatory visions” (jing jing 5t J ) that necessarily appear upon reaching a given stage, and
whose occurrence thus verifies the attainment in question. It is rarely explained why any
particular vision symbolizes the stage that it does, though sometimes we can guess. When the
meditator is about to obtain the stage of stream-entry (srotapanna), for example, he has a vision
of eighty-eight snakes being consumed by fire (3.56), and this almost certainly refers to the
Sarvastivadin doctrine that one becomes a srotapanna upon severing 88 of the 98 defilements
(anusaya).”' Similarly throughout the first sutra the meditator’s progress towards liberation, that
is to say the elimination of all 98 defilements, is mirrored concretely in a slowly developing
vision of a team of elephants that attempts to tear down a giant tree with 98 roots. The tree itself
may represent the meditator’s own bodily existence, for when the roots of the tree are severed
and the branches destroyed, “the heartwood remains,” perhaps comparable to an arhat’s bodily
existence, continuing after liberation like a tree that produces no more fruits (see section 1.174).

While we may thus infer some of the symbolic meaning of the various images in these
visions, successfully reaching the indicated attainment is not predicated on such knowledge. In
the Five Gates this was made clear by the structure of the master-disciple dialog (see chapter
one)—only having reported his experience does the master explain to the meditator its
significance. Hints that this understanding also prevails in the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing occurs in a ritual of repentance in the first sutra of the Method for Curing (this ritual will
be analyzed in detail in chapter five). As part of the rite the practitioner’s master assigns various
“contemplations” similar to those found throughout the Chan Essentials:

Oh monk, contemplate your body as like a golden vase filled with four poisonous snakes,
two of which go upwards and two of which go downwards, each spewing poison and
very frightful. Next contemplate one dragon with six heads who encircles the vase and
spews poison that drips into the mouths of the snakes. A great tree [that covers] the four
directions emerges from from the golden vase and fills the three worlds. The black
elephant approaches and tries to uproot the tree. On all four sides fire springs forth.>

But only after actually seeing these things in his meditation does the teacher then explain to the
practitioner their meaning. The four snakes, for example, are the four elements of the body.™
“Seeing” the four elements within the body is, in other words, not presented here as a
“direct” experience. One does not necessarily know just what it is that one has seen. But this is
not a problem because seeing such things is not primarily a means of perceiving or gaining
knowledge of them. Rather to “see” the four elements is to have reached a certain meditative

(1.141). The full critical apparatus for this and all other passages from the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing are found in appendix three.

51 On becoming a srotapanna in Sarvastivadin sources, see Jiianaprasthana (A pi tan ba jian du lun I? % B ~ 4R
#, T.1543:26.811a2-3) and Treatise on Great Wisdom (T.1509:25.300c25-27).

52 ér?‘ff@:g%; TWE S B ERESE HickFEe A 2 P2 T ol 3V & oo - 5 BN
TR o JF TP o P A AR B o 2R R IR e LA o (5.69)
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attainment, in this case the “contemplation of impurity,”** and seeing the four snakes counts as

this whether one knows what they are or not. That meditative “seeing” takes the form not of
direct perceptions but of the apprehension of apparently symbolic images is an idea found also in
the Yogalehrbuch, the fragmentary Sanskrit meditation text from Central Asia that scholars have
seen as the closest surviving Indic parallel to the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing.” This
text too emphasizes the elaborate visions that meditators encounter, and like the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing explanation of the meaning of the individual images is rare. But we do
find a few passages describing the “signs” (nimitta) of certain abstract categories from Buddhist
doctrinal analysis, and the idea here seems quite similar.>

All of this fits, I believe, with the understanding that these meditation texts are concerned
not so much with an analysis of the different states of consciousness that meditation will
produce, or even with the different techniques of mental training that need be deployed to reach
these states, but with the question of just what kind of experiences those who actually reach such
states will have; in other words, how one can know when these attainments have occurred. That
certain Buddhist meditations involves, for example, coming to “see” the four elements of the
body (and hence realize its lack of self, or its impurity) is of course well known, and such ideas
are repeated throughout Buddhist texts. But just what exactly does this mean? How does one
know if one has actually “seen” the four elements? Perhaps equally importantly, how could one
know if someone else had seen them? These texts try to provide an answer to such questions.
States of meditation are verified not by direct phenomenological analysis of their characteristics
qua states of mind, but by seeing specific “symbolic” images.

The Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing as apocryphal sutras

Before proceeding any further we must now address the status of the Chan Essentials and
Methods for Curing as “apocryphal,” that is to say Chinese-authored scriptures. To my
knowledge Tsukinowa Kenryi, in an addendum to his study of the Contemplation Scriptures,
was the first person to suggest that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing might be
Chinese compositions rather than, as they purport to be, the translations of Indian scriptures.”’
Although the Chinese Buddhist bibliographic tradition never raised any doubts about these texts,
Tsukinowa noticed that ancient catalogs attribute them to two translators to whom are also

54 As will be discussed in chapter five, in the context of this ritual having officially attained the “contemplation of
impurity” is significant because this serves as proof that one’s repentance has been successful.

55 On the so-called Yogalehrbuch, see p.51.

56 In one passage, for example, the meditator sees the “signs” (nimitta) of the six elements (mahabhiita) as four
snakes (for earth, water, fire, and wind), a conch (Samkha) for the element of space (@kdsa), and a child’s face
(baladarakhamukha) for consciousness (vijiiana). See Schlingloff 1964, 87; Ruegg 1967, 165. Here the
meditator is seeing the six elements within an embryo. He then sees the embryo develop, and the nimitta of
consciousness changes at each stage. Note that in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing snakes also refer
to the four primary elements.

57 Tsukinowa 1971, 102-109. Demiéville suggested that the individual sutras of these texts may have been
artificially grouped together, but he did not question their authenticity as translations (Demiéville 1954, 362n1).
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ascribed some of the Contemplation Scriptures.”® Having concluded that the Contemplation
Scriptures were Chinese forgeries, Tsukinowa assessed the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing similarly.

Although Tsukinowa was correct that these two texts share distinctive linguistic features
with the Contemplation Scriptures, as Yamabe Nobuyoshi has discussed in the case of the
Ocean-samadhi Contemplation, the evidence Tsukinowa musters for these texts’ apocryphal
status is often unconvincing, largely a matter of unusual terms and expressions that he hastily
concluded, ex silentio, could not possibly have come from an Indic original.” Though these texts
do contain many peculiar turns of phrase, Tsukinowa at times stretches credulity in his
unwillingness to look for alternative explanations. Thus, for example, he interprets the word a /i
le F# 4] ¥ found in the Methods for Curing as “fake” Sanskrit invented by a Chinese author.®
He either did not realize, or did not mention, that we need assume only a slight orthographic
correction to arrive at ke li le, 37 ${ #* (haritaki), an Indian fruit mentioned in numerous
unquestionably authentic Chinese Buddhist translations.®' Thus what Tsukinowa thought was
“fake” Sanskrit was simply a textual error. Many of his other objections to supposedly
questionable terminology are similarly unconvincing.

But Tsukinowa’s errors do serve the useful purpose of reminding us that it is often easy to
find “strange” or “Chinese” elements in these or indeed any text if one sets out with such a goal.
This is true even on levels somewhat deeper than the lexical peculiarities noted by Tsukinowa.
For example the Methods for Curing instructs those meditating on the four primary elements of
earth, water, fire and wind,* to align their practice with the seasons, meditating on the fire
element in the spring (% ) and the earth element in the autumn (#%).”’ To a Sinologist this
passage stands out immediately. Not only are correlations between the seasons and specific
meditation practices unheard of (or nearly so) in an Indian Buddhist context, they seem perfectly
natural in China. Indeed when I first read this passage I was convinced that it showed evidence
of the influence of non-Buddhist Chinese meditation practices.

However closer examination shows that the correlation here is likely derived from Indian
Buddhist medical theories. Thus in Dharmaksema’s early fifth-century translation of the
Suvarnabhasottama-sitra (Jin guang ming jing % & P %), the four seasons—*‘rainy” (varsah),
“autumn” ($aradam), “cold” (hemantah), and “hot” (grisma),” translated as “summer” (xia %),
“autumn” (qiu #%), “winter” (dong %), and “spring” (chun % ) respectively®—are correlated
with the three “humors” (dosa) of Indian Ayurvedic medicine, “wind” (vata), “bile” (pitta), and
“phlegm” (here kapha, but more often slesman), and their “combination” (samnipata) as the

58 What the catalogs say about these two texts is somewhat more complicated that Tsukinowa assumed, and I will
discuss this question in more detail below.

59 Yamabe 1999b, 186—195

60 Tsukinowa 1971, 105

61 This fruit is usually referred to as a potent medicine, and this is indeed the context here (see 5.7).

62 The contemplation of the four elements plays an important role in the Chan Essentials, and they occur most
prominently in the third sutra where they are correlated, albeit not perfectly precisely, with the attainment of the
four fruits.

63 5.16-5.17

64 Nobel 1937, 178

65 T.663:16.351c29-352al
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fourth.%

According to basic Indian medical theory illness results from an excess of one of the
humors, and the Suvarnabhasottama-sitra links such illnesses to the seasons. Thus illnesses
resulting from an excess of phlegm occur during the hot season, grisma, “spring” (% ) in
Dharmaksema’s translation. In general Indian medical theories link phlegm (kapha / slesman)
with cold.®” Thus if “spring” (% ) in the Methods for Curing refers to the Indian season grisma,
entering the “fire samadhi” at this time can be seen as the normal way to cure or avoid the
phlegm (cold) illnesses prone to arise at this time.®

Of course a Chinese author could have easily drawn on the above theories, since they
were available in Dharmaksema’s Chinese translation. The point is simply that we need not
assume influence from a supposedly Chinese propensity to correlate with the seasons in order to
understand this section of the Methods for Curing, and this shows in a particularly clear fashion
that judgments of a Chinese origin based on surface impressions can be risky, especially when
one begins by looking for evidence of “native” Chinese thought.®

I stress these points not because Tsukinowa’s conclusions turn out to be wrong—indeed
that these texts were not simply translated from Indic originals is almost certainly correct—but
to show that Tsukinowa’s analysis of the texts as blatant Chinese forgeries is inaccurate. Indeed

66 Other contemporaneous texts containing Indian medical theories translated into Chinese sometimes spoke of
only three seasons, easily linked to the three dosa. Thus the Eastern Jin translation of the * Triskandha-dharma
(San fan du lun = # & %) lists three seasons, “summer” % , “winter” % , and “spring” % , prone to produce bile
(pitta; ), phlegm (slesman; 3&v£) and wind (vata; b ) illnesses respectively (T.1506:25.26a23-26).

67 For this reason in many Chinese translations we find slesman (or kapha) translated as “cold,” leng /4, which
Pierce Salguero argues was an attempt to correlate Indian medical theories with Chinese ones (Salguero 2010,
123-129). In Dharmaksema’s translation here, for example, phlegm illness is translated as “lung illness” (** ).
This makes sense, Salguero suggests, when we consider that in Chinese medicine the lungs were strongly
associated with yin [£ (cold) illnesses. Eventually, however, the Chinese settled on a direct translation of
Slesman / kapha as tan %, a new concept that eventually entered Chinese medical discourse (Endo et al., 1993).

68 The link between “spring” and “cold” (phlegm) illnesses is also mentioned in the short Fo yi jing %5 il
(T.793:17.737a28-29), an anonymous text of unknown origin that was an important source in China for Indian
Buddhist medical theories. Like the Suvarnabhasottama-siitra the Fo yi jing links wind illness to “summer”
(varsah) and “heat” (bile) illnesses to autumn. For winter, however, where the Suvarnabhasottama-siitra gives
“combination” (samnipata), the Fo yi jing says that there are prone to be both wind and cold illnesses.

69 Note, however, that I am not able to fully explain the correlation between autumn and the earth element. Though
Buddhist medical theories regularly connect the three dosa to three of the four mahabhiita (wind — wind; bile
— fire; phlegm — water), the earth element (prthivi) is usually not linked a single dosa, but associated with
illness arising from the “combination” of the three dosa, what the Suvarnabhasottama-siitra says will tend to
occur in winter (Fukunaga 1980, 57). Nevertheless this was not the only such system. The Treatise on Great
Wisdom, for example, uses the pair hot / cold rather than the three dosa. “Heat” illnesses are then associated with
an excess of cither the earth element or the fire element (and cold with with wind / water). Note that this theory
would be antithetical to the Methods for Curing, for we would not expect the earth element samadhi to
counteract the “heat” illnesses of autumn. On the other hand the Fo yi jing %5 % (on which see the previous
note) links excess of the earth element only to excess “energy” (# ), while linking the remaining three elements
to the three dosa (T.793:17.737a25-27). What “energy” might mean here is not clear. In any event the
connection between autumn (sarada) and “heat” (bile, pitta) illnesses is widely attested. But I have not found
any explanation for why the earth element samadhi could be expected to counteract this.
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though it is customary to divide Chinese Buddhist scriptures into the two hermetically sealed
categories of authentic translations and Chinese compositions, many texts fall in between.
Japanese scholar Funayama Toru has suggested referring to such texts as “compiled scriptures”
(henshii kyoten % & 52 )."° Such “compiled scriptures” were produced in a number of distinct
fashions, and examples that can be documented include texts written in Chinese by Indian
authors, excerpts or rearrangements of previously translated texts,”" and even entirely new texts
put together on the basis of passages culled from multiple previously translated Indian texts.”

Given their diverse methods of composition it is difficult to formulate a universal
methodology for studying such texts. As Funayama points out, it would be too hasty to conclude
that, having been created in China, such texts are irrelevant for the study of India, and the
lectures of an Indian Buddhist master written down in China might well contain much otherwise
unavailable information about Indian Buddhism. At the same time such material will surely bear
some mark of the Chinese context, and this is especially so for cases where previously translated
texts were rearranged or modified by a Chinese author. At the same time these texts will likely
reflect the Chinese context rather differently than do “apocryphal” texts written by individuals
with limited knowledge of Indian Buddhism, or with the expressed purpose of reconciling
Buddhist ideas with indigenous Chinese beliefs or practices.

Tsukinowa’s evaluation of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing thus needs to be
refined, and below I will attempt to determine exactly what evidence we have for their Chinese
composition. The picture that emerges is of texts that were indeed assembled in China, by
Chinese authors and editors, but which drew the majority of their inspiration from Chinese
translations of Indian Buddhist texts or other similar sources. For the sake of clarity I will divide
the evidence into four categories:™ 1) misunderstanding of key Indic terms, 2) direct borrowing
from previously translated texts, and 3) incorporation of clearly Chinese concepts. Following
these in a separate section I will discuss the strongest evidence of all, a Chinese text that served
as the precursor to the third sutra of the Chan Essentials.

1) Misunderstanding of Indic terms

In a number of cases the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing employ, in the same
passage and clearly not as synonyms, multiple versions of the same Indic technical term using
two different Chinese renderings. A reoccurring case is the “three gates to deliverance” (san jie
tuo men = f#% ® ; vimoksa-mukha), three essentials steps along the path in which the meditator
has insight into “emptiness” (Sunyata) “signlessness” (animitta), and “desirelessness”
(apranihita). By the fifth-century the Chinese translations of the first two were relatively fixed,
kong 7 and wu xiang # 1p respectively. However the third term, apranihita, was regularly

70 Funayama 2002, 2007.

71 Such excerpts were known in catalogs as chao jing 4) (&, “scriptural extracts.” Bibliographers often expressed
concern that while useful as teachings tools such works could easily become the heretical composition of new
scriptures (Tokuno 1990, 39—40).

72 The existence of such texts has been noted by other scholars as well (Ishibashi 1991)

73 Here and in the next section I discuss only evidence internal to the texts themselves. External evidence, in the
form of catalog entries and so forth, will be taken up later.
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translated in two different ways: wu yuan & 5§, “non-wishing,” and wu zuo # ¥, “non-arising,”
translations that reflect two slightly different interpretations of the word.

In the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, however, we often find all four items in
a single list.”* We even find a case where the author seems to have realized that only three such
terms were called for, but instead of omitting one of the two translations of apranihita (& % or
# 17) instead omits the term for animitta (wu xiang # #p).” The inescapable conclusion is that
the author(s) were drawing from their knowledge of translated Chinese Buddhist scriptures and,
attempting to be inclusive, failed to realize that wu yuan # k¢ and wu zuo # i® refer to the
same thing.”

There are a number of other similar examples. One passage, for example, says that the
meditator should practice not only the “four unlimited minds” (apramana, = #& & <), but also
the “four practices of Brahma” (brahma-vihara; = % i7), two different terms for one and the
same set of meditative practices.”’ A similar situation occurs in a list of the stages of the
developing embryo, a sequence that comes up during the contemplation of impurity. Here, the
transcription and translation of the same Indic term are treated as distinct items.”

A misunderstanding of a different kind occurs in the fourth sutra of the Chan Essentials,
whose protagonist is a disciple of Mahakasyapa named Agnidatta ¥ 4% % , who “cultivates the
ascetic practices and follows the twelve dhiitas.”” However Agnidatta is also described here as
an “ascetic Nigrantha’s son” (= 1§ & $#£+ 2). Something peculiar is going on here, as the term
ni ta zi ® FE+ 1s a common transcription of the figure who appears in Pali texts under the name
Niganthanataputta, “the Nigantha, son of Nata,” leader of rival group of ascetics and historically
identified as Mahavira, the founder of Jainism. The Chan Essentials thus seems to say that this
Agnidatta is Mahavira. While there may be other explanations,* it would seem that the author of

74 See 2.56, 5.112. In some cases it is absolutely clear that these are intended as four separate items because
different explanations are given for each (4.64). This further shows that the inclusion of all four could not have
simply been the result of a confusion during the process of translation itself.

75 1.175

76 That all four of these terms do occur together in certain other texts, though never in the context of the vimoksa-
mukha, may have added further confusion (see for example Hua yan jing # g %5, T.278:9.475a3-5).

77 4.87. Some Chinese translations of Indian texts use these two terms in such a way that, without prior knowledge,
they could easily be mistaken for separate practices (e.g. Chang a han jing & I# 3 %, T.1:1.100b8-15).

78 “[Where is the self] at the time when father and mother have joined the red and white essences [at conception]?
At the stage [that reassembles] milk-curds (ghana)? At the stage [that resembles] a foamy bubble? At the stage
[called] kalala? At the stage [called] arbuda?” R # fv & # 6 #FPF > 4ofe 3o pF > 4oje PF o 4o 8 80 R pF > 4o
& e pF oo (1.121). Bao i, “foamy bubble,” is almost certainly a translation of arbuda, “like a swelling,” and
is used as such in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (T.618:15.315¢23-24). Other translations of the stages of
the developing embryo use the very similar bao *¢ (Bie yi za a han jing |33 7 &, T.100:2.476b18-19,
corresponding to SN, 1.205). However an fu tuo =% ;%F<, also in this passage from the Chan Essentials, is itself
a transcription of arbuda (see for example Mahaparinirvana-sitra, T.374:12.446a27). The same problem occurs
with kalala 8k %8, given in transcription, but whose meaning is the stage when the white and red essences
from father and mother (sperm and blood) have first joined. This is thus already covered by the first item in the
list (on the meaning of kalala, see Glossary of Indian Words, T.2130:54.986a18; Treatise on Great Wisdom,
T.1509:25.90a9-10; and Glosses on the Canon, T.2128:54.473¢20).

79 4.2

80 We might read er ¥2 as a separate word. Thus perhaps the text is trying to say that Agnidatta is the son (or
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the Chan Essentials, relying on Chinese translations where it is rarely made explicit that the
“Nigrantha’s son” is a proper name,*' took this word (ni ta zi = £+ ) as a generic reference to
practitioners of austerities, such that it might also characterize a Buddhist monk.

2) Borrowing from previously translated Chinese texts

The Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing contain a number of direct borrowings
from previously translated Chinese Buddhist texts.*> Generally not extensive, these point not so
much to deliberate copying but to a gradual process, involving either intermediate texts that are
now lost, or else simply key passages and phrases filtering from popular sutras into the
consciousness of literate Buddhists, who then used them in the composition of the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing without necessarily being aware of their origins.*

a) In several passages from both texts the practitioner sees the four elements of his
body in the form of snakes (she £t ), often described rather enigmatically as “two going
up and two doing down” ( = + = T ).* This expression appears to derive from
Dharmaksema’s early fifth-century translation of the Suvarna-bhdasottama-siitra (Jin
guang ming jing & % P %), where the four elements are compared to four snakes and
are described using this expression.* In the original passage the words “two going up and
two going down” describe how the body’s elements disperse at death, wind and fire
ascending and water and earth sinking.*® While by itself this short, four-character phrase
could easily be an independent translation, one of the passages from the Chan Essentials
(4.34) also includes, immediately following, the words “and so too, two-fold in all
directions” (3§ * 7= = ), which also occurs in Dharmaksema’s translation, immediately
after the words “two going up and two going down.”" Since there is no other obvious

disciple?) of Mahavira. This, however, is equally strange, and nothing else gives any reason to take Angidatta as
a non-Buddhist, and indeed he is introduced simply as Mahakasyapa’s student.

81 We may also note that Mahavira appears almost exclusively in the Agamas, translated into Chinese in large
numbers only beginning from the late fourth century. In other words during the first half of the fifth century this
Indian name may have still been somewhat unfamiliar even to educated Buddhists.

82 These borrowings also help establish a terminus ante quem for the composition of the Chan Essentials and
Methods for Curing. The latest datable text from which the Chan Essentials borrows is Dharmaksema’s
translation of the Survarnabhdasottama-sitra, which according to Chen Jinhua’s exhaustive study was completed
no carlier than 420 and no later than 431 (Chen 2004, 258. Note that other scholars favor the slightly earlier date
of 412; see Funayama 1995, 9). In the case of the Methods for Curing, the latest relevant text is Buddhabhadra’s
translation of the Anantamukha-nirhara-dharani-sitra (#-#. 3, 4 & € ™ ¥ 35, which the Records of the Canon
reports was translated sometime between 410 and 420.

83 For a few other cases see the footnotes to sections 4.75, 4.76, 5.18, and 5.117.

84 1.81, 1.86,4.34 and 5.69.

85 T.663:16.340b1-6

86 The Sanskrit here reads “these snake-elements are fourfold, two are ascending, two descending” (Emmerick
1970, 21), dhaturagas te ca caturvidhani / dve ardhvagami dvaya hestagami (Nobel 1937, 58). That this
concerns the fate of the elements at death is clear from the next line, which explains that consciousness, for its
part, “goes [to a new destiny] in accord with previous karma” gatva yatha pirvakrtena karmana (ibid).

87 This rather mysterious Chinese phrase corresponds to dvayadvayam disavidisasu sarva (Nobel 1937, 58),
translated by Emmerick as “by twos they go in the directions and subdirections” (Emmerick 1970, 21). The
context here is again the dispersal of the elements at death.
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connection in content here, I would suggest that these expressions for the nature of the
four elements had become common, taken up by the author of the Chan Essentials
without necessarily having been lifted directly from Dharmaksema’s translation.

b) A similar case occurs in several unusual descriptions of the Buddha’s physical
form within the practice of “contemplating the image” (guan xiang . 1%.) in section 2.9
of the Chan Essentials.*® Here we find a number of short, eight-character phrases taken
verbatim from the Suvarna-bhasottama-siitra.*® Again I suspect that this was not a direct
copying, but the result of a more complicated process, one for which the presence of
Dharmaksema’s translation was nonetheless a necessary precursor.

c) More explicit borrowing occurs in section 5.61 of the Methods for Curing where
the first several couplets of a long verse have been taken directly from Kumarajiva’s
translation of the Pirna-pariprecha (Pu sa zang jing & e 5).”

d) A similarly clear case occurs in a section of the Methods for Curing that provides
a cure for the diarrhea (!) that may afflict those who enter the “water element samdadhi”
("k = B£).” To cure this condition the practitioner must meditate upon the statue or image
of the “great god of the snowy mountains” (£ .l = % ) named Uttaraga (& % #r), who
will then appear to the practitioner along with eleven “gods of white radiance” (v £ %¢).
Uttaraga himself and the final three of the eleven gods are otherwise unknown,” but the
names of the remaining eight gods are taken directly from Buddhabhadra’s translation of
the of the Anantamukha-nirhara-dharani-sutra (Chu sheng wu liang men chi jing ' 4 &
£ ¥ ), where they are the eight protector deities “of the snowy mountains.”” Eight
different Chinese translations of this text survive, along with a Tibetan version and
Sanskrit and Khotanese fragments. Buddhabhadra’s version, translated no later than 420,
was widely used in south China during the fifth century.” There is moreover little doubt

88 The section on “contemplating the image” from the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation contains many similar

descriptions, whose origins in previously translated Chinese texts are documented by Yamabe (1999b, 217-245).

89 2.9, paralleling phrases from Jin guang ming jing & % P &, T.663:16.339a14-25.
90 The Records of the Canon attributes this translation to Kumarajiva (T.2145:55.11a2). The text has now been

91
92
93

incorporated into the Ratnakiita (Da bao ji jing =~ ¥ £ ) collection. For the verse, see T.310:11.446¢11-14.
There is a Tibetan translation of the Pirna-pariprcchd from the Chinese (BKD, 9:237). Since this verse is a
general lament on the perils of craving and the impurity of the body, it could easily have become a well-known
aphorism, and thereupon been incorporated into the Methods for Curing.

5.86-5.91.

On the possible source of the name Uttaraga, see the notes to passage 5.88 in appendix three.
T.1012:19.684c11-16. The Anantamukha-nirhara-dharani is an important “proto-Tantric” text, and is the
earliest known source to discuss seed-syllables (aksarabija 87 ), which appear already in the third-century
translation. Among Japanese scholars the text has attracted attention because it recounts the practice and
awakening of Amitayus (/& £ & #). The earliest translation (T.1012) is attributed to Zhi Qian % # (d. 252),
which appears to be correct (Nattier 2008, 141-142).

94 It is mentioned, for example, among seventeen texts hand copied by the imperial prince and Buddhist devotee

Xiao Ziliang # + % (460-495), kept in his library (Qi tai zai jing ling wen xuan wang faji lu % ~ i~ 7
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that these names ultimately come from Buddhabhadra’s translation as they follow
Buddhabhadra’s peculiar choice, unique among the eight Chinese versions, of translating
all the names except one, Kumara (*§ & %), inexplicably left as a transcription. That they
appear in the Methods for Curing as part of a list of twelve rather than eight gods again
suggests indirect borrowing.” If the cult to these gods, known under the names from
Buddhabhadra’s translation, was widespread at the time, they may have been
incorporated into the Methods for Curing simply from the background knowledge of the
author/compiler.

3) Chinese concepts

In general neither the Chan Essentials nor the Methods for Curing makes use of
categories, cosmology, or other elements of Chinese thought in a manner that would suggest
something other than a translation. Nevertheless I have found at least one reference to a
cosmological term from Chinese mythology suggesting that the author, at least here, was
drawing on material that originated in China.”

In section 5.102 of the Methods for Curing, among a list demons, there is mention of the
“spirits of the whirlpool-burner mountain of the Avici hell” (f# # = jt;€ & L4 ). The
“whirlpool-burner mountain of the Avici hell” appears to be a synthesis of Indian and Chinese
cosmologies that developed sometime during the fifth century, eventually becoming a standard
feature of the landscape of Chinese Buddhist hell.”” While the Avici hell is of course Buddhist,
the “whirlpool-burner mountain” first appears in traditional Chinese cosmologies as a large rock
in the middle of the eastern ocean where the waters of the sea are sucked in and then evaporated,
thus preventing the sea from overflowing despite the continuous influx of the rivers.” In some
sources this rock is said to be the remains of one of the suns shot down by the mythical archer Yi

3 . The connection between the “whirlpool-burner” and the Avici hell is thus, at first glance,

3 ;2 & &k, Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.86b16). The other texts included in this collection were all
important doctrinal and ritual texts of the fifth century.

95 The order of the names, moreover, differs from what is found in Buddhabhadra’s translation.

96 For two other terms that may show something similar, see my discussions of the “lung point” fei yu ** ’%ﬁ and
“stomach gate” wei guan % ¥ in the notes to sections 1.11 and 5.39 in appendix three. These are both technical
terms from the Chinese medical tradition.

97 For an encyclopedic study of the cosmology of Chinese hells during this period see Xiao 1989.

98 The earliest firm reference I have found is a citation from the lost Zhuang zi ¥ < commentary of Sima Biao 7
B & (ca. 237-306), preserved in the Wen xuan ~ i commentary to Ji Kang’s #% Yang sheng lun % # #
(cited in Zhuang zi ji shi, 565-566). Sima Biao explains the term & F from the Zhuang zi, whose meaning is
obscure in the original passage, as “where the water of the rivers gathers.” This place, he says, is also known as
the “whirlpool-burner” (;* £ ), which he describes as a great whirlpool, with a round rock at the center, located
in the far eastern ocean. The water pours into the whirlpool, evaporating as it hits the rock. Although in principle
Sima Biao was writing after the introduction of Buddhism to China, this term does not appear in any surviving
Buddhist texts from the period, and direct influence of Buddhist ideas on Western Jin literary figures such as
Sima Biao is otherwise unattested. It seems far more likely that the term originated in a now-lost portion of the
Shan hai jing 1173 %5 (see next note). On Simao Biao and his writings, see Mansvelt Beck 1990, 5-17.

99 This idea is found in Cheng Xuanying’s = % % Tang-dynasty commentary to the same Zhuang zi passage (see
previous note). Cheng cites what he claims is a passage from the Shan hai jing L1 /% 3§ mentioning the
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mysterious. However the “whirlpool-burner mountain” is also mentioned in the Ocean-samadhi
Contemplation, where it is explained that the “whirlpool-burner mountain™ is not merely a rock
in the ocean, but the tip of a mountain extending down to the center of the Avici hell.'” Though
the ultimate origin of this hybrid cosmology is not clear, it eventually became a popular Chinese
way of localizing Avici,'" and the passage from the Methods for Curing may in fact be one of
the earliest attested examples of this.

Both the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing thus contain overt confusions about
Buddhist terminology (albeit confusions understandable even on the part of a well-read Chinese
Buddhist of the time), passages borrowed or derived from previously translated Buddhist texts,
and at least one synthesis of Buddhist and Chinese cosmologies. These points establish beyond
any reasonable doubt that neither of these texts was the simple translation into Chinese of an
integral Indic original. But how precisely these texts may have been formed is still far from
clear. In the next section, however, I will show that at least part of the Chan Essentials, and
potentially all of it, was written on the basis of previously existing Chinese meditation manuals
that resembled the format A sections of the Five Gates.

The Chan Essentials and the Five Gates

I noted above that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are similar in some
respects to the format A sections of the Five Gates. | will now show that this similarity is not
coincidental. Indeed the third sutra of the Chan Essentials seems to have been composed on the
basis of either the Five Gates itself or another Chinese text resembling it in structure, content,
and style. The dependence of the Chan Essentials on the Five Gates is entirely different than the
direct or indirect borrowing of selected passages and phrases seen in the examples above. We see
here a more complex process of composition, in which a comparatively simple Chinese
meditation text such as the Five Gates (itself perhaps a translation) was expanded and recast into
the more elaborate Chan Essentials, which is not only more detailed, but also framed as a sutra.

The correspondence between the two texts covers the entire third sutra of the Chan
Essentials, paralleling a much shorter section of the Five Gates."” While the Five Gates here is
written in the distinctive master-disciple dialog format (see chapter one), the Chan Essentials is,
as always, framed as the preaching of the Buddha, meditation instructions given to the monk

“whirlpool-burner” ;% & as the remains of one of the suns shot down by Yi 3 (Zhuang zi ji shi, 566). Although
this passage is not found in the extant versions of the Shan hai jing, it may well derive from a now lost passage,
and if so this might be the source of the myth.

100T.643:15.668c27-29

1011t is deployed, for example, in a passage much indebted to the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation, in the Ci bei dao
chang chan fa % &g 3% (T.1909:45.939c4-7), a popular repentance liturgy attributed to emperor Wu of
the Liang that remains in use today, particularly in Taiwan (Chappell 1998).

102To my knowledge the first person to have noticed this was Yamabe Nobuyoshi (1999b, 92). However Yamabe
believed that the Five Gates here summarizes the Chan Essentials, which I will argue cannot be correct.
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Panthaka. The parallels occur only within the portions of the Chan Essentials written as the
speech of the Buddha, and the narrative elements of the Chan Essentials have no counterparts in
the Five Gates. Structurally the question is thus whether the Buddha’s preaching in the Chan
Essentials has been recast as a master-disciple dialog in the Five Gates, or vice versa.

The relevant section of the Five Gates is prefaced with a title, “Method for the initial
practice of seated meditation” (4~ ¥ & 4#;% ), and the beginning here lines up with the Buddha’s
first instructions to Panthaka. Although extremely simplified in comparison, essential steps from

each of the stages in the Chan Essentials also o

ccur in the Five Gates. A number of exact or

almost exactly worded phrases, indicated below in underlined bold-face type.

Chan Essentials (3.5-3.6)

Five Gates (T.619:15.327¢18-21)
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The Buddha said to Panthaka: You
should now carefully contemplate the bone of
the large toe of your foot without distraction.
Make a swelling gradually on top of the bone.
Then further cause it to swell up. Next use
your mind to make this swelling become
gradually bigger until it is the size of a bean.
Next use your mind to make the swelling rot
away, such that the flesh splits open and
yellow pus comes flowing out. Amid the
yellow pus, blood flows profusely. When the
flesh has entirely rotted away from atop the
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First instruct [the practitioner] to concentrate
his mind and contemplate his right foot. On top
of the big toe [the practitioner] sees a swelling.
Using his mind he should remove his toenail,
and make a yellow liquid flow out [of the
swelling], as if pus and blood were emerging.

When the skin and flesh have rotted away, [the
practitioner] sees only the white bones.
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single bone, you will see only the bone of the
right toe, white like ke-jade or snow.

Having seen a single bone in this
manner, gradually expand from the right foot
until half the body swells up and then rots
away, with yellow pus and flowing blood
[coming out]. Make the skin and flesh of half
the body split apart, with only the pure, shining
white bones of half the body remaining.
Having seen half the body [in this way], next
see the entire body swell up and rot away,
[leaking] horrible pus and blood. You will see
various worms romping and playing within.
The various things of this sort are as has been
described earlier.

Having contemplated [and] seen one
[skeleton], [you must] next see two. Having
seen two, next see three. Having seen three,
next seen four. Having seen four, next see five.
Having seen five, continue until you see ten.
Having seen ten, the mind gradually expands,
and you see a roomful. Having seen a roomful,
continue until you see the entire world [filled
with skeletons].

When [this] is completely seen, [the
practitioner| should be further taught the bone
contemplation. If [the practitioner then] sees
the entire world [filled with skeletons], he
should be instructed in the great vehicle. If he
[only] sees [bones] nearby, he should be
instructed in the small vehicle.

This rough correspondence continues for the entire third sutra of the Chan Essentials. As
mentioned above the Five Gates contains no trace of the Panthaka narrative. And though we can
discern it only vaguely from the first passage alone, the occasional verbatim correspondence,
including certain unusual locutions (“with the mind” 12 &, ), continues throughout, suggesting a
direct relationship between these sections as Chinese texts. Finally while this initial passage
from the Five Gates contains no explicit reference to it, the master-disciple dialog format seen in

earlier sections of the Five Gates'®

that each party must speak are clearly given:

Chan Essentials (3.10-3.11 and 3.15-3.16)

returns explicitly in the ensuing sections, where the words

Five Gates (T.619:15.327¢27-328al)
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103 See chapter one.
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[You, Panthaka] must be instructed to
again contemplate the white bones. If however

you see other things, under no circumstances

should you follow after them [with your mind].

Merely make the mind clear, so that you see
the white skeleton, like a snow-covered
mountain.

If you do see other things, rouse your
mind and eliminate them, thinking as follows:
“The Buddha has instructed me to contemplate
the bones. Why do there appear these visions
[produced by] the imagination of other
[things]? I must now single-mindedly
contemplate the bones.”

[narrative sequence]'
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Afterward, [a practitioner] should
contemplate his body and see the white bones,

[The practitioner should] contemplate the
white bones.

If he sees other things, [the master] should say
to the practitioner: “This too is good.'”” But for
now, put this aside and only contemplate the
white bones. Then you will make progress.”

If [the practitioner] contemplates the white
bones for a long time and says:

104At this point Panthaka uses the prescribed method and becomes an arhat. The Buddha then continues his
instructions, now addressing Ananda, and the correspondence with the Five Gates resumes.
1061 am unable to make sense of # § , and I have emended to § =" . We might also interpret § 7 as “right before

you.” My reading of # as a verb is in light of the previous passage (not included above):

“[The practitioner]

must see the white bones, for only then will he progress” (& 2 v # 2 = ; 327¢26). Here too, however, the
precise meaning is debatable, and ¢ # % ¥ might be a clumsy attempt to translate “the white bones right

before you.”

105An emendation seems necessary here, and the term xing ren 7 4 , “practitioner,” appears frequently in the
remainder of this section. Another, more complicated possibility might be to read % as an error for ¥, and

further take % as an error for % , yielding: & L 4% > ¢ 3%

EF oo 2 1 pt 7R 43 B which we could understand as

“If [the practitioner] sees other things, he should tell this to the master. [The master] says: ‘This is also good.”” A

similar sequence of v E# followed by £F %,

in which the disciple reports to the master and the master gives

further instruction, is found in several other passages in the Five Gates (T.619:15.326al, al0, al7, a26, a28, b9,
b22, c3, 328b20). Of these only the last occurs in the section with parallels in the Chan Essentials. Moreover all

involve the verb ¢

, nhot 3£ as we would have to assume here.

107This almost colloquial sounding expression is similar to the words uttered by the master elsewhere.
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white like ke-jade or snow. Then, the skeletons
reenter his body, and the glowing light of the
white bones entirely disappears.

Having seen this, the practitioner
suddenly feels joyous and serene. When he “I feel heat within my body,” then instruct him
emerges from trance the top of his head feels |to continue contemplating.
warm . . . Continuing his contemplation, his
body becomes warm, he feels joyful and

happy, his countenance appears serene, he When [the practitioner] feels peaceful and
needs but little sleep, and his body is free of all | happy following the appearance of a feeling of
pain or trouble. ... When this contemplation |warmth, this is the stage of “heat.”'®

has been obtained it is called the stage of

“heat.”

Once again the Chan Essentials is vastly more developed than the Five Gates, but both texts
share the same general sequence, the name of the stage the practitioner reaches, and a few short
but interesting phrases. Here, moreover, we clearly see in the Five Gates the master-disciple
dialog found elsewhere in the text, including the words that the master must say to the student,
and the visions or other experiences that the disciple reports, phrased here as first-person
utterances in the form “I see” (#* ). While the word “master” (§¥) itself does not appear in the
above passages,'” it does occur later within this section,''® suggesting that it is implied here as
well.

How are these two texts related? On the one hand the Five Gates might be a summary of
the Chan Essentials, a distillation of the long instructions to their essential elements.'"" This
interpretation encounters a problem, however, because the master-disciple dialog format occurs
throughout the “format A” sections, including those that have no parallels in the Chan
Essentials. Thus if the Five Gates were summarizing the Chan Essentials, we would have to
explain why it does so using the same, unusual format shared by portions of the text that have no
relation to the Chan Essentials at all. We might, of course, imagine ways to account for this.
Perhaps all the “format A” sections are summaries of different meditation texts (most of which
are lost), adapted, for reasons unknown, to a similar master-disciple dialog format.

However a closer look at the parallel passages reveals that the Chan Essentials has grown
out of a text that shared the same master-disciple dialog format as the Five Gates. Though the
third sutra of the Chan Essentials was not necessarily written directly on the basis of the Five
Gates itself, it does seem to have been written on the basis of a Chinese text that shared the same

108Here “heat” coresponds to usmagata, first of the four “aids to penetration” (nirvedha-bhagiya-kusala-mila; see
above p.88). Remarkably, here this stage is indicated by actually feeling “heat” within the body, a notion that
does not, as far as I know, ever come up in the discussion of these attainments in scholastic sources. This idea is,
however, entirely in keeping with the way that the Chan Essentials and Five Gates attempt to correlate
attainment with concrete experiences, either visions of specific things or, as here, particular bodily sensations.

109Unless we assume my tentative emendation above (p.103n105).

110T.619:15.328b20

111This is Yamabe’s conclusion (1999b, 92).
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format as the Five Gates. This is revealed most clearly in the following sequence of passages:

Chan Essentials (3.26-3.28)

Five Gates (T.619: 15.328a10-12)
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He must next be instructed to again
contemplate his body and cause it to bunch
together like a bundle of straw. He thus sees
his body to be firm and strong. Having seen it
to be firm and strong, he must next take butter
[as medicine,] and eat and drink sufficiently.
After this, when he contemplates his body;, it
again resembles an empty sack. A fire arises
inside and burns it up entirely. After the body
has been completed consumed, when he enters
trance he constantly sees the light of this fire . .
. When the fire has entirely burned up [his
body], he suddenly knows that there is no self
within the body.

A
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Next instruct [the practitioner] to contemplate
his body as like a bundle of straw, or like a
burlap sack. If he says: “I see my body as like
a bundle of straw, or as like an empty burlap
sack. A fire burns it all up, and then there is no
self,”

Chan Essentials (3.30)

Five Gates (328a13-14)

S TR T TR TR A &
Lo FEG N T[ATF {81,

He must again contemplate this fire. From
where does it arise? When contemplating this
fire, he contemplates that his own body is
entirely without self, and seeing that there is no
self, the fire spontaneously goes out.

KAEURBR B ARER R R L
R 7 L2 |

[then] instruct [the practitioner] to contemplate
further [saying to him]: “What do you think,'?
from what place does [the fire] arise? When it
passes away, from where does it pass away?
Contemplate this.”

Chan Essentials (3.32)

Five Gates (328a14-16)

gy AR LS LR o RIS

B R CAA[RPLIR AR A B

112Following P, S, Q, Y, Sgz, Kg

1131 take 74 X here as a shortened form of more typical expressions such as 74 %, = . Interpreting /% X, as the
subject of 4=, “your mind,” does not seem possible, as in the next line the practitioner responds that “when it

arises it arises from [my] mind” 4= F¥ j&_g, 4.
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The Buddha said to Ananda: I see that when . .
the fire goes out it goes out beginning from the | The medltqtqr must say: “I see the perception
tip of the nose. Then the rest of the body all of fire' arising from my mind, and passing
goes out all at once. Internally, the heart-fire | aWay [starting from] the nose. When [the fire
and the eighty-eight defilements are also all gn] the nose is ext.lngulshed, the body is o
extinguished, and [the practitioner’s] body internally harmonized and peaceful, and it is
feels cool and fresh, balanced and at ease. He | Perfectly clear that there is no self.”

deeply realizes and clearly sees that there
definitely is no self. Whether or not he is in
trance he always knows that within the body
there is no self.

Here the practitioner sees his own body consumed by fire and perceives it to be lacking a self.
The order in the more detailed Chan Essentials is the same, with numerous exact parallels in
phrasing. As before, the Five Gates is framed as a dialog, and we find first-person speech for
both the master, who gives the instructions, and the student, who reports what he has seen or felt.

The problem occurs in section 3.32 of the Chan Essentials. In 3.31, which I have omitted,
there was a short dialog between the Buddha and Ananda. When the Buddha’s instructions
recommence in 3.32, they begin with the words “the Buddha said to Ananda,” the usual phrase
in the Chan Essentials marking a return to the main thread of the meditation instructions.
However the Buddha resumes his instructions by saying “I see” (#* £L). This is very peculiar, as
the ensuing passage nominally describes what the practitioner will or should experience.
However in the Five Gates, where these exact words also appear, there is no problem at all, for
there it is a matter of the practitioner reporting what he has seen to the maser. Indeed the
expression “I see” (3 L) is used in this exact situation seventy-five times throughout the Five
Gates. In the Chan Essentials this phrasing is patently out of place, and there are no other similar
examples.

Although if pressed we might find a way of explaining why the Buddha here uses this
language,'” in light of the parallels with the Five Gates the only possible historical explanation
is that this section of the Chan Essentials was composed on the basis of a Chinese text similar in

114The reading % seems faulty. Note that the expression “perception of fire” ("X %), though somewhat odd, fits
with the use of jue % elsewhere in the Five Gates. Indeed we earlier find the nearly identical line (cited above):
“having seen the perception of warmth” L% 4 ¢ (T.619:15.327¢29).

115Since this passage discusses the realization of non-self, one might interpret % & v as “the fire of the view of
self.” Given the context this cannot have been the meaning in the Five Gates. But we might imagine that if the
other instances of the expression “I see” (7' &) had already dropped out during in the course of recopying,
editing, or development, a single remaining instance might easily have been interpreted this way by a reader, and
this may account for how this passage was retained in the Chan Essentials.
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format to the Five Gates. To reiterate, | am not claiming that this section of the Chan Essentials
was necessarily composed directly on the basis of the Five Gates, though this may well be true.
A number of scenarios are possible. For example the Five Gates may have slowly expanded,
with the master-disciple format becoming gradually less prominent until it eventually reached a
form close to the present text of the Chan Essentials, needing only the addition of a narrative.
Dunhuang Stein manuscript 2585 gives us a glimpse of how the rewriting and
manipulation of a text such as the Five Gates may have eventually resulted in something closer
in style to the Chan Essentials (minus the narrative). This text contains a very slightly different
version of material from both the Five Gates and the Concise Essentials,'® and it is instructive to
see how it modifies the master-disciple interaction of the Five Gates. Note in particular the
underlined phrases in the Five Gates (left) that have been removed in Stein 2585 (right):

Five Gates (T.619) Stein 2585 (T.2914)'""

A BEe fFS C A5 A B | ThfFa D RA LR ER o (1460a14-15)
2B . (325¢22)
[The practitioner] should then get up from | Then [the practitioner should] say to the

his [meditation] seat, kneel before the master | master: “Concentrating my mind, it is just as if

and say: “Concentrating my mind in my [I were] seeing the Buddha.”
[meditation] cell, it is just as if [ were] seeing

the Buddha.”

4ol e 5 e EF oo R 1 (32629-10) 4og 2 o [4e]{T2}EF = o (1460a29)

When [the practitioner has seen the previously | When [the practitioner has seen the previously
described vision] in this way, he should go described vision] in this way, the master
and tell this to the master. The master then  |says. ..

says. ..

BRUKT CARSED IR et RABH IR o A To Rk
Ao WX EFH 0 — LA o (326al4) (1460b3)

The master must further instruct [the Further have [hlm?] abandon the previous two
practitioner], saying: “From now on you contemplations and concentrate his mind on
should abandon the previous two his navel. [He?] then single-mindedly
contemplations. Concentrate your mind on contemplates his navel.

your navel.” Having received the master’s

instructions, [the practitioner] single-
mindedly contemplates his navel.

116As discussed in chapter one, the Five Gates has several nearly exact parallels in the Concise Essentials, but this
overlap does not include any of the master-disciple dialog sections. Stein 2585 contains versions of 1) material
exclusive to the Five Gates (the “format A” sections), 2) material exclusive to the Concise Essentials, and 3)
material shared by both texts (the “format B” sections of the Five Gates). For a table showing the
correspondence between these three texts, see Yamabe 1999b, 90.

117Stein 2585 was edited for inclusion in volume 85 of the Taisho, and I use that edition here.
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[The practitioner] goes and tells the master
[what he has seen]. The master says: “Look
further at this place [the navel].” [The
practitioner] does as the master instructs.
Having contemplated it, a lotus flower appears
[there].

TR G EE o fFa b Rtk b RS

3 EE o (1460b5-6)

[The practitioner] goes and tells the master
[what he has seen]. The master says: “Look
further at this place [the navel].” Having
contemplated it, a lotus flower appears [there.]
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[The practitioner] then tells the master what he
has seen. The master says: “Good! You have
well applied your mind and contemplated
this body. [What you have reported is] the sign
of having attained concentration.” The master
instructs, saying: “Further contemplate within
the navel.” [The practitioner] then
contemplates as instructed. He sees a five-
colored glowing flame appear atop his head.
Having seen this, he reports it to the master.
The master says: “Further contemplate the

five auspicious signs within these five

flames.” Having contemplated as instructed

X
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[The practitioner] then tells the master [what
'he has seen?]. The master says: “Good! This is
the sign of having attained concentration.”
Again have him further contemplate his navel,
and he will see five auspicious signs appear
atop his head. Having contemplated this, he
will see a single buddha appear.

[the practitioner] sees a single buddha appear.

In these passages Stein 2585 simplifies the Five
hypothesized development of the Chan Essentia
material in any way. But we may note how the p

Gates to a certain degree. Unlike the
Is, Stein 2585 does not expand or develop the
rocess of summarizing or even simply citing the

Five Gates has noticeably decreased explicit references to the master-disciple dialog. Indeed
most, thought not all such elements are removed. Such changes account, moreover, for the
majority of the difference between the two texts—in longer passages lacking any intervening
master-disciple interaction, Stein 2585 reproduces the Five Gates nearly exactly.

Stein 2585 thus provides a primitive example of how a text such as the Five Gates might
have undergone a gradual transformation that slowly eliminated references to the “narrative”
features of the Five Gates—the master and the disciple, their repetitive back-and-forth
interaction, and small details such as mention of the practitioner’s “meditation cell” ( % ). With

such elements eliminated, it would have been re

latively easy to re-frame the resulting text as the

preaching of a single person (the Buddha) such as we find in the Chan Essentials.

1
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Strictly speaking the evidence presented here applies solely to the third sutra of the Chan
Essentials, the only portion with parallels in the Five Gates. But the Chan Essentials has a
uniform style, making it at least plausible that the remainder of the text had a similar origin. And
we do find a few other passages from other sections of the text that may similarly reveal traces
of an effaced master-disciple dialog similar to the Five Gates."® Thus in the fourth sutra:

[The Buddha said:] At this time the practitioner must be instructed as follows: “Though
you (%) see these many buddhas and voice-hearers, you must now contemplate that [the
real body of the] World-honored One is the formless body, [which is] great liberation, the
fruit of the one beyond study. You must concentrate your mind and as before count the
breath.”'"

Although there is nothing overtly problematic here, the Buddha’s instructions more normally use
constructions such as “the practitioner should” ({7 Jﬂ" % ), or “at this time the practitioner” (f P
= ;F‘i‘ ). But here the Buddha directly presents the language with which the teacher should address
the student, and this is perhaps reminiscent of the “format A” sections of the Five Gates.

The Textual History of the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing

I have until now deliberately left aside the question of the historical transmission of the
Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing. Though in many ways it raises more questions than
it answers, investigating this will allow us to reach one important conclusion—that the Chan
Essentials and the Methods for Curing were most likely once joined together as a single text. As
mentioned above Tsukinowa Kenryt was the first to notice that the Methods for Curing and the
Chan Essentials are closely related. And indeed he even speculated that the material in these two
texts may have originally have belonged together. The goal of this section will be to show, from
more rigorous grounds, that Tsukinowa’s hypothesis is correct, though not precisely in the
manner that he imagined it. Although other scholars have attempted to chart the historical
records pertaining to these texts, a number of key points have been overlooked, and attention to
these details will show that the history of these two texts is more complicated than has been
assumed. [ must warn the reader in advance, however, that total clarity or certainty will not be
possible. Indeed one result of a more in depth analysis of these matters is a certain muddying of
the waters. In particular we will see that most of the historical catalog records pertaining to these
two texts are of questionable value, since the same title(s) were used for different texts. Scholars
have most often pointed to the titles listed in such catalogs and assumed that these refer to the
texts as we have them today, but this does not seem to have been the case. That the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing were originally one text is, I will suggest, the best way to
make sense of the data that we have, even if it cannot be demonstrated with complete certainty.

118 Apart from the example cited below, see 1.49 and 1.54.
IO g siagm vy 13T F A5 #2 X ER > 5 SRBESELYE > Zaipd o B s &
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To help guide the reader I will first outline the principal points of the following
discussion. I take as my starting point the conclusions of previous scholars, namely that the
Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing were first attributed to the translators Dharmamitra and
Juqu Jingsheng (7E I 3 %) respectively, both active during the Song dynasty in south China.
Although as mentioned many have concluded that these texts were not translations per se, there
has nevertheless been a general agreement that the attribution of these texts to these translators
was fixed by the late fifth century. In other words it has been assumed that beginning from this
time we can identify these two texts, in their present form, in bibliographic sources. I will show,
however, that this is not the case.

I hasten to add that there is no reason to believe that the contents of the texts have
changed since the late fifth century. The issue is rather to whom this material was attributed and,
most importantly, whether it was initially separated into two texts as it is today. Most likely, I
will conclude, this was not the case. Rather it was a single text, with the Methods for Curing
following directly after the Chan Essentials, bearing the title Secret Chan Methods for Curing
IlIness (Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing & & 4% 7% ie i 5 Secret Chan Cures hereafter). This text
first enters historical records associated with Juqu Jingsheng, said to have made a copy of it
while living at a nunnery near the southern capital in the year 454. The history prior to this point
is unclear, though in light of the relationship between the Chan Essentials and the Five Gates
(discussed in the previous section) we can surmise that the text was composed, either all at once
or gradually, on the basis of Chinese chan text(s) similar in style to the Five Gates, material
likely circulating in south China at this time in connection with the foreign chan masters living
and teaching there. In the end, then, the point is not that all of this material was first written
together as a single text. But knowing that in 454 if not earlier it was already grouped together
gives us historical grounds for treating these texts as a unit, and for the purposes of this
dissertation this is the most important point.

The Nara manuscript of the Chan Essentials

The earliest known copy of a text containing the material now found in the Chan
Essentials is a 740 CE manuscript from the Shosoin & £ Fx, the Japanese repository of texts and
artifacts from the Nara period.'* This manuscript was consulted by the editors of the Taisho
edition of the Chinese Buddhist canon when preparing the version of the Chan Essentials
included therein, and its variant readings were recorded.'*! In contrast to the versions known

120Many of these texts can now be consulted through the CD-ROM version of the collection. See Kunaicho
Shosoin Jimusho shozo shogozo kyoka § P I+ & A ¥ 739797 K T 3% i &% . Edited by Takasaki Jikdo 3 *#
E i, Tsukishima Hiroshi # % 4, and Minagawa Kan’ichi %% "' = - . Tokyo, Hakkd hatsubai Maruzen,
2000—. I wish to thank Funayama Toru for helping me access this material from the Otani University library.

121From a purely philological point of view the manuscript is also valuable as the earliest complete copy of the
text, and one of the only extant versions outside the lineages of the printed canons. Neither the Chan Essentials
nor the Methods for Curing are known from Dunhuang manuscripts, nor are they included in the Fangshan %
carvings. The Turfan documents from the Rytikoku expedition (formerly kept at the Liishun *z "& museum, now
housed in Beijing) contain a number of very short fragments from the Chan Essentials and the Methods for
Curing. These fragments are on the order of a dozen characters each. Ikeda Masanori 7# 2 ¥ B, who has
worked on the compilation of the catalog of these fragments, has suggested to me that they appear to be Tang
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from the printed canons, the Nara manuscript of the Chan Essentials is in five, rather than three
fascicles (% ). These fascicles, however, apparently do not all originally come from the same
version of the text. Indeed the end of the first fascicle overlaps the second fascicle,'** and
judging from its length it may have originally come from a four-fascicle version of the text. The
correspondence between the Nara manuscript and the printed editions is roughly as follows:

Printed canons: three fascicles:

1 () 2(%) 3(7)

Nara manuscript: five fasicles
1

<overlap>
2 3 4 5

Not only does the first fascicle of the Nara manuscript overlap the second fascicle, it bears the
title Chan fa mi yao jing #.2 4% &, differing slightly from the Chan mi yao jing 4% 5 on
fascicles two through five.'** Neither of these titles, moreover, exactly matches the version in the
printed canons (Chan mi yao fa jing 74 & j& '5). As seen in the diagram above, the Nara
manuscript is also missing the second half of the third fascicle of three fascicle version. Despite
this unusual arrangement the Nara manuscript was accepted as canonical in Japan, and the same
format appears in copies from other Japanese manuscript collections.'*

Fascicles 2 through 5 of the Nara manuscript are thus shorter than the first fascicle and,

copies, which he suspects were taken to the region from central China. I wish to thank Mr. Ikeda for providing
me with this information.

122Modern catalogs of Buddhist texts from the Shosoin incorrectly record the text as three fascicles (Ishida 1930
numbers 830 and 831; Kenji 2006 repeats this mistake).

123The Taishd footnotes attempt to convey this information but do not entirely succeed. The editors used the
symbol ¥ for this text, abut in sections where the fascicles overlap, they give a slightly larger font for fascicle
one, and a slightly smaller font for fascicle two. This makes it difficult to understand what is going on. Moreover
there are some serious errors. Thus footnote 11 on page 249 correctly indicates that the first fascicle of &
(large) ends (correct), but footnote 12 indicates that fascicle two of ¥ (large) begins, while in fact this
hypothetical second fascicle does not actually exist. Similarly footnote 7 on page 247 indicates the end of
fascicle one of ¥ (small). In fact, there is no first fascicle corresponding to the this edition, which begins only
with fascicle two.

124This title is also used on first fascicle in the Nanatsudera and Nattorishingii-ji versions (see the next note).

1250f these I have consulted two different four-fascicle versions from Nanatsudera = 2 . These are both identical
to the first four fascicles of the Nara manuscript. Based on the mutual occurrence of certain copying errors, it is
clear that the Nanatsudera versions were copied from either the Nara manuscript itself or a version extremely
similar to it. T wish to thank Professor Ochiai Toshinori ;% & ¥ £ for sending me photocopies of these two
texts. A partial five-fascicle version is found at Nattorishingti-ji &P~#7% 2 in a late Heian copy (Nattori
issaikyo, 184—185). Based on the sheet lengths (23 for the first fascicle, 15 and 16 for the second and third) this
too seems to be the same text.
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more importantly, are exactly half the length of the fascicles from the three-fascicle version—it
would seem that either each fascicle of the three-fascicle version was split to produce the smaller
fascicles of the Nara manuscript (with some becoming lost), or shorter fascicles such as those in
the Nara manuscript were combined to produce the three-fascicle version. Both versions of the
text existed in the eighth century, as shown by the 735 CE carving in cave 59 at Anyue % &,
Sichuan, which cites a three fascicle version of the text.'?® There are also Japanese manuscript
copies of a three-fascicle version stemming from lineages that predate the printed canons.'?’
Note furthermore that while the Chan Essentials is separated internally into four separate sutras,
these do not line up with any of the known fascicle divisions.'?®

The origin of the Nara manuscript version

The Nara manuscript of the Chan Essentials was thus based on two different texts, one
titled Chan fa mi yao jing #;% 4% %, and one titled Chan mi yao jing # 4% 5. How and
why these came to be combined is revealed by the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era (Kaiyuan lu B ~
#%), compiled in 730 CE. The Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era, written by Zhisheng 47 & | is the
single most important Chinese catalog of Buddhist texts because it provided the list of
“canonical” (ru zang » &%) works that eventually served as the basis for the printed editions of
the canon, and most texts here judged spurious or apocryphal were eventually lost.'?’ Zhisheng
seems to have seen two different versions of a text corresponding to the Chan Essentials. In the
section of his catalog entitled “removed [from the canon] because of redundancy” (# v % &),
he discusses the five-fascicle version:

The above scripture [the Chan mi yao jing # 4% 5 in five fascicles] was supposedly'*’
translated by the Song tripitaka master Dharmamitra. [Previous catalogs] further say that
it is a different translation of the Chan mi yao fa 78 4% % % translated by tripitaka master
Kumarajiva during the Yao Qin [dynasty]. | have carefully examined [the five fascicle
Chan mi yao jing #f4% 3 ]. It is corrupt, and clearly not the original text [that
Dharmamitra translated]. Its first fascicle is the same as the text called Zhi chan bing mi
yao fa ie 8 10% 2 [the Methods for Curing], though it is not complete, and includes

1260n this inscription, see above note 6.

127Several manuscript copies of the three-fascicle version are extant. I have had access to one of these, from
Kongo-ji £ k|3, and can confirm that it matches the format of the printed editions. Three-fascicle manuscript
copies are also housed at Saiho-ji & * %, Matsuosha > k& 4+, and Ishiyamadera % .13 (Nihon genson
hasshu issaikyo mokuroku, 241), and we may presume they are similarly arranged. Based on variations between
them, it is clear that the Kongd-ji copy stems from a lineage that does not derive from the printed canons.

128Such an arrangement is extremely unusual among Chinese translations of Buddhist sutras. Perhaps for this
reason early Chinese catalogs classified the Chan Essentials (and the Methods for Curing, which shares a similar
format) as “compilations of the saints” (¥ ¥~*7#%), a category indicating compilations made by Indian
Buddhists. See for example Fajing s Catalog (T.2146:55.144b25). This classification was maintained until the
Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era, when the texts were re-classified as sutras.

129Tokuno 1990, 52-53

130The wording suggests that Zhisheng is drawing this information from other catalogs.
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only one half [of the Methods for Curing]. Beginning with its second fascicle [the five-
fascicle Chan mi yao jing] matches Kumarajiva’s Chan mi yao fa # 4% % ;# beginning
from the middle of its first fascicle. Reaching the end of the third fascicle [of
Kumarajiva’s] text, here too [the five fascicle Chan mi yao jing] is not complete, and is
missing ten-odd pages. [The section paralleling Kumarajiva’s translation] has been
evenly divided into four fascicles, and joined with the first fascicle, [equal in content to
the first half of the Methods for Curing,] a five-fascicle text has been created. As for
Dharmamitra’s [original five fascicle] translation, no copy can now be found.""

Zhisheng’s official list of canonical texts contains a Chan mi yao fa #45% = in three fascicles,
attributed to Kumarajiva, and based on the number of sheets (84) it is almost certain that this is
the three-fascicle Chan Essentials found in the printed canons.'*

Extrapolating, what Zhisheng calls fascicles 2 through 5 of Dharmamitra’s Chan mi yao
jing AL E 5 were thus equal to fascicles 2 through 5 of the Nara manuscript, which bear this
same title, and are indeed an equal division into four parts of the material stretching from middle
of the first to the middle of the third fascicle of the three-fascicle version (what Zhisheng calls
Kumarajiva’s translation)."*’ But the first fascicle of Zhisheng’s Chan mi yao jing 3% & 5 was
apparently something different, equal to the first half of the Zhi chan bing mi yao fa i385 14-&
:% . This title corresponds to the Methods for Curing, but unlike the two-fascicle version of the
Methods for Curing found in the printed canons, in Zhisheng’s day the entire text was a single-
fascicle. Half of Zhisheng’s text thus means the first fascicle of the Methods for Curing. And
indeed each fascicle of the Methods for Curing is exactly half the length of each fascicle of the
Chan Essentials, and thus exactly the length of fascicles 2 through 5 of the Nara manuscript.'**
Zhisheng’s five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing #8445 & %5 was thus:

1 = fascicle 1 of the Methods for Curing
2-5 = fascicles 2—5 of the Nara manuscript of the Chan Essentials

However the first fascicle of the Nara manuscript is apparently something entirely different, with
no connection to anything described by Zhisheng. But we do known that during the early eighth

Blt-5 2 ARxAZFERRIF 2 B2 AR TR TEREZ y FARD - S eEF T
TR ARG o2 - B A TR EARRE ) 2 A G EA L BB d o W RS
FUERR R, o AF - FBE A IF 4R 2 A G TN i u AT 1B
B%5EE R A o (T.2154:55.664¢16-23)

132Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era, T.2154:55.693a10, listed as 84 sheets (¥1). Official copies of Buddhist scriptures
during the Tang were written in a fixed format of 17 characters per line, 25 lines per sheet (Fujieda 1999, 178).
Extrapolating from this, 84 sheets would be the totality of the extant three-fascicle Chan Essentials.

133Each of the three fascicles of the Chan Essentials is roughly 30 Tang-dynasty pages (see previous note) in
length. Thus when Zhisheng says that the fifth fascicle of the five-fascicle version is missing “ten-odd pages”
(- A 1), this means roughly half the length of one fascicle from the three-fascicle version, which precisely
matches where the fifth fascicle of the Nara manuscript ends.

134There is little doubt that what Zhisheng called the Zhi chan bing mi yao fa i¢ 385 #6-% 2 is the same as the
two-fascicle Methods for Curing from the printed canons, and his catalog lists this text as 28 sheets, which
would be (see note 132) exactly the total length of the present two fascicles of the Methods for Curing.
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century the three-fascicle Chan mi yao fa % 4% ;% attributed to Kumarajiva (the present day
Chan Essentials) also existed in a four-fascicle version,' and the length of the first fascicle of
the Nara manuscript is compatible with it being the first fascicle of such a text.

We may thus surmise as follows. The five fascicle Nara manuscript was created when a
copy of the five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing 7 4s % 55 seen by Zhisheng was corrected. The first
fascicle was removed and replaced by the first fascicle of a four-fascicle Chan Essentials. This
resulted in a text with the content of the three-fascicle Chan Essentials as seen in the printed
canons, with an overlap between the first and second fascicles and a missing section at the end.
It remains unclear whether this arrangement was created in Japan or was brought as such from
China. Records from the imperial scriptorium in Nara (Dai nihon komonjo < p *+ <% %)
tentatively suggest the later."

Read together with the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era the Nara manuscript thus provides
important information about how the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing were circulating
in eighth-century China."*” While the present forms of these texts existed as well, one would also
have found a five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing # 4% & %5, attributed to Dharmamitra, whose first
fascicle was the first fascicle of the Methods for Curing."*® In other words the title Chan mi yao

135See the chart below on p.121. Particularly relevant is the four-fascicle version of the text attributed to
Kumarajiva in the late seventh-century Catalog of the Great Zhou.

136The data is as follows (all citations are to DNKMJ, found using Kimoto 1989). We have record of a seemingly
complete three-fascicle Chan fa mi yao jing ;% 45 % % in Japan from at least 731 (7:16). At 91 sheets in
length, this seems to be the three-fascicle Chan Essentials from the printed canons. Meanwhile a five-fascicle
Chan mi yao jing 345 % 5 is recorded in 737, but with no page length given this could be either the format of
the Nara manuscript or Zhisheng’s excluded version (7:70). In 739 a four-fascicle Chan mi yao jing 845 & 35
was copied (7:201), but again no length, so this may simply have been, like the Nanatsudera copies, the first four
fascicles of the Nara manuscript version. Indeed a record from 730 (10:136, 10:170) mentions a three-fascicle
Chan mi yao jing 345 & 5 in 52 sheets, thus the first three fascicles of the Nara manuscript (22 plus 15 plus
15). Since only some records give sheet length, it is difficult to distinguish between a text in the Nara manuscript
and Zhisheng’s excluded text. Nevertheless there is no mention anywhere of a first fascicle of a Chan mi yao
Jing AL E 5 in 15 sheets, which is what the first fascicle of Zhisheng excluded text would have been. Nor are
there any records of an complete four-fascicle text whose page lengths add up to the hypothetical four-fascicle
Chan Essentials from which the first fascicle of the Nara manuscript might have come. It thus seems likely that
neither Zhisheng’s excluded text nor a complete four-fascicle version ever made it to Japan. The only point
arguing against this is that the calligraphy of the dedications of merit on the Nara manuscript, written at the end
of each fascicle, show that there was a different copyist for fascicle 1 compared with fascicles 2 through 5. This
might suggest that fascicle 1 was originally considered a separate text, and hence copied by different scribes, and
was only combined with the remaining fascicles later.

137Tsukinowa Kenryii also noted the comments in the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era concerning the five-fascicle
Chan mi yao jing #4s%& % (Tsukinowa 1971, 109). He suggested, however, that this must have been an “early
draft” of the material that Chinese authors eventually compiled into the Chan Essentials and the Methods for
Curing. Now that we know what Zhisheng’s text looked like, we can see that Tsukinowa’s hypothesis cannot be
correct. Nevertheless he was likely correct to suggest that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing were
originally joined as a single text, as I will show below.

138Note that the arrangement found in Zhisheng’s five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing # 4% 5 is clearly a mistake.
Passing directly from the end of the first fascicle of the Methods for Curing to the beginning of the second
fascicle of the Nara manuscript (as would occur when reading Zhisheng’s text) any competent reader would
notice a problem. The question here thus concerns only the titles of these texts, not their content.
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jing # A5 & %5 was ambiguous, referring on the one hand to the Chan Essentials, on the other to
the Methods for Curing (or at least part of it). This fact will prove extremely important when we
evaluate the earlier catalogs. Indeed most scholars generally assume that if the title (and perhaps
length) of a text in an ancient catalog matches the title of an extant text, their content must have
been the same. And though often a reasonable assumption, in the case of the text titled Chan mi
yao jing #4s& %5 this proves problematic. Using the ancient catalogs to track the textual
history of the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing is thus potentially much more
complicated than has been assumed.

Catalog records pertaining to the Chan Essentials

Because the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era gave official approval only to the three-fascicle
Chan mi yao fa # 4% ;% attributed to Kumarajiva, it was this text under this attribution that
was included in the printed editions of the canon (as the Chan Essentials). Modern scholars have
noted, however, that the Records of the Canon (early sixth-century), the earliest Chinese catalog
of Buddhist texts, suggests that the Chan Essentials was first associated not with Kumarajiva but
with the famous chan master Dharmamitra, who as discussed above was also associated with
some of the Contemplation Scriptures. Even those scholars skeptical that the Chan Essentials
was a translation have agreed that Dharmamitra was the first person associated with this text.'

The evidence for Dharmamitra’s early association with this text is the catalog section of
the Records of the Canon, which attributes to him four texts, all supposedly translated during the
Yuanjia = &, (424-454) era at the Zhihuan 4%;2 (Jetavana) temple, the wealthiest and most
famous monastery in the capital. The catalog here assigns to Dharmamitra four texts:

1) Chan mi yao 4% % | in 3 fascicles.'”® A note, written in smaller characters, gives a

variant title, Chan fa yao ;% & , and says that a five-fascicle version also exists.

2) Wu men chan jing yao yong fa I A5 & * ;2 one fascicle.'”

139See Yamabe 1999b, 106—107 for a summary of scholars’ conclusions. Yamabe himself does not think that the
text is an actual translation, but he agrees that Dharmamitra was the first person associated with it.

140The translation supposedly took place in Yuanjia 18 (442). This date is problematic, for the catalog in the
Records of the Canon states that all of Dharmamitra’s translations took place at the Zhihuan 4%7& temple. But
Dharmamitra’s biography, from a different section of the Records of the Canon, says that he died in Yuanjia 19
at the Upper Dinglin }+ Z_#k temple on Mt. Zhong 4£ .11, a temple he had helped construct. Though the
biography does not specify when Dharmamitra moved to this new location, Dharmamitra’s biographies in the
Biographies of Eminent Monks and the Biographies of Famous Monks say that he moved first to the Lower
Dinglin temple in Yuanjia 10, moving to the Upper Dinglin temple on the same mountain shortly thereafter,
where he remained until his death (T.2059:50.343a14-15; X.1523:77.355b8). Thus any translation carried out in
Yuanjia 18 should presumably have been at the Upper Dinglin temple, not the Zhihuan temple.

141T.2145:55.12b27—c4. Especially when concerned with single character readings, as I will be here, the Taisho
edition of the Records of the Canon must be used with caution because the Taisho editors did not have access to
the Kunaisho ¥ J* %4 edition (that normally collated as ¥ , P). For verifying readings I have thus also consulted
Q, J, and K' (the first carving of the Korean canon). Through the good offices of Professor Ochiai Toshinori I
have also been able to consult a manuscript copy of the Records of the Canon text from Nanatsudera, one of the
only known versions of this text from a lineage outside of the printed canons.
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3) Pu xian guan ¥ %, the Samantabhadra Contemplation, one fascicle.
4) Xu kong zang guan i 7% # ., the Akasagarbha Contemplation, one fascicle.

Most scholars have concluded that the Chan mi yao #44%& mentioned here is the Chan
Essentials. Indeed the length (three fascicles) is the same, and the title, though not identical to
the Chan Essentials (F4&%& % ), 1s very similar.

However though this point is often forgotten, the catalog section of the Records of the
Canon is not actually our earliest source for bibliographic information, as the translators’
biographies, found in another section of the Records of the Canon, are generally considered to
have been completed several decades before the catalog.'* And Dharmamitra’s biography there
contradicts the catalog, for it specifically says that he translated three, not four texts (= #8.5):'%

1) Something called the Zhu jing chan fa yao 7% 5582 &
2) Puxian guan ¥ %, the Samantabhadra Contemplation
3) Xu kong zang guan & % % ., the Akasagarbha Contemplation

The two Contemplation Scriptures are the same ones listed in the catalog. But here, in contrast to
the catalog, Dharmamitra is assigned only a single chan text, and moreover the title of this text
does not contain the key word “secret” (4&). What then was this text, number 1) above? Here
some difficulties of interpretation arise since this title does not appear in any later sources.'* I
would hypothesize, however, that this is likely the same text that later catalogs, including the
catalog from the Records of the Canon, call the Wu men chan jing yao yong fa I B 5 & *
(the Five Gates). Indeed these titles seem to have a similar meaning: “The essential methods of
chan [drawn from] various scriptures” (3% 542 & ), and “The essential methods [drawn from]
the chan scripture(s) in five gates” (7 F* A5 & * ;%)

Although there thus remain some lingering uncertainties, at least one thing is clear—the
earliest known source associates Dharmamitra with only a single chan text, and only later, when
the catalog from the Records of the Canon was finished in 517, was Dharmamitra connected to

142The biographies were finished before the end of the Qi # dynasty (479-502), several decades before the
completion of the catalog section in 517 (Naito 1958, Palumbo 2003, 197). This can be seen because they use
the expression ¢i yan % % (“in the language of Qi”) to explain Indian words in Chinese. Although parts of the
catalog section were probably completed during this time, it contains revisions made up until the year 517. I
wish to thank Antonello Palumbo for taking the time to discuss with me the issue of the stratification of the
Records of the Canon and for sharing with me portions of his unpublished research of this subject.

143T.2145:55.105a21-22

144 Another possibility, suggested by Kamata Shigeo, would be that zhu jing 3 5, “various scriptures,” is not part
of the title of the first text, but rather means “the following scriptures” (Kamata 1982, 4:11). If this were true
then the remaining characters chan fa yao ;% & might refer to the Chan mi yao 744 %& mentioned in the
catalog, whose alternate name is indeed given as Chan fa yao #% % .

145Note that Dharmamitra’s biography in the Biographies of Eminent Monks here writes chan jing chan fa yao &
ZME & | not zhu jing chan fa yao 3 52 & (T.2059:50.343a4-5). We might interpret the title from the
Biographies of Eminent Monks as “The essential methods of chan [drawn from] the chan scriptures,” a title even
closer to the Five Gates.
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the Chan mi yao 345 % | the text that scholars have seen to be the Chan Essentials.
Records pertaining to the Methods for Curing

Dharmamitra’s early association with the text called Chan mi yao 744 % is thus less
certain than it first appeared. There is, however, another reference in the Records of the Canon
catalog to a text called Chan mi yao jing 44 % 5."* This text, however, is listed as an
“excerpt” (#)) of the so-called Secret Chan Methods for Curing Illness (Chan yao mi mi zhi bing
Jing AR & 45 ip s 5 Secret Chan Cures hereafter), a text that has been interpreted by scholars
as an older title for the Methods for Curing. It is worth pausing for a moment to realize that this
is actually the earliest mention of the title Chan mi yao jing # 45 & %5, which by the late sixth
century was a chan text associated with both Kumarajiva and Dharmamitra,'’ and was later the
title of the text removed from the canon by Zhisheng (which also, incidentally, apparently
contained material from the Methods for Curing, as discussed above). In other words from our
first records in the early sixth century the title Chan mi yao jing # 45 & %5 referred not to the
Chan Essentials as we have it today, or at at least not only to that, but also to a text that included
material found in the so-called Secret Chan Cures (A& & 4% % i s ), which again has been
equated with the Methods for Curing (i A8 4% %),

But are these two texts, whose titles are different but both contain the key character
“illness” (bing ), really the same? Scholars have assumed this based on the following facts:

1) The Records of the Canon catalog records the Secret Chan Cures in two fascicles, as a
translation of the layman Juqu Jingsheng ;& & % %-.'* This is supported by Juqu
Jingsheng’s biographies.'™® Later catalogs associate Juqu Jingsheng with the differently
titled Methods for Curing, and make no mention of the Secret Chan Cures, suggesting
that these are one and the same text.

2) The colophon to the Secret Chan Cures preserved in the Records of the Canon, which
mentions Juqu Jingsheng, is the same as the colophon attached to the end of all known
copies of the Methods for Curing, again suggesting that these are the same text.""

3) The Methods for Curing has two fascicles, matching Records of the Canon entry for the
Secret Chan Cures.

Although these points are compelling, a closer investigation reveals some difficulties. For
example if the Secret Chan Cures and the Methods for Curing are the same text why do they

146T.2145:55.30¢7

147Li dai san bao ji Ff ** = ¥ %, T.2034:49.78a2 and 92b13.

148As we will see, the title Zhi chan bing mi yao fa i3 J5#4% 2 is attested beginning from the late sixth century.

149T.2145:55.13al 1. In the Records of the Canon he is called Marquis Juqu of Anyang (G2 & % s i3 ). Fajing’s
Catalog in the late sixth century is the first source to say that his given name was Jingsheng #. #-
(T.2146:55.144b23). For the sake of consistency I will use this name throughout.

150Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.106¢2-3; Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.337al1-12.

151T.2145:55.66a24
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have such different titles?'** Furthermore though the Records of the Canon says that the Secret
Chan Cures was two fascicles, thus matching the extant versions of the Methods for Curing,
between the late sixth and ninth centuries the Methods for Curing existed only in a single-
fascicle version.'*® The present, two-fascicle Methods for Curing, the format used in the printed
canons, appeared only after the ninth century. For over three hundred years there is no record of
a two-fascicle Methods for Curing, so it is problematic to assume that the two fascicles of the
Secret Chan Cures listed in the Records of the Canon from the early sixth-century were exactly
the same as the two fascicles of the present-day Methods for Curing.

The strongest argument in favor of the identity of the Secret Chan Cures and the Methods
for Curing is thus the colophon. But what, precisely does this document tell us? As indicated
above what the Records of the Canon records as the colophon to the Secret Chan Cures also
appears at the end of the Methods for Curing itself. In the Records of the Canon, this document
is called a “postscript to the translation” (] 5 {5 32)."** Such postscripts typically appear at the
end of a text, as this one does in the extant versions of the Methods for Curing. It is thus
important to realize that the compiler of the Records of the Canon almost certainly did not
possess this colophon as an independent document, but rather reproduced the colophon as found
attached to the text as he had it. Thus when the Records of the Canon calls this colophon the
Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing ji #& & 45 % /v 5 32, this is not an independent title, but means
that this is the “notice” (ji 3z) attached to the text called Secret Chan Cures (Chan yao mi mi zhi
bing jing A& & 453 e s %).!% The colophon itself mentions neither the title of the text, nor its

152Although the titles use similar characters, only the Methods for Curing speaks of “curing chan sickness” i #&J5,
a rather unique idea that is not mentioned at all in the other title.

1531n catalogs later than the Records of the Canon the chan text attributed to Juqu Jingsheng is given the title Zhi
chan bing mi yao fa i¢ A8 1% = (Methods for Curing), or a close variant thereof, and said to be one fascicle
only. Only the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era (730) mentions two fascicles as a possibility. However the Catalog of
the Kaiyuan Era is also the first source to say that the Methods for Curing has the alternate name Secret Chan
Cures. Catalogs dating from between the Records of the Canon and the Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era say nothing
about the Methods for Curing having an alternate name or length. This suggests that the editors of the Catalog of
the Kaiyuan Era personally saw neither a text called Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing A8 & 4% % i Js 5. (Secret
Chan Cures) nor a two-fascicle Methods for Curing. Rather they investigated the historical records from
previous catalogs and concluded that the Secret Chan Cures was the same as the Methods for Curing. They then
assigned this information—both the old title and the old length—as an alternative name and format for the
Methods for Curing. That there did not actually exist a two-fascicle Methods for Curing prior to the era of the
printed canons is confirmed from Japanese manuscript collections, which generally stem from Tang-dynasty
lineages, where we find only one-fascicle versions. So too in China even ninth-century sources like the Glosses
on the Canon (Yi gie jing yin yi — *» &% #&) know the Methods for Curing only as a single-fascicle text. The
one-fascicle Methods for Curing that circulated between the sixth and ninth centuries was assuredly equal to the
entirety of the two-fascicle Methods for Curing from the printed canons. This can be seen directly in the
Japanese manuscript copies (of which I have personally consulted that from Kongo-ji), and is moreover
confirmed by the length of 28 sheets for the one-fascicle Methods for Curing given in catalogs beginning from
the seventh century. This length of 28 sheets corresponds exactly to the Japanese manuscript copies (which
employ standard Tang-dynasty sized pages), and represents the entire two-fascicle Methods for Curing.

154T.2145:55.66a24

155That the colophon did not carry a separate title can be seen by the references in other catalogs to something
called a Zhi chan bing mi yao fa ji e AL R0 E 2 e (Fajings Catalog, T.2146:55.146¢12-13). This would
appear to be what the Records of the Canon lists as the colophon to the Secret Chan Cures. But note that here the

118



Chapter 2: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (II)

length, and speaks only of “this scripture.”

Thus, strictly speaking, that the colophon attached to the Methods for Curing is the same
as the colophon associated with the Secret Chan Cures in the Records of the Canon only
demonstrates that the final page of the Secret Chan Cures was the same as the final page of the
Methods for Curing. If, for example, the Secret Chan Cures contained additional material at the
beginning of the text that was at some point removed, this would not have affected the colophon,
which would have remained attached to the end and been interpreted by any new readers as
referring only to the text to which it was now attached.

This now brings us to the most important point—just as with Dharmamitra, there is a
major contradiction between Juqu Jingsheng’s biography in the Records of the Canon and the
Records of the Canon catalog. Like the catalog, the biography associates Juqu Jingsheng with
the Secret Chan Cures; but it clearly states that this text was five fascicles,'*® contradicting the
length given in the catalog (two fascicles).

This is a serious problem."’” Though it was not unusual for the same text to exist in
different formats, and fascicles (juan %) themselves did not have a precisely defined length,'®
compressing five fascicles into two fascicles would require more than doubling their size.
Moreover if we assume this for the sake of argument it then becomes impossible for the extant
Methods for Curing (in two fascicles) to be the Secret Chan Cures, because the Methods for
Curing already has abnormally short fascicles, 14 or 15 standard Tang-dynasty pages (by way of
comparison, half the length of each fascicle of three-fascicle Chan Essentials). If the Methods
for Curing were divided into five fascicles, each would be roughly six Tang-dynasty pages, an
impossibly short length.

The five-fascicle Secret Chan Cures mentioned in Juqu Jingsheng’s biography, the two-
fascicle Secret Chan Cures in the Records of the Canon catalog, and the single fascicle Methods
for Curing mentioned in Tang-dynasty catalogs (which in the printed versions today has been
divided into two fascicles) thus cannot possibly all be the same text. Between the late fifth
century, when Juqu Jingsheng’s biography was written, and the late sixth century, when catalogs
first record a one-fascicle Methods for Curing, the chan text associated with Juqu Jingsheng
seems to have grown progressively smaller. During this same period of time, moreover, there
began to appear other chan texts whose titles included the unusual character mi 4%, “secret.” One
such text was called Chan mi yao jing # 44 %& %, and was an excerpt of Juqu Jingsheng’s text.
Other texts using this word were attributed to other translators, and by the time of the Records of
the Canon catalog (517 CE) Dharmamitra, one of the most famous chan masters of the fifth
century, was also associated with one such text, entitled Chan mi yao & 4% . By the late sixth
century catalogs speak of two texts bearing the title Chan mi yao jing #44% 5, one attributed
to Dharmamitra and another attributed to Kumarajtva. Meanwhile Juqu Jingsheng was left with a
single-fascicle text now called Methods for Curing (Zhi chan bing mi yao fa ie A8 Jp $0% i2).

title of the colophon reflects the new title of the text.
156The Biographies of Eminent Monks gives the same information.
157This point was noted by Tsukinowa, but he did not investigate the implications (Tsukinowa 1971, 104)
158In general they ranged between 20 and 30 “pages” (zhi *\), refering to the individual sheets of paper, of a
standard size, that were glued together to form the scroll (Fujieda 1999, 178).
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The transmission of the texts

Thus though scholars have imagined that two fixed texts (corresponding to the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing) were transmitted from the late fifth century until the first
printing of the canon, the evidence suggests that the process was not this simple. Indeed the
gradual shrinking of Juqu Jingsheng’s Secret Chan Cures suggests rather that the material now
divided between the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing was, originally, the five-fascicle
collection associated with Juqu Jingsheng. The plausibility of this scenario is supported by the
intertwined history of the transmission of the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing. As
discussed above scholars have usually first looked to the Records of the Canon catalog and
simply equated Dharmamitra’s Chan mi yao 744 % and Juqu Jingsheng’s Secret Chan Cures
with the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing respectively. Any differing information in later
catalogs has been taken to be either unreliable or confused.

This, however, assumes that the shape and composition of these two texts has remained
constant, and that confusion occurred only among catalogers as they considered to whom to
attribute the texts. Yet when we pair the catalog data with the citations preserved in other sources
it becomes clear that any attempt to correlate the Chan Essentials or Methods for Curing with
records in the catalogs is problematic. In other words, the confusing later catalog records—
which assign a text with the same title (Chan mi yao jing # 4% & ) to two different translators
(Kumarajiva and Dharmamitra)—seem to reflect the actual presence of multiple, differently
formatted texts.

Below I list the information contained in the extant catalogs dating from the late sixth
through eighth centuries.'® T will group the texts according to the assigned translator, as this
allows us to chart the texts consistently in spite of changes in title. The numbers in parentheses
are the fascicle lengths:

Translator — Juqu Jingsheng Dharmamitra Kumarajiva

Catalog'® |

1591 include here only the information from the “canon” (ru zang * #) sections of these texts. Many “catalogs” of
Chinese Buddhist texts are not simply catalogs but histories, and in addition to a list of texts currently available
they often include a historical record of the activities of past translators. These historical sections often collate
the information from past catalogs, and thus have no value as records of contemporaneously available texts.

160The catalogs listed here are (1) Fajing's Catalog (594 CE). Completed under the direction of Fajing ;% 5, this
catalog is officially called Catalog of the Canon (Zhong jing mu lu ¥ 35 P 4%; T.2146). (2) Records of .
Succession (Records of Buddhism through the Generations; Li dai san bao ji F * = ¥ % ; T.2034). Completed
in 597, this catalog is full of false attributions and other errors, but its record of contemporaneously available
texts is not problematic. (3) Catalog of the Renshou Era (602 CE). The Catalog of the Canon (Zhong jing mu lu
A % B 4%; T.2147), compiled by Yancong 7 % during the Renshou reign period. (4) Jingtai'’s Catalog. The
third and final Catalog of the Canon (Zhong jing mu lu 8§ P 4; T.2148), completed around the same time as
the Tang Catalog of Buddhist Scriptures (below). (5) Tang Catalog of Buddhist Scriptures (664 CE). Compiled
by Daoxuan if 7, its full title is Catalog of Buddhist Scriptures Compiled During the Great Tang Dynasty (Da
tang nei dian lu ~ B p & 4; T.2149). (6) Catalog of the Great Zhou (695 CE). The Da zhou kan king zhong
Jing mu lu = % 7| 2} 5P & (T.2153), compiled under the reign of Empress Wu. (7) Catalog of the Kaiyuan _
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Renshou Era

Wpisk (1)

A note reads: “Also called Chan
fayao #i* & , and sometimes
occurring in 3 fascicles.”

Fajing s Zhi chan bing mi yao i | Chan mi yao #4is%& (3) Chan mi yao fa &
Catalog ;‘fﬁ_;;’;; & (1) A note reads: “Also called Chan | 34 & ?3)
Jayao #;% & , and sometimes
occurring in 5 fascicles.”
Records of Zhi chan bing mi yao fa | Chan mi yao ing #%& 5
Succession jing s pAsE R (1) [(3)"
Catalog of the | Zhi chan bing mi yao ;> | Chan mi yao #i%%& (4) Chan mi yao fa &

WEE (3)

A note reads: “Also called Zhi
chan bing mi yao fa i A8 55 4%
& ;2. Also called Chan yao mi
mi zhi bing jing # & A& % i s

. Also in 2 fascicles.”

canon)

Jingtai's Zhi chan bing mi yao i | Chan mi yao jing 38 45& 5 | Chan mi yao fa #&
Catalog HopAe g (1) (5) & E (3)
28 pages () 71 pages. 75 pages
A note reads: “Also called Chan
fayao i &
Tang Catalog of | Zhi chan bing mi yao > | Chan mi yao #i%%& (5) Chan mi yao fa &
Buddhist Mopaet (1) 71 pages. &2 (3)
Scripture 28 pages A note reads: “Also in 3 fascicles. |75 pages
Also called Chan fa yao #.;% & .”
Catalog of the | Zhi chan bing mi yao > | Chan mi yao jing #i%% 5 | Chan mi yao jing
Great Zhou | j8y546% (1) (5) BASE 5 (4)
A note reads: “Also called Chan | A note reads: “Also
Jayao # ;2 & . Alsoin 2 (3?) called Chan mi yao #%
fascicles.” &
Catalog of the | Zhi chan bing mi yao jing | Chan mi yao jing #s& 5 | Chan mi yao jing
Kaiyuan Era e AR ASE (1) (5) AR (3)
(730) 28 pages. (removed from the offical 84 pages

A note reads: “Also
called Chan mi yao fa
MR L2 Alsoind
fascicles.”

Reading these entries as records of the transmission of these texts between the late sixth
and eighth centuries, a few salient points emerge. The text attributed to Juqu Jingsheng,
seemingly equal to the extant version of the Methods for Curing, had a relatively fixed form. But

Era (730 CE). The Kaiyuan shi jiao lu B ~ & %45 (T.2154) compiled by Zhisheng % & .
161The catalog in the Record of Sucession does not list translators, and only records one text of this title.
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the text(s) whose title began with the words chan mi yao #44% had much more variation.
Indeed catalogs record two different texts, one attributed to Dharmamitra and one to
Kumarajiva, each with slightly different names. The problem, however, is that we do not always
know to what these titles refer. For, as we have seen, in later times Chan mi yao jing #4s& 5
was the title of both a five fascicle text, whose first fascicle was the same as the first fascicle of
the Methods for Curing, and a three fascicle text, equal to the extant Chan Essentials.

If we simply take the extant Chan Essentials and attempt to locate it in the catalogs,
Dharmamitra’s Chan mi yao # 4% | first mentioned in the Records of the Canon, appears the
most likely candidate. But this fails to consider that there actually were two different texts in
circulation. It was not simply a matter of the same text eventually becoming attributed to
Kumarajiva. Moreover in the Tang dynasty it was the text attributed to Dharmamitra that was
jumbled and confused, incorporating material from the Methods for Curing and proceeding to
different material in the second fascicle (the text excluded from the canon in the Catalog of the
Kaiyuan Era). There is thus no reason at all to think that the Chan mi yao 344 %&  attributed to
Dharmamitra in the Records of the Canon was the three-fascicle Chan mi yao fa # 4% 2 later
associated with Kumarajiva (which eventually became the Chan Essentials as we have it today).
It is further significant that when two texts titled Chan mi yao # 4% % —Dharmamitra’s and
Kumarajiva’s—appear in the catalog records, the two-fascicle Secret Chan Cures disappears
forever, replaced by the Methods for Curing in one fascicle. In other words it seems likely that
whatever change resulted in the Secret Chan Cures (originally in five fascicles, then later in two)
becoming the single-fascicle Methods for Curing also resulted in the creation of two different
texts called Chan mi yao F 4%

When we examine the citations of the Methods for Curing and the Chan Essentials
preserved in other sources, the waters become even more muddied, and here I ask the reader’s
indulgence to present information that serves not to clarify, but to undermine any confidence we
have in knowing just what text a given medieval catalog was really referring to when it used any
of these two titles.'®

A seventh-century encyclopedia thus cites several passages under the title Chan mi yao
jing Mg 5! some of which are from the Chan Essentials, others from the first fascicle of
the Methods for Curing.'®* This could be explained by the five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing %%
% seen by Zhisheng (surviving in part as fascicles 2 through 5 of the Nara manuscript). But this
encyclopedia also cites, under the same name, material from the second fascicle of the Methods
for Curing,'® and the five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing # 44 & 5 cannot account for this.

Indeed, the text excluded from the canon by Zhisheng is just the tip of the iceberg, as
shown by Xuanying’s = /& seventh-century glossary, the Pronunciations and Meaning of

1621 will limit my remarks to the most important passages. For all known citations see p.136.

163These citations are discussed by Kawaguchi 2000, 283-287. Many also appear in the Compendium of Scriptural
Essentials (Zhu jing yao ji %5 & ).

164See 10a, 10b below, p.136.

165See 10c below, p.136.
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[words in] the Canon (Yi gie jing yin yi — *» &+ #%).'°° All in all Xuanying provides glosses for
selected words from three fascicles of a Zhi chan bing mi yao jing iv#J5 #0% 1, fascicle two
(only) of a Chan mi yao fa 744 % ;% | and for a single-fascicle text called Zhi chan bing mi yao
fa ieARpH 0% 2, apparently something different than the similarly titled first text. These
glosses and their associated text titles show just how problematic it is to assume that the
surviving catalogs reflect the totality of textual transmission on the ground. Thus, for example,
seventh-century catalogs only ever list one text called Zhi chan bing mi yao jing iv- A& 5 #6% .,
always in a single fascicle. Yet Xuanying seems to have had a text bearing this same title in three
fascicles, not to mention an entirely different text bearing the similar title Zhi chan bing mi yao
fa AP ALE % . Xuanying’s glossary, moreover, cites individual words from each text, so we
are able to align them with extant material:

Xuanying’s texts Present day text in which the words appear

A) Zhi chan bing mi yao | Methods for Curing, fascicle 1
Jing ie AR L G

fascicle 1

B) ibid., fascicle 2 Chan Essentials fascicle 1 (but only the second half, thus potentially
corresponding to fascicle 2 of the Nara manuscript)

C) ibid., fascicle 3 Chan Essentials tascicle 2 (but only the first half, thus potentially

corresponding to fascicle 3 of the Nara manuscript).

D) Chan mi yao fa #4% | Chan Essentials fascicle 1 (but only the first half, thus potentially
& ;% fascicle 2 (only) |corresponding to an otherwise unknown text comprised of the
portions of fascicle one of the Chan Essentials not contained in
fascicle two of the Nara manuscript).

E) Zhi chan bing mi yao | Methods for Curing, fascicle 2.
Ja oA R & 2

Since Xuanying glosses only a few words from each text these correspondences are tentative.
However several points cannot be denied. First, Xuanying had two different texts whose titles
began with the words zhi chan bing i85 . No extant catalog makes any mention of multiple
texts with this name. Second, one of these texts had (at least) three fascicles, which seem to have
been the same as the first three fascicles of the five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing #4:& 5 seen by

166Two medieval texts bearing the title Pronunciations and Meaning of [words in] the Canon (Yi gie jing yin yi —
*7 %4 ) have been transmitted. The first is by Xuanying (active mid seventh-century). Two versions of this
25-fascicle text exist, glossing the same words but using different fan gie * *» readings and often different
explanations of the meaning. The first the of these is transmitted in the canons of the Kaibao lineage (such as the
Jin canon and the Korean canons), and the second is that found in the so-called southern Song canons (P, Q, S,
etc). Another text with this same name was compiled by Huilin £k in the 9™ century. The Taishd canon
includes only this version, in 100 fascicles. Huilin’s version incorporates most of Xuanying’s version, and marks
entries drawn from it with the words “compiled by Xuanying” (% & #£). For more details, see Takata 1994.
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Zhisheng. Third, Xuanying lists the second fascicle of a Chan mi yao fa # 44 % ;% (D above),
whose contents align with the first half of the first fascicle of the Chan Essentials. Finally the
last text, E), seems to correspond to those parts of the Methods for Curing not contained in the
first fascicle of Zhisheng’s five-fascicle Chan mi yao jing #44% . Putting this information
together, we arrive at the following tentative correspondence between Xuanying’s texts and the
extant versions of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing:

Chan Essentials Methods for Curing
1 2

1— 2 —

W

iNara 2 Nara 3 iNara 4 Nara 5

Although we might suppose that Xuanying’s texts were an aberration, the poorly organized
collection of a single library, his versions of this material continued to circulate until the twilight
of the manuscript era. Thus Chengguan’s /& B ninth-century commentary to the Hua yan jing
= B4 cites fascicle one of a Zhi chan bing mi yao jing e AR B ASE 5. We might at first
expect this to be the Methods for Curing. However since he calls it fascicle “number one” (% - ),
not “upper” (_F ), we can infer that this text had at least three fascicles. The contents, moreover,
correspond to the first fascicle of the Methods for Curing, precisely what Xuanying calls fascicle
number one of a three-fascilce text bearing this same title. Thus Xuanying’s otherwise unattested
Zhi chan bing mi yao jing iw#J5#4% 5 in three fascicles apparently continued to circulate
during the seventh, eighth and even ninth centuries.

Most interesting of all is that Chengguan gives the translator of the text: “This scripture
was translated at the Zhihuan #%;& monastery in Yangzhou in the 18" year of the Yuanjia reign
period of the Song dynasty, by the monk Dharmamitra.”'*” This is precisely the same
information found in the Records of the Canon, and all later catalogs where, however, it is
associated with Dharmamitra’s translation of the text variously entitled Chan mi yao 345 % |
Chan mi yao jing 4% 5, or Chan mi yao fa #45% ;% . In other words it would appear that
Chengguan had before him a text titled called Zhi chan bing mi yao jing i¢A8 i 14-% 5 that
contained the above information about Dharmamitra on its opening page (such information is
often included after the title of a text). Given the way these titles were freely interchanged, it

167 g FAELANENPEBER ZH s F (T.1736:36.334a19-23).
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now begins to seem possible that the text attributed in catalogs to Dharmamitra under the name
Chan mi yao # 44 % had always been something similar in format to Zhisheng’s excluded text,
that is to say a text containing material from both the Chan Essentials and the Methods for
Curing.

Textual history: tentative conclusions

At this point the situation may seem hopelessly confused, and to some degree I think this
is true. What I want to stress, however, is that this confusion is not just the absence of
information—rather, we have too much information, and what our information shows is that the
transmission of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing was, for several centuries,
confused, and this confusion dates back at least to the Records of the Canon, the earliest and thus
supposedly most reliable catalog.

As we have seen, material from both the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing
continued to appear throughout the sixth, seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries within texts whose
titles began both with Chan mi yao #844% and Zhi chan bing i¢#%. In other words when we
see the titles Chan Essentials (Chan mi yao jing #4s& 5) or Methods for Curing (Zhi chan
bing mi yao fa i A8 5 #6-% 2 ) in a catalog, we have no way of knowing what this refers to.

Only in the biographies from the Records of the Canon, our very earliest set of sources,
does their appear to be any clarity. There we have one text whose title contains the word “secret”
(mi #%). This text, the Secret Chan Cures (Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing 3£ & 3% e ), was
associated with Juqu Jingsheng and was five fascicles in length. Although there is no way to
directly verify this, a text of this size is long enough to have included all the material presently
found in both the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing. Schematically we can represent
the situation as follows:
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Late fifth century Early fifth Late sixth

(Records of the century century and

Canon biographies) (Records of the beyond
Canon catalog) (catalogs and
1) Secret Chan citations)

Cures, 2 fascicles,
attributed to Juqu
Jingsheng

Various different
texts with two main
types of names: 1)
Zhi chan bing iy

Secret Chan Cures
(Chan yao mi mi zhi

2) Chan mi yao ji
bing jing & FL %05 ) yaol

28 2 s .
B0 ), 5 fascicles, o i and 2) Chan
; . rpted (in an . B
associated with Juqu undetermined miyao BASK ,
Jingsheng manner) from 1) most of which are
above. attributed Fo
Dharmamitra. One
seemingly stable
) . configuration
3) Chan mi yao & remains attributed
#%&  (or Chan fa to Juqu Jingsheng
yao M= & ) 3 and survives as the
fascicles, attributed Methods for
to Dharmamitra. Curing. Another
configuration

becomes the Chan
Essentials in 3
fascicles, attributed
to Kumarajiva.

There is no way of precisely mapping the above, hypothetical evolution. Although we can track
certain changes beginning from the seventh century based on information such as page length
and citations preserved in other texts, for the first two hundred years of these texts’ existence all
we have are titles, which as I hope is now clear are of little use. The simplest solution, one that
simultaneously accounts for the stylistic similarities and thematic continuity between them,
would be that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing originally were a single body of
material, that linked to Juqu Jingsheng under the name Secret Chan Cures.

Internally, I would suggest that the Methods for Curing would have immediately
followed the Chan Essentials. Indeed there is a certain continuity between the fourth and final
sutra of the Chan Essentials and the opening of the Methods for Curing. The fourth sutra of the
Chan Essentials presents Agnidatta, who in a past life once “went mad owing to a disturbance in
the wind element” (4.19) and killed many people. As a result of this karma in his present life
should Agnidatta enter the samadhi of the wind element “his head will split into seven pieces
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and his heart will rip in half.” Although this sutra clearly represents the culmination of the Chan
Essentials, the Methods for Curing begins with a discussion of illness that can arise during
contemplation of the wind element. Indeed the first sutra of the Methods for Curing is framed
with a story of a group of monks who “while immersed in the contemplation of the wind element
entered a state of madness.” (5.2). The Chan Essentials thus flows naturally into the beginning
of the Methods for Curing.

The eventual division of this material into the Chan Essentials and the Methods for
Curing was not, however, entirely arbitrary, and it clearly created two texts that can stand
independently. Indeed it is even possible to read the hypothetical original title, Chan yao mi mi
zhi bing jing A& 4% i% 7 1., as the name of not one but two texts: a Chan yao mi mi 7% &
%, “Secret Methods of Meditation,” and a Zhi bing jing i+ &, “Scripture for Healing Illness.”
These two titles correspond well to the contents of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing
respectively.'®®

Juqu Jingsheng & 3} % #

In the end we thus return to Juqu Jingsheng and the Secret Chan Cures, a text that I will
now consider to have included both the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing. As mentioned
above a colophon for this text (or collection of texts) survives. But because scholars have often
assumed that the Methods for Curing was not a straightforward translation, its colophon,
supposed a record of the text’s translation, has not been investigated carefully. However the
colophon does not seem to actually claim that Juqu Jingsheng translated the text:

The Marquis Juqu of Anyang, a younger paternal cousin of the king of Hexi [Juqu
Mengsun], studied with the Indian monk Buddhasena, a sramana of the Mahayana, at the
Vajra forest-hermitage of the Jumadi temple in Khotan. He [Buddhasena] was
extraordinarily gifted, unrivaled throughout many lands. He could recite half a million
verses [of scripture], and was also knowledgeable concerning methods of chan. He had
mastered both Buddhist and secular [writings], and there was no text of any kind in
which he was not proficient. Thus was he known in the world as a lion among men. Juqu
personally received the transmission [of this text] from him, and could recite it from
memory without mistake. On the eighth day of the ninth month of the second year of the
Xiaojian era (454) of the Song dynasty, he started recording this scripture at the Bamboo
Grove monastery, and was finished on the 25" day of that month. The nun Huirui was the

sponsor.'®

168Interestingly the text attributed to Juqu Jingsheng in the Biographies of Eminent Monks is named Chan mi yao
zhi bing jing FASE i 5 5., in contrast to Chan yao mi mi zhi bing jing & %8 i 5 15 from his (earlier)
biography in the Records of the Canon. And the first three characters in the title from the Biographies of
Eminent Monks (344 % ) are indeed identical to the title of the text attributed to Dharmamitra in the Records of
the Canon catalog. In other words the title of Juqu Jingsheng’s text in the Biographies of Eminent Monks may
represent its name just before it was split into two texts, Chan mi yao jing # 4% & and Zhi chan bin mi yao fa
e AR $0& 7%, the Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing respectively.

1697 F 2 /83 A B BRB G > T FRERET X ZI{(AMFPREALLE > KX E L r A fyP e . o
AR R ERBPH > FLTRE APEZ > PEE S BEETR Y AR AP RS o BB
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Working backwards, the “production” ( #!) of the text was sponsored by Huirui, a nun who,
according to the early sixth-century Biographies of the Nuns had been responsible for raising the
funds for the construction of the Zhuyuan temple, also mentioned in the colophon.'” But the
colophon does not actually say that Juqu Jingsheng translated this text at this time. The verb that
describes his activity, shu chu % 1!, is not entirely transparent, and Juqu Jingsheng’s
biographies use slightly dlfferent words. The Records of the Canon, for example, writes that “the
nun Huirui overheard [Juqu Jingsheng] reciting a chan scripture and asked that [he] transcribe
(chuan xie 1% %) it. He had so thoroughly mastered it that he could write it down without
trouble. In seventeen days he produced five fascicles.”'”! The Biographies of Eminent Monks
says merely that Huirui “asked [Juqu Jingsheng] to produce the chan scripture” (G 48 ).
While “produce” (chu 1) often implies “translate,”'” the words in the colophon (shu
chu % 11) and Records of the Canon (chuan xie 1 %) usually do not. Though shu chu % 1! is
rare,'™ chuan xie @ % seems clearly to mean transcription, and this term actually had a
technical meaning as the member of a translation team who wrote down the orally translated
Chinese text.'” That this is what Juqu Jingsheng did makes sense given the context. Indeed
Huirui first overhears Juqu Jingsheng chanting, and the logic of the anecdote suggests that what
she heard was a Chinese text. That Juqu Jingsheng “had so thoroughly mastered it” that he was

FEORFAF > MRFE-EL T AP oNBEHET G2 A 2 ST Pz REF S BA -
(T.2145:55.66a25-b2). I here give the version of the colophon as found in the Records of the Canon, where there
are a number of minor variants. Larger variants are seen in the version of the colophon attached to the Methods
for Curing itself, which contain the line £ k' F? %3 G & (“at the Vajra forest-hermitage”), which I have
included, and lack the final line & £ ,ﬁ % H84% (“the nun Huiri was the sponsor™).
170T.2063:50.940c19-941a7. According to her biography Huiri died in 464, and was herself famous as a
practitioner of meditation: “Without exception she entered all the deep [states of] chan and the secret
Contemplat1ons” (FAELASELE 7 & »), and “her delight in meditation did not diminish with age” (##rk 2_ % %

@ % % ). Note that “secret contemplatlons (mi guan #5.) is a very unusual expression, and we may plausibly
connect it to our text. The word “secret contemplation” also appears elsewhere in the Biographies of the Nuns
(T.2063:50.947b10-11), but is entirely unknown outside of this text.

171w & R %/g CRBREAES G A BB XBEYHFA O REAF AF P NI X
(T.2145:55.106¢10-13).

172T.2059:50.337a18-20. This biography also does not mention Huiri having first overhead the text.

1730n the meaning of chu ! in Buddhist catalogs, see Chen 2005. Note, however, that while the word often refers
to a translation, this is not its sense (see for example Catalog of the Kaiyuan Era, T.2154:55.676b28—c4, which
clearly states that chu ! can sometimes denote a composition rather than a translation).

1741t is not listed in HYDCD. Morohashi gives “begin to write” (% % & U &), but with no examples (5:5609).

175Sengrui, for example, writes: “Then I met the master Kumarajiva, and acted as transcriber for him. [He] pointed
out the ultimate purport, and [the revelations afforded] were as if peeling back heavy mist and soaring high, like
ascending Mt. Kunlun and gazing down [on the earth].” %8 3 B R (7 » 5 2.8 H - i = &T?  EEHE
TaRE FWE @ P2 o (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.57¢14-16). In a preface he further writes:
“Then along with Daoheng I, incompetent that I am, took on the job of transcriber. I wrote down [Kumarajiva’s]
words and noted his interpretations (?), so as to delight the worthies of future generations.” = P& = £ 3§ Ja. 77"%
BBz mAgmA T o wHE 0 s K2 F o (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.58a11-12). Outside the
context of a translation team the word appears to mean “make a copy of a text” (Biographies of Eminent Monks,
T.2059:50.333c8-10).
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able to “put pen to paper without trouble” similarly suggests fluidly writing down a memorized
text, not the work of translation.

But perhaps most importantly, neither the colophon nor the biographies mention any of
the usual elements associated with the translation of Buddhist texts into Chinese. While there
were many different formats for the translation process, even when the Indian (or Central Asian)
master was himself skilled in Chinese (such as Kumarajiva), the translation always took place
orally, and this oral translation was then transcribed. If shu chu % ! means “translate,” then the
colophon would be implying that Juqu Jingsheng sat down and by himself wrote out the
translation of a text. This would be the only known example from medieval China of a text
translated in this manner. At least when the process of a translation is described, an invariable
element of the account is the names and roles of the other people who participated.

My point is thus not that the colophon is inauthentic—rather, that it was never intended
to describe a translation.'™ It is true that the catalog in the Records of the Canon says that Juqu

Jingsheng “translated” (%) his texts,'”” including this one, and of course the compiler of the
Records of the Canon saw this same colophon. But Juqu Jingsheng’s biography from the
Records of the Canon also seems to implicitly accept that what occurred at the Zhuyuan
monastery was not a translation, for it explains that the text had already been translated earlier.
After giving some background details on his life, the biography, like the colophon, says that Juqu
Jingsheng traveled to Khotan and studied with Buddhasena. But the biography includes the
following, which has no parallel in the colophon:

[Juqu Jingsheng] received [from Buddhasena] the Secret Chan Cures, and basing himself
on the written Indic'”® text he learned to perfectly recite it.'” He then returned east, and
while in Gaochang commandry [Turfan] he obtained copies of the Avalokitasvara
Contemplation and the Maitreya Contemplation, each in a single fascicle. Returning to
Hexi [the Northern Liang kingdom] he then translated the Chan yao # % into Chinese.'*

If we assume that chan yao # & | “chan essentials,” refers to the text later overheard by Huirui,
then by saying that Juqu Jingsheng translated it in Turfan the biography implies that at the
Zhuyuan monastery he simply transcribed or copied it.'"®' The biography thus seems to have
recognized that the colophon does not clearly describe a translation, and has perhaps therefore
attempted to provide the text with a more satisfactory history.'® The reference here to a Indic

176We must recall, moreover, that the spontaneous recitation of new Buddhist scriptures in Chinese was not
unheard of. The nun Sengfa /2 (fl. 550-600), for example, was known to spontaneously recite new Buddhist
scriptures received from various spirits (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.40b6—17). Even clerical authors
accepted some of these texts as genuine revelations (for other cases, see Campany 1993).

177T.2145:55.13a13-14

1780n hu #* (versus fan *t) see Boucher 2000. For the sake of simplicity, I will translate simply as “Indic.”

179Cf. Mair 1993, 7, who seems to have misread 3 as 3¥.

180/ ME AR ipp S > FIRF A vl ] > %o LfF - WF & RERLFFEP-_BEE- 5 - 23
PE o TENEE > L E e o (T.2145:55.106¢2-5). Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.337a11-14,
is almost identical.

181Sakaino Koyt came to a similar conclusion (1935, 871-872).

182The Biographies of Eminent Monks also seems to recognize the problem. While the colophon indicates that Juqu
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manuscript,'

origins of the text as authentic as possible.

By the “principle of embarrassment”'®* the colophon is thus probably an authentic record
of the copying of the text at the Zhuyuan monastery, for had the intention been to provide a fake
record of the text’s translation the colophon surely would have been written differently. Leaving
aside for the moment the question of what happened before this time, the colophon thus presents
a reasonably clear picture, one that I suggest we accept—Juqu Jingsheng had memorized a
Chinese chan text, in five fascicles, and sponsored by the nun Huirui he copied it out at the
Zhuyuan.

The remaining elements of the story are less clear, though details of the places and
characters do match other sources. The colophon and biographies thus say that Juqu Jingsheng
learned his chan text from the “Indian Mahayana monk” Buddhasena at the Jumadi &
(*Gomati / Gumattird)'*® temple in Khotan."®” A temple by this name in Khotan is indeed

not mentioned at all in the colophon, seems to be a further effort to make the
184

Jingsheng “transcribed” (% ) the text, and the Records of Canon that he “copied it” (1% &), the Biographies of
Eminent Monks merely says “produced” (!), which seems to come closer to implying a translation.

183 As Tanya Storch has observed the catalog section of the Records for Curing frequently mentions a “manuscript”
(ben &) in cases where the colophons indicate an orally recited text (Storch 1993, 1995). She suggests that ben
thus does not always mean a physical manuscript. I would argue, rather, that this actually is a real contradiction
between the biographies and the catalog, one indicating the concern of the catalog section for grounding the
authenticity of translations in written Indic texts even when earlier records do not mention them.

184 Also worthy of note is the reference in the version of the colophon attached to the text itself to the “Vajra forest-
hermitage” (£ k' F* 3% i) as the compound where Buddhasena resided. This may, perhaps, be read in light
of a famous passage from Faxian’s translation of the Mahaparinirvana-sitra, also found in the Pali (DN, 2.127)
and Sanskrit (Waldschmidt 1986, 238-244) versions, containing guidelines for when a scripture may be
accepted. The reciter must claim to have heard it either 1) directly from the Buddha, 2) from a whole community
of learned monks (bhiksusamghah . . . sasthavirah sapramoksah), 3) from a group of “many” learned monks
(sambahuld bhiksavah . . .sitradhara vinayadhara matrkadharah), or finally 4) from a single such monk.
Faxian’s translation, however, demands slightly more. The person presenting the teaching for consideration must
state that he heard it “personally from a learned monk of such-and-such a temple, of such-such a forest-
hermitage” (3 L& ¥ # iofF ~ R FPE ke § — + At F), and that he “properly understood its
meaning and learned to recite it flawlessly” (£ f&2 8 & > 45§ 3 > & p ¥ §1; T.7:1.196a1-10). The Pali and
Sanskrit versions, in contrast, here specify merely “in such-and-such a place” (amusminn avase).

The colophon to Juqu Jingsheng’s text conforms remarkably well to these criteria—it gives the name of
the temple where the Buddhasena resided, praises him as learned, and says that Juqu Jingsheng learned to recite
the text perfectly. And finally, in the version of the colophon attached to the text, states the name of a specific
“forest-hermitage” (I¥ 3R 3 i &), seemingly intended as a sub-temple of the Gomat1 &+ temple. Faxian’s
translation of Mahaparinirvana-siitra is presumably supposed to be read “in such-and-such a temple or in such-
and-such a forest hermitage” (3 i o X [? 3% A &). In other words seng jia lan & #v& and a lian ruo zhu
chu F? 33 i are mutually exclusive alternatives. It seems possible that the colophon, in adding the name of
the “forest hermitage,” was inspired by the above passage from Faxian’s translation, but read the text to mean
“in such-and-such a temple and in such-and-such a forest hermitage.”

185Nattier 2003, 65

186Gomati is the reconstructed Sanskrit name, believed to correspond to the Khotanese Gumattird-stipa, attested in
an early Khotanese manuscript (Emmerick 1967, 95).

187For a survey of Buddhism in Khotan, see Skjarve 1999; Kumamoto 1999. The Chinese records of Khotan are
discussed most recently by Max Deeg (2005, 86—95). Apart from the records of Chinese pilgrims, the main
source for Khotanese history is a much later Tibetan history (Emmerick 1967). The most complete collection
and study of primary source material on Khotan, textual and archeological, is Zhang and Rong 2008.
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mentioned in Faxian’s diary of his travels through central Asia."®® Faixian’s account similarly
describes this temple as a “Mahayana” temple, and as the largest monastery in Khotan, richly
supported by the king. There are also, moreover, other fifth-century records of Chinese monks
traveling to Khotan, obtaining texts, and eventually translating them into Chinese.'® Although
dating from somewhat later Chinese Buddhist texts have even been discovered in the ruins of
Khotan itself,'° and the travel records of later pilgrims suggest that there were Chinese temples
in the city."' Although it requires stretching our imagination, it is not outside the realm of
possibility that Juqu Jingsheng could have obtained a Chinese text in Khotan.'**

On the other hand that these details line up so well with information known from Chinese
sources such as Faxian’s diary is also a reason to be suspicious. Consider, for example, the name
of the Indian monk, Buddhasena.'”* In south China during the first half of the fifth century
Buddhasena was well known as the teacher of Buddhabhadra, who as discussed in chapter one
was the first “chan master” to teach in China. Buddhasena was, moreover, associated with the
important chan text that Buddhabhadra had translated in south China some years before (the
Chan Scripture of Dharmatrdta). Thus in the year 454, when Juqu Jingsheng copied out his text,
the name “Buddhasena” would have been known among Chinese Buddhists as an important and
renowned Indian chan master who had himself compiled or composed important meditation
manuals. No more prestigious a lineage for a new chan text can be imagined, and this should
perhaps arouse our suspicions. There is furthermore the matter of Buddhasena’s presence in
Khotan. In the other fifth-century records that mention him Buddhasena is a chan master from
“greater Gandhara” (Jibin f % ), not Khotan. Of course perhaps this was not the same
Buddhasena. Or perhaps Buddhabhadra’s teacher Buddhasena moved to Khotan later in his
life."* But it is also possible that many Chinese were not entirely clear about where these regions
were, such that “Khotan™ appeared to be a reasonably city in which to find an Indian monk from
“greater Gandhara” (Jibin § % ).

188T.2085:51.857b8-9

189The most famous example is the Scripture of the Wise and Foolish (Xian yu jing ¥ & ), supposedly obtained
in Khotan by Chinese monks who later translated it into Chinese. It is, moreover, interesting to note certain
broad parallels between the story of this text and the story of Juqu Jingsheng. The Records of the Canon contains
a postface for the Scripture of the Wise and Foolish, written by Sengyou, indicating that the Chinese monks
overheard the Scripture of the Wise and Foolish in Khotan and then wrote it down while in that city, without
specifying how it was translated. But, in the catalog of the Records of the Canon it is said that the monks, having
returned east to Kocho near Chinese territory, then further obtained an “Indian language manuscript” (hu ben #"
#) from which they made their translation (Mair 1993, 25-26).

190Kumamoto 1999, 154

191Kuwayama 1992, 47; 193

192Colophons from a Chinese dharani from among the Dunhuang manuscripts claims that the text was translated
into Chinese in Khotan (Makita and Fukui 1984, 131-151). Victor Mair has pointed out a colophon to a
supposedly fourth-century translation, the Shi fei shi jing F% 2£p% %5, preserved in the Catalog of the Kaiyuan
Era, indicating that the text was “recorded [in Chinese] in the city of Khotan (4F3£?)” (T.2154:55.617a18-19).
If this text is actually from the fourth century, and if 473 does indeed refer to Khotan as Mair suspects, this
would be evidence for the production of Chinese Buddhist texts in Khotan at a very early date.

193This name is transcribed as either & 321 (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.337a9), i Bk 277%
(Records of Succession, T.2034:49.84c15), or & [< #17% (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.66a26; 106b29).

1940n the Chinese records pertaining to Buddhasena, see Lin 1949, 341-351.

131



Chapter 2: Chinese Meditation Texts of the Fifth Century (II)

In final analysis the story of Juqu Jingsheng’s discipleship in Khotan is difficult to
evaluate, and a number of unanswerable questions remain. Juqu Jingsheng himself is an obscure
figure—described as a member of the imperial family of the Northern Liang kingdom, he is not
mentioned in any of the official histories. Whatever his true pedigree, he seems to have arrived
in south China sometime after 439, when the Northern Wei invaded Guzang 4z % from where
the Juqu family /2 2 had controlled the Gansu corridor."” Upon the subsequent destruction of
the Northern Liang kingdom most members of the Juqu clan fled west, eventually establishing
the Gaochang % & kingdom in Turfan (ancient Gaochang), which would endure until 460.
Given the close relationship between the Juqu clan and the Song court in the south, we can
expect that many refugees also fled south, and the man known as Juqu, “Marquis of Anyang” (¥
% % ) was perhaps among them.

Conclusions

Given the evidence at our disposal it is thus reasonable to conclude that the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing, joined together as a single collection, were written down in
the 450s in south China by the mysterious Juqu Jingsheng. Although the history of this material
prior to this time remains uncertain, the “format A” sections of the Five Gates provide an
example of the kinds of Chinese meditation texts that were expanded and joined with simple
narratives in order to create these texts. Although there is no way to trace this process precisely,
it seems best to view the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing as the codification of
teachings on chan that were developing in south China during the first half of the fifth century.
And while we cannot necessarily link this material to particular individuals, foreign chan
masters such as Dharmamitra and their Chinese followers seem at least to have been the kinds of
groups among whom this material was circulating.

Although many previous scholars have suggested that the Chan Essentials and Methods
for Curing, as well as the Contemplation Scriptures to which they are closely related, were not
direct translations of Indian Buddhist texts, the evidence for this has always been indirect. But as
we have seen the Five Gates provides an example of a direct Chinese textual antecedent for one
of the four sutras in the Chan Essentials. This gives us a picture of how at least this part of this
text was composed that is far more detailed than anything scholars have demonstrated in the case
of the Contemplations Scriptures, and I want to close this chapter by considering how this
discovery might help us reevaluate the various theories of the origins of these texts.

Because the Immeasurable Life Contemplation is a foundational text for several schools
of Japanese Buddhism, the discovery of its possibly apocryphal status resulted in a vast Japanese
scholarly output seeking to determine its precise origins and nature.'”® Though some Japanese

195For a summary of the basic history of this period, see Yu 2006, 255-259.

196For a summary of literature, see Fujita 1970, 116-136; 2007, 163—-232 and Sueki 1986; 1992, 22-38 and 117—
147. In addition to the foundational work of Mochizuki, Kasugai and Tsukinowa mentioned above, a very partial
list of important studies includes Yamada 1976, Pas 1977, Yamada 1984, xi—xI, Silk 1997, and Tagawa 1999.
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Buddhologists continued to hold that it was composed in India,"” it was soon generally accepted

that this text, and the other Contemplation Scriptures as well, at the very least underwent
substantial revision in China. Most, however, also rejected Tsukinowa’s conclusion that the texts
were complete Chinese forgeries, and have tried to find a middle ground. Thus, for example,
some have proposed that Kalayasas, “translator” of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation
according to the Chinese bibliographic tradition, may have orally transmitted a basic core of
practices current in Central Asia, which were then translated into Chinese to form, after
substantial editing, the Immeasurable Life Contemplation as we have it today.'”® In this view the
text more or less existed outside of China, though perhaps not in a written form, and its
“Chinese” expressions and borrowings from previously translated text are explained as the result
of heavy editing after the translation of the core text. Others have argued on philological grounds
that individual parts of the text were translated separately,'”” and that the complete text never
existed as such outside of China.

Related but equally important questions concern where the final compilation and editing
took place. The translators associated with the Contemplation Scriptures are all connected in
their biographies to Turfan (Gaochang % & ), a major Buddhist center along the Silk Roads and
the furthest westward reach of significant Chinese cultural impact.”” One early source pertaining
to the Maitreya Contemplation and the Avalokitasvara Contemplation even says that these texts
were brought to south China from Turfan where “they had been translated long ago.”*" This has
led many scholars to posit Turfan as the origin of the texts themselves.?** Others scholars,
however, have pointed out that whatever the source of their individual components the texts as
we have them today must be seen as products of south China.*”?

Archeological evidence has more recently added a new voice to these debates. Yamabe
Nobuyoshi has thus advanced a considerably nuanced version of the Turfan hypothesis on the
basis of paintings from the Toyok caves near modern Turfan.?* Art historians had noted the
connection between paintings in Toyok caves 20 and 42 and the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation,” but Yamabe has emphasized that many of these are even more closely related
to the Chan Essentials, the Methods for Curing, and the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation. None of
the paintings, however, seems directly based on any extant text, and both the order of the scenes
and the Chinese inscriptions, in which the contents are described, differ at least slightly from the
texts as we have them today. Yamabe thus concludes that in Turfan these practices existed in an
unsystematic form, finding different expression in the texts on the one hand and the cave
paintings on the other. This fluidity, he argues, suggests that Turfan is likely the region where
these practices first developed.*®

197Hirakawa 1984, but see also Hayshima 1964. Hirakawa’s argument has not been generally accepted (Namikawa
1999), some still support an Indian or Gandharan origin of the text (Takahashi 1993; Ominami 1995).

198Fujita 1970, 116-136; 2007, 163-232.

199Yamada 1976

200Hitch 2009. By the sixth century almost all of Turfan’s residents were Chinese (Hansen 2005, 285-286).

201Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.13a14-15

202Fujita 1990, 163

203Tagawa 1999

204Yamabe 1999b

205Miyaji 1995a, 1995b, 1996; Lai 2002

206However Yamabe’s final conclusion seems in doubt because he cannot demonstrate that it is more likely than the
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What unites these various theories is their attempt to find some core within the
Contemplation Scriptures that is authentically Indian, or at least non-Chinese, despite the low
probability that they were direct translations. Yamabe thus concludes that the Ocean-samadhi
Contemplation (and also the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing) is a “hybrid apocrypha,”
a “highly cross-cultural product™’ differing from ordinary Chinese apocryphal sutras because
its “core motifs” came from Indian traditions even if the “concrete expressions” of those motifs
came from Chinese authors.*”® Yamabe supports this idea by trying to show that these texts
contain elements derived from Indian Buddhist traditions that, in fifth-century China, were not
otherwise available in previously translated texts. Accordingly the author(s), while drawing in
part from previously translated Chinese Buddhist texts or other Chinese ideas, also “had direct
access to . . . [Indian Buddhist] texts not translated into Chinese.”*” In the case of the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing, the Yogalehrbuch, itself never translated into Chinese,
provides a key example of this. Other scholars have drawn similar conclusions about the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation. Sueki Fumihiko thus observes that its frame story, though
otherwise unknown as such, contains elements from stories about King Ajatasatru that in Indian
sources appear only in the Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, not translated into Chinese until the
seventh century.?'’ Sueki thus concludes that the compiler(s) of the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation must have had direct access to Indian traditions not otherwise available in China.

Arguments such as this are not problematic as such—indeed these texts definitely contain
elements of unquestionably Indian origin. However elements of Indian origin are also found in
ordinary Chinese Buddhist apocryphal texts. They are even found in patently non-Buddhist
Chinese texts such as the Lingbao & ¥ scriptures,”'’ which as scholars of Daoism point out are
not thereby merely Indian wine in Chinese bottles, for more often than not they “borrow”
Buddhist ideas only to nuance them, change their meaning dramatically, or even critique them.*'

What then might it mean to say, as Yamabe does, that the “core motifs” of these texts are
Indian despite having been compiled or even composed in China? Here the parallels between the

reverse, namely that the Toyok paintings are based on traditions imported from somewhere else. In such a case,
he argues, we would expect the paintings and the texts to match more closely since the texts, already established
as authoritative, would have been difficult to contravene, but not so if the traditions were local to the area and
hence more fluid (Yamabe 1999b, 497). As I see it this is the major weak link in Yamabe’s argument. Even
granting his assumption about the authoritative nature of imported scriptures (which is not necessarily clear), a
more basic problem remains. For suppose that these meditation practices developed in south China, but were
then transmitted later to Turfan. If the texts themselves were only written down in south China affer they had
spread without the texts (or without the texts as we have them), we could still fully account for the evidence.

207Yamabe 1999b, 499

208ibid., 257

209Yamabe 1999b, 374

210Sueki 1992, 65—66. See also Silk 1997, who shows that even some of the elements of this story that Sueki
considered to have derived from Central Asian sources (in particular a reference to grape wine), do in fact have
parallels in Indian sources (though in this case from Jain, not Buddhist story literature). If anything, however,
this strengthens Sueki’s contention that the authors were working from Indian traditions not available in China.

211Ziircher 1980

212The originality of the Lingbao scriptures despite their debt to Buddhist texts has been pointed out repeatedly by
Stephen Bokenkamp (2004; 2006). Most recently Bokenkamp has treated this problem through the concept of
rebirth, supposedly a key Buddhist influence on Daoism, but better understood, Bokenkamp argues, as a site
where Daoists articulated their disagreements with Buddhism (Bokenkamp 2007).
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Five Gates and the Chan Essentials offer us new and important information, and shows us the
minimum level of textual evolution lying behind this part of the Chan Essentials in China, or at
least in Chinese. And this evolution was substantial. We might of course say that the Five Gates
constitutes the “core motifs” of the Chan Essentials—such as, for example, the emphasis on
unusual or symbolic “verificatory visions.” But rather than “core motifs” we might better
characterize such things as building blocks, and any analysis must take into account the meaning
and function of these building blocks within the context of the Chan Essentials.*"> What we
would like to know, in other words, is not merely where its elements came from, but what those
elements were assembled in order to say, and how this compares to what those elements are used
to say elsewhere (such as, for example, in earlier Indian meditation texts).*"

If texts such as the Chan Essentials or the Contemplation Scriptures had turned out to be
merely slightly edited versions of originally complete and self-contained Indic texts, or even the
assemblage of several complete but originally independent pieces, then it would be unclear to
what extent any particular element of the overall message reflects the interests of the Chinese
compilers or authors. But if the development from the Five Gates to the Chan Essentials is any
guide these texts underwent a substantial evolution as Chinese texts, such that their broad themes
and interests can be read as the concerns (though not necessarily the exclusive concerns) of
Chinese Buddhism and Chinese Buddhists even though they do not overtly incorporate non-
Buddhist Chinese thought to the same extent as do traditionally defined apocryphal sutras.

Moreover it might be possible to uncover some information about the distinctive
approaches to meditation that may have developed in China as texts such as the Five Gates were
used and propagated, since we now have at least one example of how this material evolved. That
of all the Contemplation Scriptures and related texts we have a parallel only to a short section of
the Chan Essentials makes any direct comparison of this kind difficult for wont of data. Indeed it
remains uncertain to what extent we can generalize from the case of the Chan Essentials. Still,
now we at least have one concrete example, whereas previous discussions of what kinds of
sources were used to write the Contemplation Scriptures (particularly the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation) were entirely speculative, or limited to noting that particular phrases or words
were drawn from other, known texts. Certainly in the case of the Chan Essentials, at the least,
we can expect that such a comparison will not be entirely in vain. In chapter four I will explore
one such point where a change does seem to have occurred, namely as concerns the connection
between the visions obtained through meditation and the practice of repentance (chan hui 1 |+).

213This has implications for Yamabe’s use of the Toyok paintings for establishing Turfan as the site where these
texts originated. Indeed the Five Gates contains the same style of unusual “symbolic” imagery (as the content of
“verificatory visions”) as the Chan Essentials, and it is precisely such imagery that Yamabe points to in the
Toyok paintings, which typically depict a practitioner of meditation contemplating or having a vision of a single
unusual scene or object. But given what we have seen, even when the paintings appear connected to texts such
as the Chan Essentials or Ocean-samadhi Contemplation, this may reflect the existence in Turfan only of
material comparable to the Five Gates, little more a list of visions that meditators were supposed to experience.

214By way of comparison even if we found Indian Buddhist meditation techniques mentioned in the writings of a
modern American Buddhist we would not be inclined to say that the “core motifs” of this writing are Indian—
rather we would look beyond the source of the individual elements and consider the overall context. What goals
are attributed such meditation practices? To whom are such practices made available? Here we would certainly
find very different answers to such questions implicit in the writings of the modern American Buddhist than in
whatever traditional sources the particular meditation practices were drawn from.
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Indeed repentance, mentioned prominently in the Chan Essentials as something that must
accompany chan meditation at all stages, is discussed in the Five Gates solely as a preparatory
practice, just as it is in traditional Indian meditation texts. In other words the evolution from the
Five Gates to the Chan Essentials seems to reflect, among other things, the development of new
styles of chan meditation in which repentance began to assume a more important role. I will
address this question in chapter four. First, however, we need to look a bit more closely at how
the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing discuss “verificatory visions,” and it is to this that I
now turn in chapter three.

Appendix: citations and direct references to the Chan Essentials and Methods

Jor Curing in texts written between S00 and 900 CE.

Below I list all citations or references to the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing that I have
been able to locate in texts written or compiled prior to the rise of the printed canons in the tenth
century. I have excluded from this list a number of references found in post-Daoxuan vinaya
commentaries, both Chinese and Japanese, which all seem to be based on number 6) below.

1y

2)

3)

4)

A loose citation of the Chan Essentials (a paraphrase of section 4.72) under the name “a
chan scripture” 3 %5, found on the Dunhuang manuscript seen by Tsukamoto Zenryii.?'
Zhiyi’s #F ¥ Explanations of the Sequential Path (Zhi chan bo luo mi ci di fa men $# 38
A B B =0 % % ) cites the opening lines of the Methods for Curing, under the title Zhi
chan bing mi fa iv & 4%i% 2'° Zhiyi’s Great Calming and Contemplation (Mo he zhi
guan B3# 1k ) also refers to this same passage under the topic “healing through
imagination” (& % /5). However Zhiyi here only says “Like the method given in the
Agamas for using melted butter to cure exhaustion.”” The Methods for Curing indeed
mentions a “melted butter” method, and Zhanran’s £ % eighth-century commentary to

this passage summarizes most of the first fascicle of the Methods for Curing, including
many direct citations (T.1912:46.400a3—b4).

Zhiyi’s Explanations of the Sequential Path also cites the eight verses from section 5.61
of the Methods for Curing as from “a chan scripture” (##.55)."* The same verses appear
in his Lesser Calming and Contemplation (the so-called Xiao zhi guan -] 1+ #.).*"

The Great Calming and Contemplation also mentions the appearance of a vision or a

215Tsukamoto 19741975, 3:290-304. See above page 80 note 10.
216T46:1916.506a19-24

2174cfF @ * 2 ER ¥ 42 (T.1911:46.109a22-23)
218T.1916:46.488a3-10

219T.1915:46.464a6—13; Sekiguchi 1961, 137-138.
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dream of eighty-eight dead snakes (or a single snake with eighty-eight heads) as a sign of
the imminent attainment of the first fruit: “According to the Agamas, when about to
attain the first fruit, [there appears] before [the practitioner a vision of] a dead eighty-
eight headed snake.”® Zhiyi’s contemporary Jizang % & (549-623) mentions this
same idea: “Therefore one about to obtain the first fruit sees the dust of the evil paths
scatter, and the eighty-eight headed snake dies.””*! Guanding’s ;& & (561-632)
commentary to the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana-sitra also refers to this idea, though the
vision is said to occur in a dream.*”* These passages all refer to the twenty-sixth
contemplation of the third sutra of the Chan Essentials (section 3.56), at the conclusion
of which the practitioner becomes a srotapanna (see above p.91). Elsewhere (such as
number 2 above) Zhiyi refers to material from the Methods for Curing as part of the
“Agamas,” specifically the Samyuktagama (Za a han 32F# %), so it is not unexpected
that he would refer to the Chan Essentials under this name as well.

5) Chapter nine of the Great Calming and Contemplation alludes to Mahakausthilananda,
protagonist of the first sutra of the Chan Essentials, as proof that the contemplation of
impurity (bu jing guan * % #8.) is an “undefiled” (wu lou i %) form of chan.**
Zhanran’s commentary to this passage then directly cites passage 1.4, and gives a
summary of sections 1.6-1.19, under the name Chan fa mi yao jing 8 j* i & & 2

6) Under the name Zhi chan bing jing i¢A&f5 5. Daoxuan’s i ¥ (596—667) principal
vinaya commentary refers twice the “Method for healing violations of the precepts” (75
Jo a8 %), sections 5.64-5.75 of the Methods for Curing ™

7) Fazhao’s # & (fl. late 8" century) Jing tu wu hui nian fo song jing guan xing yi % 3 3
¢ & #3T SE{7 &, a ritual manual for the contemplation of the buddha and the Pure-
land, cites several passages from the Chan Essentials under the name Chan mi yao & 4%
& .7° These begin with section 2.1, and continue selectively through section 2.34.

8) Excerpts from each of the three fascicles of the Chan Essentials are carved under the
name Chan mi yao jing ##5%& (5 in cave 59 at Anyue % &, Sichuan, dated to 735 CE.
The passages are drawn from throughout the text, though they have clearly been chosen
so as to constitute a coherent whole.”’

9) The Record of the Dharma-jewel Through the Generations (Li dai fa bao ji & i~ ;= ¥ %),

4

2200 5 = D MEEA K > N NERLETH W 5 o (TU1911:46.111¢27-28)

Itz 4% A > L g Bdr o ~ L MBS o (Jin gang bo re shu & k4% #x, T.1699:33.110a9-10)

222“A sutra says that a Srotapanna will dream of the death of an eighty-eight headed snake.” § 53 : FFem¥y ~
L NEgME 5 o (Da pan nie pan jing shu ~ 473 % & gx, T.1767:38.208c10-11)

223T.1911:46.117c15-18

224T.1912:46.412a2-12

2258i fen lii shao fan bu que xing shi chao & & E# %4 B 7 ¥ 4, T.1804:40.97a5-7; 107c1-3

226This text is known only from Dunhuang manuscript Pelliot 2066 (T.2827:85.1255a4-27). On Fazhao and his
works, see Tsukamoto 1974-1975, 4:383-404.

227In the edition of the text in appendix three I have underlined those sections that appear in the inscription, which I
have been able to consult thanks to a photograph graciously provided by Professor Lothar Ledderose and his
Stone Sutras project (www.stonesutras.org). I wish to thank Professor Funayama Toru 45 .l iz for alerting me to
the existence of this inscription.
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an eighth-century Chan history written in Sichuan, summarizes the first fascicle of the
Methods for Curing (sections 5.1-5.75) under the name Chan mi yao jing # & & 2

10) A number of citations of both the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are preserved
in the seventh-century encyclopedias Forest of Pearls of the Garden of the Dharma (Fa
yuan zhun lin ;% 3= 3x +%, T.2122; F below ) and the Compendium of Scriptural Essentials
(Zhong jing yao ji ¥ 5 & &, T.2123; Z below):

a) F (793b14-794a6) and Z (186b16—187a8) cite sections 5.46—5.56 of the Methods
for Curing under the title Chan mi yao jing 45 & .

b) F (853a14-29) and Z (135b20—c5) cite sections 4.73 and 4.75 of the Chan
Essentials under the name Chan mi yao jing # & 5.

¢) The chapter on “obstacles to meditation” ( Z_fit) from F (904c19-9052a9) cites
excerpts from the first and second sutra of the Methods for Curing (5.6,
proceeding directly to 5.122) under the name Chan mi yao jing # 45 & 5.

d) F (981b6) attributes the statement “one should not eat the five pungent foods” (%
& 8 3 *)tothe Za a han jing 3217 7 %, and while no such statement can be
found in that text, the Methods for Curing contains a nearly identical sentence (%
& 7 %) as part of the directions for invoking the god Uttaraga (5.89). Given that
the Methods for Curing is frequently cited as part of the Za a han jing 3e/# 7 5
(see above number 2 and 4), it seems likely that this is the ultimate source.

11) A long passage from the Methods for Curing (5.46-5.56) is cited in Zhizhou’s #F %
(668—723) commentary to the Fan wang jing <% %5 (Brahma Net Scripture), the Fan
wang jing pu sa jie ben shu % 4 5. & fFa % gx.” This same passage is cited in the
Forest of Pearls from the Garden of the Dharma (10a above).

12) Chengguan & B twice cites the first sutra of the Methods for Curing (as Zhi chan bing
Jing ivA8p5 i) in his early ninth-century commentaries to the Hua yan jing % f'g. !

228T.2075:51.183a13-16. This passage is translated and discussed above on page 77.

2291t is interesting to note that these passages also appear in the Anyue inscription (which further includes 4.74).
230X.687:38.452a8—3

231The first, a brief passage from section 5.11, is found in his Da fang guang fo hua yan jing shu ~ > j # F g &

#n (T.1735:35.666a9-12). The second is found in his further sub-commentary, the Da fang guang fo hua yan
Jjing sui shu yan yi chao ~ > B # & & g7 &4y (T.1736:36.334a25), giving a more or less complete
citation of sections 5.4 through 5.12 (some passages are omitted).
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3. Vision and Visualization

Introduction

In the first two chapters of this dissertation I explored some of the contexts within which
the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing can be situated. Though their precise origin remains
murky, these texts likely came into existence in south China no later than 454 CE, in the final
years of the Song dynasty. As discussed in chapter one, in the fifth century China experienced a
sudden increase in the visibility of “chan masters” (chan shi #EF ). No longer mysterious
hermits known only from legends, or at least no longer only this, in this period “chan masters”
both foreign and domestic became some of the most important figures in the Chinese Buddhist
clergy, and were installed in the major temples of the Song empire by their powerful patrons.
And despite a longstanding scholarly tendency to portray the Buddhism of fifth and sixth century
south China as devoted solely to philosophical speculation, it was in this region that chan and
chan masters seem to have been most important.

This is the environment in which the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing first
appeared and circulated, and as the two principal fifth-century Chinese compositions explicitly
addressing the topic of chan they are our most important sources for learning how Chinese
Buddhists of this era understood the nature, meaning, and execution of these practices. In this
chapter I will thus begin more systematic analysis of these texts. What do they tell us about the
fifth-century Chinese understanding of chan? Apart from conveying generic sanctity or power,
what was chan practice held to accomplish, and what kinds of things would fifth-century
Chinese Buddhists have expected those practicing this discipline (not to mention claiming
mastery of it) to have attained? I do not seek to answer questions about the sociology of chan
practice—indeed we have no way of determining what, in practice, chan masters did or how
meditation was conducted “on the ground.” But given that many people at this time were
claiming to be or held up as masters of chan, we can read sources such as the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing as presenting ideals about chan that were widely shared, at least among
a certain class of the Buddhist clergy and perhaps certain educated lay followers as well.

What then is chan practice like according to these texts? Stated most plainly it is a series
of increasingly sophisticated visions. As discussed in chapter two these texts place little
emphasis on the development of particular psychological factors or the understanding of
Buddhist principles and truths, description of which occupies most of the space in traditional
accounts of Buddhist meditation. Rather these texts focus their attention on the concrete scenes
and objects that practitioners of chan encounter.

Stylistically, this results in the recasting of traditional Buddhist meditation practices in a

139



Chapter 3: Vision and Visualization

distinctly “visual” key. In the fourth sutra of the Chan Essentials, for example, the practitioner is
directed to contemplate the fire element (¥ = ) within his body. This meditation practice is well
known from both early Buddhist scriptures and other meditation texts of the fourth and fifth
centuries (including those discussed in chapter one). In this practice traditionally one aims to
realize that the body is comprised of only the primary material elements, and hence is not the
locus of a self or an object worthy of attachment. As presented in early Buddhist scriptures, one
thus contemplates the fire element as those parts of the body that are “fire, firey, and clung-to,
that is, that by which one is warmed, ages, and is consumed, and that by which what is eaten,
drunk, consumed, and tasted gets completely digested.” One then “sees” (Vpas) each of these
elements with the understanding that “This is not mine, this I am not, this is not myself.”"

In this early version of the practice one thus “sees” the fire element in a manner of
speaking, but the emphasis here is analytic classification of the fire within the body followed by
“seeing” it as not one’s self.? In the Chan Essentials, however, what one sees when one sees the
fire element is rather different:

Among the leaves of his flowering heart-tree there is a faint fire, like the gleam of gold. It
emerges from the tip of his heart and fills his body. It then exits through his pores,
gradually expanding . . . the fire then becomes white, brighter than a pearl and whiter
than even crystal or a snow-covered mountain. Interspersed with red light, it forms
various patterns . . . it gradually expands until it fills the entire cosmos up to the summit
of the triple world and down to the adamantine extremity.’

Rather than discursive classification, we find here a rich, “visual” description of fire itself within
and then outside of the meditator’s body. When contemplating the water element:

He sees his body as a pond of green water [as pure as] an uncontaminated mountain
spring. He sees seven flowers, the color of pure adamantine. They radiate a golden light,
within which is an adamantine man holding a sharp sword who beheads the six dragons.
He then sees fire emerge from the mouths of the dragons, which burns throughout [the
practitioner’s] body, drying up all the water and then going out. When the fire and water
have both disappeared, he sees his own body become gradually whiter until it is [as white
as] adamantine.’

Here the meditator not only sees water, but also various other images that have no immediately
obvious connection to the subject of the meditation. The vast majority of the Chan Essentials is

1 Dhatuvibhanga-sutta (MN, 3.241). Translation by Nanamoli and Bodhi (1995, 1090), with slight modifications.
Later texts subject the fire element to increasingly detailed classifications (SrBh, 2:74—76; SUS 2.6.2-4).

3 O EREEEER > G MY o HAr sk o e o RPN o LI o ppbi R L N R
v o drE Rk (Y CHEHE L A E L o kB X BB S ik A S
Ao I =T8T I &K% o (4.49). Though differing in its details the paradigm here for the contemplation
of the elements is similar to the Yogalehrbuch (Schlingloff 1964, 85-95; see also Bretfeld 2003, 172—175).

4 REdopi s Hok%%d odopt -k MLTEA > €T8A 215 JETEmA » o L3 - FooMER|I kI ko
HEd kv o4 BRI o« RG> FrH 240 c LATL > JETT D o b b LA BokEB s LI A o
kksd e o p e B bpbiL 9 o fAo & K] o (3.40-3.41)
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dedicated to descriptions such as these, and reading them one comes away with the impression
that chan practice is above all an elaborate visionary journey.

From a historical point of view the prominence here of seeing, and visuality more
generally, is not entirely unexpected. Indeed during the early centuries of the common era
Buddhist texts of all stripes begin to present “seeing” as the most profound form of interaction
with the Buddha and his teachings,’ seeming thereby to replace or at least supplement the trope
of “hearing” that is so prominent in earlier texts. Concretely this often meant seeing a physical
manifestation of the Buddha in all his bodily splendor, a goal often associated with the nascent
Mahayana traditions but also evident in non-Mahayana texts from this period. Indeed these
developments were not limited to Buddhism, but were rather part of what Stephan Beyer
describes as a “wave of visionary theism” spreading throughout India at this time.°

This increasing importance of the visual touches on questions of changes in literary
conventions, the growing importance of image worship, and the rise of literacy, to name but a
few relevant domains.” Scholars have noted that meditation practices also underwent something
of a “visual turn.” In Buddhism the most discussed example of this is buddhanusmrti, the
“recollection of the Buddha,” described in early sources as bringing to mind the qualities of the
Buddha through a list of his epithets, but which eventually begins to involve “recollecting” the
Buddha’s physical form through the so-called thirty-two marks of a great man. Scholars have
generally understood that this change reflects (or brought about) the growing importance of a
new form of meditation, “visualization” of the Buddha’s physical form.® This kind of meditation
has also been seen as playing a role outside the context of buddhanusmrti, and it has been
suggested that the rich descriptive language of Mahayana sutras and even certain post-canonical
Pali texts might have written, in part, as prescriptions for “visualization.”’

Given then that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are explicitly framed as
meditation texts, it at first seems reasonable to interpret their visually rich accounts of what
meditators “see” as instructions for, or at least descriptions of, “visualization.” Indeed if
meditation texts as a genre provide instructions for training the mind, they presumably present
visual imagery as a template for its mental recreation, its “visualization.” Though for reasons
that will become apparent I continue to use scare quotes, that “visualization” refers to a distinct
form of Buddhist meditation is not controversial,'’ and among scholars of religion in general this
concept is strongly associated with Buddhism and other Asian religions,'' though it is used with

McMahan 2002; Rotman 2009; Kinnard 1999; Gifford 2011.

Beyer 1977. For a more recent account of these trends, see White 2009, 83—121.

Rotman 2009, 189-190.

On the development of “visual” buddhanusmrti see Harrison 1978, 1992; Kinnard 2004. This development was

not limited to Buddhism, and in the nascent theistic Hindu traditions we find similar ideas. The Bhagavata-

purana thus describes “recollection” (Nsmr) of he god Visnu as follows: “Recall (smaranti) him [Visnu] as four-
armed, and holding the lotus, the disk, the conch and the mace. His face is smiling, his wide eyes are like

lotuses, and his clothing is as yellow as the filaments of the kadamba flower” (White 2009, 101).

9 Paul Harrison has thus suggested that a text like the Sukhavativyiha, with its “visual” and repetitive descriptions
of the dazzling landscape of paradise might make more sense if we interpret it not merely as a description of the
Pure-land, but as a template for its mental recreation, its “visualization” (Harrison 2003). More recently Rupert
Gethin has drawn attention to late Pali texts that he believes might be understood similarly (Gethin 2006).

10 Though see Sharf 2001.

11 Thus the entry for “visualization” in the second edition of the Encyclopedia of Religion refers the reader to

“Buddhism,” “Daoism,” and “Meditation” (Jones 2005).
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increasing frequency by scholars of other contemplative traditions as well."

Yet as I will show in this chapter the word “visualize” does not adequately describe what
the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing think meditators will do. Reaching this conclusion
will obviously depend on uncovering the precise implications this English word usually carries.
But as a preliminary observation we may note that the rich visual imagery in these texts is not
limited to describing what meditators should see. To take but one example:

[The practitioner] then sees the goddess Vimalati . . . exposing her vagina, tall and
foreboding like a blood-smeared mountain, with its many, awful, sword-tree-like hairs.
Within it grows one particular tree that is like a forest of blade-mountains. From [the
vagina] come forth innumerable demons with donkey-ears, bull-heads, lion-mouths,
horse-feet, wolf-tails, and kumbhanda-demon-penises. "

This is but a small part of the horrible things that some people will see when meditating on the
earth element, driving them insane such that special remedies are needed. This, at least, cannot
have been intended as a template for “visualization.” Indeed what is described here is not a
meditator “visualizing” but being attacked by forces beyond his control while meditating on
something else. And, I will argue, even when the meditator sees auspicious things how he comes
to see those things is similar. The lush scenes that occupy so much space in the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing are not what meditators should intentionally bring to mind but
“verificatory visions,” new visions whose content goes beyond the consciously intended object
of meditation and which serve to verify that attainment of some kind has been reached.

As we will see when we examine its history in English (in particular in the context of
Buddhism) the problem lies in the inherent connection between “visualization” and agency. The
visions in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing in contrast are presented as being
“passively” received, not “actively” generated. It has frequently been noted that modern English
by default pathologizes mental passivity, and terms implying it (“hallucination,” “dream,”
“imagination”) often have negative connotations.'* How then to do we talk about accounts of
such experiences in a context where these valuations do not hold? One common strategy has
been the language of “altered states of consciousness,” and indeed the word “visualize” derives
directly from the early discussions of such matters in the late 19" century." Yet as Michele
Stephen observes this tends to obscure the way that such experiences are described and

12 See for example Newman 2005, discussing Christian contemplative practices. Note however that Newman does
not use the word “visualize” to translate a specific concept. Thus on some occasions she translates the Latin
ymaginatio [sic] as “visualization” (ibid, 35), and it is not clear why she does not render this as “imagination” as
she does elsewhere. On an another occasion she translates visus phantasiae as “visualized image” (ibid, 37), and
it is again not clear why this is not simply a “seen image.”

344 ... 8283  RELT BEFE > dra Bl o BHEL H deglfte ® 2 - > 407 Lidke
FHREEHD A FF 0~ B R A CGRFEIR S e B R 0 Y A e (5.100)

14 Though see Tanabe 1992 for an attempt in a Buddhist context to use terms such as “fantasy” and “imagination”
in a positive sense. For a recent attempt to rehabilitate these ideas see Obeyesekere 2012, who attempts to
formulate an understanding of the goals of Buddhist meditation that are in some ways similar to what I lay out in
this chapter.

15 Scholars have often described Buddhist meditation from an etic point of view as a practical method for inducing
altered states of consciousness (Griffiths 1993, 34-35).
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presented in their original context, where what he calls their “self-alien” aspect is often
highlighted rather than effaced.'® The language of altered states of consciousness, he suggests,
implies “a single, continuous self experiencing varying modes of consciousness, and hides the
fact that some agency other than the conscious self produces the visionary narrative.”"’

In this chapter I will thus argue that the concept of “visualization” proves inadequate for
the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing owing to connotations it necessarily carries
concerning agency. Indeed the notion of “visualization” as invoked by scholars of Buddhism was
invented only in the late nineteenth century, by the British scientist Francis Galton. Galton was
attempting to argue that the “visions” that some of his contemporaries took as evidence for the
existence of paranormal phenomena were, in fact, internally generated mental projections.
“Visualization™ as the internal generation of so-called eidetic “mental imagery” was then
appropriated by certain new Anglo-American religious movements, most notably Theosophy, to
describe the conscious cultivation of clairvoyant powers, something they contrasted with the
“passive,” and hence pathological, trance-induced visions of spirit mediums. It was from this
polemical context that “visualization” was borrowed to translate Buddhist terminology, firmly
characterizing such practices as “active” and hence non-pathological by Victorian standards.

This distinction between passive and active, between “vision” and “visualization,”
indeed seems to be a fundamental fault-line in the modern Western understanding of Buddhist
meditation. Indeed it may even constitute “meditation” itself as the willful, controlled generation
of altered states of consciousness in contrast to “devotional” practices seeking contact with an
external agent. The drawing of such contrasts goes back at least to Freidrich Heiler’s Die
Buddhistische Versenkung, one of the first comprehensive studies of Buddhist meditation in a
Western language,' which contrasted the Buddha as master of “meditation” (versenkung) with
Jesus as master of “prayer” (gebet). Ninian Smart later drew from this in formulating his
categories of the mystical and the numinous," contrasting Otto’s notion of an encounter with an
“other” of greater power than the subject (the numinous) with “mystical” states experienced by
the practitioner as personal accomplishments, of which Buddhist meditation was the chief
example. Although there has been criticism of Smart’s interpretation of Buddhist meditation as
exclusively “mystical” in this sense,” scholars still commonly contrast the “visions” of traditions
such as Christianity with Buddhist emphasis, at least at the level of normative ideals, on
“visualization.””'

Whether or not this distinction might be useful in the study of other traditions of
Buddhist meditation is a question I will leave to those more qualified than I to judge. But in the
fifth-century Chinese chan texts that I focus on here, at least, the notion of “visualization”
proves to be of little use. What I have called “verificatory visions,” experience of which is the
goal of meditation practice, do not conform to the notion of “visualization™ as the step-by-step,

16 Stephen 1989, 4748

17 Ibid. Although Stephen here seems to be attempting to actually explain the origin of the experiences he is
describing, his point holds even for my own less ambitious task of translating into English texts such as the
Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing and conveying their understanding of the nature of meditation and
meditative experiences.

18 Heiler 1922

19 Smart 1958

20 Gimello 1978

21 Strong 2004, 34
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self-conscious generation of mental images. These visions are rather unanticipated, and indeed it
is precisely their unpremeditated nature that makes them capable of bearing the meanings that
they do (what those meanings are will be the subject of chapter four).

Visualization: from Galton to Eliade

As a description of Buddhist meditation “visualization” has been used in several
contexts, which for heuristic purposes I will group into three. First are the possibly pan-Buddhist
forms of meditation practice that, while having no formal name, share a common structure—a
meditator begins by gazing at a physical object in the world until it can be “seen,” in some sense,
even when the eyes are closed.” The best known examples of this are the kasina meditations,
whose full elaboration is found only in the commentaries of the Theravada tradition, and the
corpse contemplations, for which we have a greater range of ancient sources.” Although these
practices have often been interpreted as forms of “visualization” practice,* the tradition does not
classify them as a distinct group. Indeed in the Visuddhimagga, to take a convenient example,
the sequence and structure involving the development of the “grasped sign” (uggaha-nimitta)
and so forth (outlined in chapter one) is exactly the same, and uses the same technical
vocabulary, for all basic forms of meditation regardless of whether the object is a visible one.

A second area where scholars typically discuss visualization is Tantric Buddhism, in both
its South- and East-Asian forms.” Interestingly, however, the first European scholars to seriously
examine Tantric texts did not use this word. Louis de La Vallée Poussin, for example, interpreted

22 The precise language used to describe this moment varies (for the Pali version see chapter one). Although as far
as [ am aware there is no trace of it in the earliest Buddhist texts, this procedure eventually appears in the
writings of a diverse range of Buddhist groups.

23 The kasina meditations appear in Sanskrit sources as the krtsnayatana (AKBh, 457.13—16), but as far as [ am
aware the procedures for developing these on the basis of a physical prop are found only in Pali commentaries.
The use of external objects in the case of the “contemplation of foulness” (asubha-bhavana) is found in a wider
range of sources. Note that while the asubha-bhavana appears in a basic form in early sutras, the canonical
presentations differ from later commentaries. The locus classicus is the stock passage on the stages of the
decaying corpse found most notably in the Satipatthana-suttas. These examples, however, do not necessarily
mention an actual corpse: “As though he were to see a corpse thrown aside in a charnel ground, one, two or three
days dead, bloated, livid, and oozing matter, a monk compares his own body with it thus: ‘This body too is of
the same nature, it will be like that, it is not exempt from that fate.”” seyyatha pi passeyya sariram sivathikaya
chadditam ekahamatam va dvihamatam va tthamatam va uddhumatakam vintlakam vipubbakajatam, so imam
eva kayam upasamharati: Ayam pi kho kdayo evamdhammo evambhavi etam anatito ti (MN, 1.58; Nanamoli and
Bodhi 1995, 148 with slight modifications). As Bodhi notes (ibid., 1192n150), the wording here suggests that
one does not necessarily need a corpse to perform this practice. The Sutta-nipata tells stories of monks and nuns
who accidentally stumble across decaying corpses then prompting reflection of this sort (Norman 1969, 42). But
the earliest example I know clearly describing something analogous to what we see in the latter commentaries is
a story in the Madyamdagama (Zhong a han jing * I# 3 %, T.26:1.646c18-647al3). Interestingly the Pali
parallel to the this text, the Vijaya-sutta of the Sutta-nipata (Sn, 33-34), does not mention this procedure.

24 Smart 1958, 96; Chenet 1987, 49-50.

25 Indeed “visualization” is often said to be a defining element of Tantric Buddhism (Strong 2002, 193; see also
Copp 2011).
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Tantric sadhana rituals as based on “imagination” (imaginer), not “visualization,*® now the

standard way of explaining what is supposed to happen in these rites.”” But why this word is
chosen, or how if at all “visualization” is thought to differ from “imagination,” is rarely
specified. It is thus useful to return, momentarily, to an era when this vocabulary was relatively
new among scholars, for there we occasionally find more explanation. Mircea Eliade thus
describes Tantric sadhana in the following manner:

The complete operation [of a sadhana] includes several stages, the first of which is to
“visualize” a divine image, to construct it mentally or, more precisely, to project it on a
sort of inner screen through an act of creative imagination.”® There is no question here of
the anarchy and inconsistency of what, on the level of profane experience, is called
“imagination”; no question of abandoning oneself to a pure spontaneity and passively
receiving the content of what, in the language of Western psychology, we should term the
individual or collective unconscious; it is a question of awakening one’s inner forces, yet
at the same time maintaining perfect lucidity and self-control.”

For Eliade, then, “visualization” as the controlled display of inner forces differs fundamentally
from chaotic, spontaneous, and perhaps above all, passive “imagination.” We will return to this
explanation later in this chapter, as the contrast Eliade draws here reveal much about why and
how this word came to be used among scholars of Buddhism.

The third area where scholars frequently discuss Buddhist “visualization” practices, and
the one most directly relevant for our study of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, is
the Contemplation Scriptures, often seen as the most sophisticated examples of the new “visual”
form of buddhanusmrti that developed in the first centuries of the common era (see above p141).
Indeed scholars have sometimes called these texts the “Visualization Sutras,” a designation
coined by art historian Alexander Soper.*® Based primarily on his analysis of the Immeasurable

26 La Vallée Poussin 1913, 153. Similarly in 1924 Benoytosh Bhattacharyya’s English translation of a sadhana
ritual text used only the terms “meditate upon” or “conceive as” for the verbs now often translated as
“visualize,” and translated the word sadhana itself as “procedure for worship” (Bhattacharyya 1924, 169—-175).

27 Indeed sadhana are sometimes explained as “methods for visualizing,” and the verbs that Bhattacharyya and La
Vallée Poussin (see previous note) translated as “meditate upon,” “imagine,” or “conceive as” (causative forms
of \Vbhii or vi-\bhii, or simplex forms of \pas) are frequently rendered in this context as “visualize” (e.g. Gomez
1995; see also Kloppenborg and Poelmeyer 1987.

28 Eliade’s original phrase “imagination créatrice” (1954, 212), may have been inspired by Henri Corbin’s well
known use of this term. However the first work by Corbin in which it appears, L Imagination créatrice dans le
Soufisme d’Ibn ‘Arabi, was published only in 1955, one year later than Eliade’s Le Yoga: Immortalité et liberté,
so it is possible that Corbin actually drew from Eliade. Corbin cites Eliade on several occasions, though he does
not explicitly attribute to him the expression “imagination créatrice.”

29 Eliade 1969, 207

30 Soper 1959. Though not surprising given its history (as we will see below), “visualize” was not used at all in the
earliest English translation of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation in 1894 by Takakusu Junjird & 5 " =% 2%,
who consistently translated guan . as “meditate” or “meditate upon” (he was presuming a Sanskrit of dhyana),
and xiang ., the other verb here often translated as “visualize,” as “perception” when a noun, and “form a
perception” when a verb or in the phrase i¥ ... & (Takakusu 1894). Between Takakusu’s translation and
Soper’s studies there was another English translation published in Hong Kong in 1939 by Bhikku Assaji ({& %)
as The Sutra of visualizing the Buddha of immeasurable length of life (Hong Kong: International Buddhist
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Life Contemplation, Soper argued that the key word guan ., (which I translate throughout this
dissertation as “contemplate”) should be understood to mean “visualize™:

... I prefer to render [guan] as “visualize” . . . guan means a systematic building-up of
visual images, each as complete and precise as possible, in a sequence from the simple
toward the complex. In following this step-by-step advance the practitioner was certainly
aided by his memories of Buddhist art. The [guan] siitras more than once recommend the
man-made icon or statue as a natural first step toward realizing the beauty and glory of
divinity. If these mental pictures were correctly formed, on the basis of iconographic
rules, they were already approximations of the truth; as so to cross the frontier from
reason to ecstasy brought no absolute change, but rather an immense widening of the
field of vision, and seeing instead of mere visualizing.’’

For Soper, these texts thus urge practitioners to use “visualization” to meet their chosen deity in
the here-and-now, something previously considered possible only in the Pure-land after death.”

31
32

Propaganda Association, 1939), which I have not been able to consult directly, but clearly the word “visualize”
was here used. Scholars now sometimes refer to the Immeasurable Life Contemplation as “The Visualization
Sutra” (Payne 1996, 249; Yamabe 2002), and “visualize” as a translation of guan g in the context of Chinese
Buddhist meditation texts is widespread (Sponberg 1988). And even when translators choose to render the word
guan B as “contemplate” (Birnbaum 1979, 115-148), they often accept “visualization” as a valid description of
the practices advocated in the text (ibid, 36). Some scholars have pointed out that the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation does not seem to use the word guan B to refer to visualization itself, but to the careful
“inspection” of an already visualized mental image (Pas 1995, 175-176). The actual creation of the mental
image is denoted, according to Pas, by xiang &, which he translates as either “imagine” or “visualize.” Even
Soper, when translating the titles of other Contemplation Scriptures, admits that “visualize” does not always
seem appropriate for guan ., and he sometimes prefers “meditation” (Soper 1959, 216; cf. Sponberg 1988,
106). The most recent study and translation of the /mmeasurable Life Contemplation is Ducor and Loveday
2011, which I have not been able to consult.

Soper 1959, 144, emphasis in original.

Soper writes that for these texts “the supreme religious experience is to see [the chosen deity], face to face—and
not in Paradise, but here and now” (Soper 1959, 223, emphasis in original). Note that this interpretation runs
contrary to at least some of the traditional interpretations of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation in East Asia.
The Japanese Pure-land schools in particular hold that the point of text is to replace complex visionary
meditation with a simpler practice of reciting the Buddha’s name, and modern Japanese scholars usually suggest
that the text places more emphasis on seeing the Buddha upon rebirth in the pure-land than in the present life
(Fujita 1984; 2007, 404-406). Fujita notes, for example, that the conclusion to the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation mentions the pratyutpanna-samadhi (%4 = pg) as a fruit that will be obtained upon rebirth in
the pure-land. In as much as this is the traditional samadhi whereby a practitioner is able to see the buddhas of
other world-systems while still alive, Fujita suggests that making this a fruit obtained after rebirth is a tacit
subordination of the meditative seeing of the Buddha in life, something he views as stemming from the tradition
of the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-siitra, to seeing him after rebirth, which Fujita connects to the tradition stemming
from shorter and longer Pure Land sutras. In general modern Japanese scholars who have tried to unravel its
history almost universally agree that the Immeasurable Life Contemplation represents the combination of an
“earlier” system emphasizing meditation, and a “later” system emphasizing the universally salvific power of
Amitabha. The influence of Japanese sectarian polemics on this issue cannot be ignored, and indeed in the
Shinshu tradition in particular any talk of personal effort towards salvation (such as meditation practice) was and
remains taboo. Reading the Immeasurable Life Contemplation as a new “other-power” practice of simple
intonation of the Buddha’s name appended to the end of an earlier set of meditative practices thus allows one to
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This basic interpretation has been followed by many Western scholars, and Richard Payne, to
take but one example, speaks of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation as espousing a
“soteriology of visualization” in which “seeing the Pure Land [through visualization serves] . . .
as a means of being reborn there.”* Soper’s observations about the connections between
“visualization” practices and Buddhist artwork has also inspired a steady stream of further
analysis, and many art historians have concluded that the statuary and paintings found in the
fifth- and sixth-century Buddhist cave temples of Central Asia and China must have served, at
least in part, as aids for these “visualization” practices,** what Soper defines here as the
“systematic building-up of visual images” so precise and complete that crossing over into
“ecstasy” would bring “no absolute change.”

Despite widespread use of the word “visualization” in the above three contexts, it is not
always clear what this word refers to, either in the source material or in English. Indeed as
Rupert Gethin points out in the case of Indian Buddhism, the word “visualize:

does not have a clear Sanskrit equivalent. In the proto-Mahayana and early Mahayana
texts . . . the idea of visualization is largely inferred from contexts where “recollection of
the Buddha” (buddhanusmrti) is presented by reference to the appearance of the Buddha
or buddhas, and by accounts of practitioners mentally “seeing” (simplex forms of the
verbal roots pas and drs are used) the Buddha or buddhas. In the later esoteric Buddhism
of the vajraydna the notion of “visualization” appears to be commonly conveyed by use
of that most universal of words for “meditation,” the causative (vi)bhavayati, having as
its object, for example, “an image of the Buddha” (buddha-bimba). While other words
and expressions are also used to convey the general idea of visualization, what seems
clear is that there is no specialized word or expression in Buddhist Sanskrit texts for
“visualization.”*

“Visualization” is thus not the direct translation of a single word, but an interpretation of what a
number of distinct terms, translated loosely in other contexts as “meditate on,” mean when they
take objects with mainly visual qualities.*® As as example of how this happens in practice,

interpret the historical development of the text as an encapsulation of Shinshu doctrines.

33 Payne 1996, 250

34 Liu [1978] 1996, He 1982, Abe 1990, Ning 2007. Though linking specific cultic sites to specific meditation
practices is often questionable (see Sharf 2004 and Yamabe 2010), it is reasonable to suppose that Buddhist
artwork did occasionally serve as an aid to meditation. Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture contain instructions
for using statues or other images in this manner, employing the same procedure found in other sources for the
kasina or corpse contemplations (Yamabe 1999, 11-17). Indeed nearly all fifth-century Chinese meditation texts
apply these more traditional techniques to statues and paintings of buddhas. When and where this might have
first occurred is not clear. They are notably absent in the early Mahayana discussions of the “visualization” of
the Buddha’s form (Harrison 1978). Indeed only in fifth-century Chinese meditation texts do we find this novel
application of the techniques seen in the kasina and the corpse meditations to Buddhist icons. Of these text
Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture is the earliest, and also that which stands the best chance of reflecting Indian
practices (note that we do Indian Buddhist texts recommending paintings or statues as props for the corpse
contemplation in place of actual dead bodies; see Greene 2013).

35 Gethin 2006, 96

36 Scholars analyzing East Asian Tantric sources have reached similar conclusions (Sharf 2001; Copp 2011, 142).
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consider Elizabeth English’s description of Tantric sadhana practice:

This most important meditative tool [in performing a sadhana] is the technique of
visualization meditation . . . Texts state that he should “see” (pasyet, avalokayet, tkseta)
the object of meditation ‘very clearly’ (vipastataram) and unwaveringly; he should
‘contemplate’ (vi-cintayet), ‘imagine’ (vi-bhavayet), ‘meditate upon’ (dhyayat), or ‘be
convinced of” (adhimuiicet) it.”*’

Although she is here terminologically precise, in her subsequent translation of the Vajravaradhi-
sadhana English simply translates all of the above verbs as “visualize.” Note, moreover, that this
is not simply a convenient shorthand, for she clearly states that “visualization meditation” is a
specific technique of meditation to which all of these terms point, though this is never actually
argued explicitly. We can further see here some of the reasons why translators and scholars have
felt the need to subsume these various verbs, with meanings such as “be convinced of”
(adhi+\muc), under the rubric of “visualization,” which seems to point to a definite, identifiable
technique in a way that “be convinced of”” does not. Intuitively, “being convinced of” does not
seem to be a mental state with a precise phenomenology. Told to “be convinced of”” something,
we might then ask Zow, and note how “visualize it” is a possible answer to such a question.

In short scholars seem to use the word “visualize” partly out of habit, and partly with the
sense that its meaning is transparent. Yet “to visualize” in the sense intended by scholars of
Buddhism, and perhaps Daoism as well,* turns out to have a particular genealogy. As we will

37 English 2002, 29

38 The question of “visualization” in Daoism goes beyond the scope of this study, but it is notable as another area
where this word has become standard among scholars (Puett 2010, Kroll 1996, Kohn 2008, Schipper 1995). As
the translation of a technical term, it most often renders cun 7% (“to make present,” or even “materialize”; see
Schafer 1978, 38). Yet as in the Buddhist case “visualization” was a late addition to the translator’s toolbox.
Maspero was thus content to translate cun 7 as “méditer sur,” or, for the noun cun si ¥ &, “méditation
extatique” (Maspero 1971, 401, 550). Isabelle Robinet seems to have been the first to refer to Daoist
“visualization” practices, freely using it to describe any and all meditative practices that involve visual imagery
(Robinet 1993). Typical of more recent understanding is Liva Kohn’s entry for cun i3 in the Encyclopedia of
Taoism (Kohn 2008). In Daoist texts, she explains, this word is “used in its causative mode . . . the meditator, by
an act of conscious concentration and focused intention, causes certain energies to be present in certain parts of
the body or makes specific deities or scriptures appear before his or her mental eye.” She acknowledges,
however, that the basic meaning of the verb is “be actually present.” What she does not explain is how we go
from actually making present to making present to the mind’s eye. Although this issue deserves further study, we
may note provisionally that it is impossible to consistently translate cun 7% as “visualize.” Consider, for
example, the Cun shen lian qi ming 5 4! $t § 4% (probably late Tang; see The Taoist Canon, 375), whose title is
translated elsewhere by Kohn as “Inscription on the Visualization (%) of Spirit and Refinement of Pneuma”
(Kohn 1987, 119-123). We would thus expect this text to describe the “visualization” of the spirits or gods of the
body, something that modern scholars take as one of the fundamental Daoist meditation practices (Pregadio
2006). But this translation of cun 7% cannot be maintained consistently throughout this text. The first passage
thusreads: 2 £ 34 F2 B2 L g 5G > YRS LFFic L2 #HE o FHny o A%

(YJQQ, 33/2:748), which can only mean: “The body is the abode of the spirit and the pneuma. If the body’s

pneuma is preserved (73 ), the body will be healthy and its power will be strong. If the body’s pneuma disperses,

the body will wither. If you wish to preserve (75 ) the body, you must first stabilize its spirits and pneuma.” Here

cun % must mean “maintain the existence of.” It is clearly the goal of the practice, the preservation of life. In
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now see, that it seems the appropriate idea in the context of Buddhist meditation—indeed that it
seems to refer to a specific kind of mental exercise at all—is the legacy of a new meaning given
to this word in the late 19" century by Francis Galton. That “to visualize” acquired this meaning
so recently, and as we will see in such a specific intellectual context, has gone unnoticed by
scholars who use this word to describe Asian meditation practices.

That “visualization” has a complicated history can be seen even from the definitions in
modern dictionaries. Webster s (third edition), for example, gives two rather different meanings:
“1) the act or power of forming mentally visual images of objects not present to the eye . . . 2)
the act or process of putting into or interpreting in visual terms or in visible form.”* The second
meaning thus does not refer to an internal process—it is making visible to someone else or at
least in a public way. Moreover it is not the replication of something previously seen, but a
visual “interpretation” (in the artistic sense).*

Though the order suggests that the second meaning derives from the first, this is not the
case. Indeed the first edition of Webster s (1846) gives only: “Visualize: to make visual,™"'
corresponding to the second definition above. This is also the meaning in the Oxford English
Dictionary’s earliest example sentence, from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria
(1817), where it is a matter of imagery in a poem.* It is possible that Coleridge actually coined
this word, as it does not appear in 18"-century dictionaries,* and the Biographia Literaria is
infamous for its many neologisms.*

The Oxford English Dictionary, like Webster s, gives two main definitions, and again the
first one is: “To form a mental vision, image, or picture of (something not visible or present to

fact Kohn herself translates this opening passage similarly, rendering cun % not as “visualize” but “preserve”
(Kohn 1987, 119). But a few lines later she translates %4 2 9 as “visualize the spirit in the cinnabar field”
(ibid, 120, emphasis mine). Just as with “be convinced of” (adhi+\muc) discussed above, the translation
“visualize” introduces an answer, in the form of an apparently specific mental exercise, to a question that the text
itself does not explicitly address, namely how we are to “preserve” the spirit (by visualizing it).

39 Webster s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language (London: Merriam, 1961), 2558.

40 This is the meaning when an author writes that “the aim of the Buddhist artist was to visualize the ideals of his
creed, to illustrate by pictorial parables all the beautiful sentiments of the Buddhist religion” (Brown 1918, 7).
Here “to visualize” means to use art to express non-visual things, “sentiments,” in visual terms. In more recent
usage, at least when discussing Buddhism, “visualization” now more commonly describes the mental feat that
allows artists to successfully reproduce complex paintings (Harrington and Zajonc 2006, 99).

41 Noah Webster, ed., A Dictionary of the English Language (London: Merriam, 1846), 1115.

42 “It was the intention of the writers to mark the seasons by this allegory of visualized puns,” cited by the Oxford
English Dictionary from Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia literaria; or, Biographical sketches of my
literary life and opinions (London, 1817). The editors, however, place this example under the definition “to form
a mental vision, image, or picture” not under the definition “to render visible,” where we find citations
pertaining to artwork or photography. This seems wrong. In Coleridge’s example “visualized” refers to the work
of a poet who describes the “Dog-star” using a “visual” description of an actual dog. “Visualized puns” thus here
refers to literary images that give “visual” attributes to non-visual things (the dog-ness of the “dog-star”). The
point is not that one reproduces an already given visual object, but that one interprets an abstract idea in
concrete, visual terms. Here and throughout I refer to the entry for “visualize” in the second edition of the
Oxford English Dictionary (http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/224009).

43 Samuel Johnson, 4 Dictionary of the English Language. 3" edition (Dublin: W.G. Jones, 1768).

44 James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, ed., Biographia Literaria (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982),
CXXXIV.
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the sight, or of an abstraction); to make visible to the mind or imagination.” The earliest example
for this is from 1863.* But even here the meaning is different from Webster s notion of seeing
something “not present to the eye.” Indeed the 1863 example is a passage by scientist John
Tyndall concerning how one might “visualize atoms.” What Tyndall means here is expressed
more clearly elsewhere, when he describes “visualization” as an essential skill for the scientific
investigation of “subsensible” phenomena, in this case the nature of light:

To realize this subsensible world, if I may use the term, the mind must possess a certain
pictorial power. It has to visualize the invisible. It must be able to form definite images of
the things which that subsensible world contains; and to say that, if such or such a state
of things exist in that world, then the phenomena which appear in ours must of necessity
grow out of this state of things. If the picture be correct, the phenomena are accounted
for; a physical theory has been enunciated which unites and explains them all. This
conception of physical theory implies, as you perceive, the exercise of the imagination.
Do not be afraid of this word, which seems to render so many respectable people, both in
the ranks of science and out of them, uncomfortable.*

Tyndall goes on to reassure his audience that “visualization” differs from ordinary “imagination”
in that it is not severed from the world of fact, but is rather the envisioning of real, though
“subsensible” things. We should note here Tyndall’s implied contrast between the ordinary
meaning of imagination as a flight of fancy and “visualization” as the accurate picturing of real
things, for as we saw above Eliade’s explanation of Tantric sadhana practice contrasted
“imagination” with “visualization” in similar terms.

Though the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary classify Tyndall’s use of “visualize”
under the definition “form a mental vision,” it is perhaps better thought of as an extension of the
earlier meaning, “to render visible.” For though it is clearly an internal mental process, for
Tyndall the point is neither that “visualization” involves recalling in vivid detail objects no
longer present to the eye, nor that it is phenomenologically similar to vision (there is no mention
here of Eliade’s “inner screen”). Rather the idea is that something beyond the range of human
sense is schematically represented so as to convey the essential information about its structure,
and hence its behavior under the laws of Newtonian physics where, in the end, everything is just
a mater of geometry.

But “to visualize” soon acquired yet another meaning, one hinted at by the Oxford
English Dictionary: “in recent use, sometimes in connexion with special branches of psychology
or psychical research.” The intended meaning here is seen in an American dictionary from 1889
that defines “to visualize” as: “to call up a mental image or picture in visual terms with a
distinctness approaching actual vision.”*” Here, I would suggest, is the meaning that scholars of
Buddhism invoke, either explicitly or implicitly. The example sentences from the 1889
dictionary are instructive, as they are all drawn from Francis Galton’s Inquiries into Human

45 Coleridge’s 1817 example is, wrongly I believe, also placed under this definition (see note 42).

46 John Tyndall, Lectures on Light (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1873), 34.

47 William Dwight Whitney and others, eds., The Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia (New York: The Century
Co., 1889-1906), 6772.
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Faculty and Its Development (1883).* Indeed it would seem that Galton coined this usage in the
late 1870s.* For reasons I will address below Galton’s development of this idea was extremely
influential. His definition had entered dictionaries by 1883, and by the 1890s “visualization”
was a common word in the nascent field of psychology. In his Principles of Psychology (1890),
to take merely one prominent example, William James gave an extensive analysis of the human
capacity for “visualization” based entirely on Galton’s studies.”

In introducing his research Galton says he had set out to obtain “accurate answers
concerning this faculty of visualizing® to which novelists and poets continually allude.” He
asked his subjects, contacted by mail, to “think of some definite object—suppose it is your
breakfast table as you sat down to it this morning—and consider carefully the picture that rises
before your mind’s eye.”** He then inquired about the visual qualities of the image, such as its
illumination, definition, and coloring. “Visualizing,” as Galton would call it, was thus most
basically a recollection of a previously experienced visual perception. It is important to note,
moreover, that Galton did not ask about the content of the person’s memory. He did not ask his
subjects whether or not they could accurately remember what had been on their breakfast table.
Rather his questions concerned the manner in which a person’s memory was represented. I find
it interesting, and in retrospect not surprising, that in order to ask such questions Galton drew,
intentionally or not, from the language of photography (“definition”), and indeed Galton himself
was a pioneer in advanced photographic techniques.”

Galton was surprised by the responses. He found, for example, that “men of science”
tended to protest that questions about the “illumination” or “coloring” of mental images were
meaningless.>® In contrast women and young boys habitually claimed to see mental imagery with

48 Galton 1883. Galton had begun publishing this work a few years earlier (Galton 1880; 1881), based on data
collected in 1879. For a detailed chronology of Galton’s work during these years based on his letters and
published and unpublished materials, see Pearson 1924, 2:233-248.

49 The word was not borrowed from continental psychology, and the French and German are both later and derived
from the English. French dictionaries record the earliest use of the verb “visualiser,” explicitly taken from the
English, in a psychology textbook from 1887. See Paul Imbs, ed., Trésor de la langue frangaise; dictionnaire de
la langue du XIXe et du XXe siécle (Paris: Editions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1971-1995),
16:1209. German contains a number of words corresponding to “visualize” in a less technical sense (such sich
vorstellen), but in the context of psychology and Buddhist meditation the normal word is visualisieren, taken
from the English, and hence presumably derived from Galton.

50 John Ogilive, The Imperial Dictionary of the English Language (London: Blackie and Son, 1883), 573, with
Galton as the source.

51 James 1890, 2:51-56

52 For the sake of consistency I here regularize the spelling and change “visualise” to “visualize” in all citations.

53 Galton 1880, 302

54 ibid., 301

55 Pearson 1924, 2:282-333. In the late 1870s Galton developed a technique called “composite portraiture,” in
which different photographs of the same person were combined to form a composite image that Galton believed
would reveal the essential features of a given individual. He also created composite images of multiple
generations of a single family in an attempt to discern the transmission of key hereditary traits.

56 A sample of the objections is worth citing: “These questions presuppose assent to some sort of proposition
regarding the ‘mind’s eye’ and the ‘images’ which it sees . . . This points to some initial fallacy . . . It is only by a
figure of speech that I can describe my recollection of a scene as a ‘mental image’ which I can ‘see’ with my
‘mind’s eye’. .. [ donotseeit...any more than a man sees the thousand lines of Sophocles which under due
pressure he is made to repeat” (Galton 1880, 302, ellipses in original).
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vivid colors. Galton dubbed this the “faculty of visualizing,” and the notion that some people
possess such a faculty spread rapidly through the scientific community and even general
public.”” However judging by the responses of “men of science,” many in Galton’s day seem to
have doubted the existence of such a faculty at all, or at least appear to have found Galton’s
questions ill-formed. Indeed debates about the nature or existence of mental imagery in Galton’s
sense have continued among psychologists, neuroscientists, and philosophers, after a brief
interruption during the heyday of behaviorism.*

Galton explains the reasons for his interest in the visual or even photographic qualities of
imagination as follows:

Anecdotes find their way into print, from time to time, of persons whose visual memory
is so clear and sharp as to present mental pictures that may be scrutinized with nearly as
much ease and prolonged attention as if they were real objects . . . It seemed to me that
[investigating this] might illustrate the essential differences between the mental
operations of different men, that they might give some clue to the origin of visions . . .>
Galton was thus interested in how mental faculties differed across individuals. But he was also,
perhaps even primarily, motivated by the question of visions, or as many would have had it,
“hallucinations,” a major topic of inquiry among 19" century intellectuals.®

Galton first made an explicit connection between “visualization” and visions in a lecture
given on May 13™ 1881 entitled “The Visions of Sane Persons.”' Indeed so-called apparitions
seen by otherwise stable, sane individuals, something often referred to at the time as
“hallucinations of the sane,” posed a certain problem for the scientific community. Though most
agreed that the things they reported to see were not real, since such people were not otherwise
dysfunctional it was difficult to dismiss their reports as mere fabrication or delusion.® In the
second half of the 19™ century this problem had become acute because of the growing interest in
the theory and practice of “trance” or “magnetic” states. “Trance,” the English translation of
extasis in the King Jame’s bible (and one of the earliest, though eventually rejected translations

57 A number of interesting neologisms date from this time such as “visualizer” and “visualist,” both of which turn
up in dictionaries from the early 20" century. For “visualist,” defined as “one whose memory retains visual
images better than other kinds,” see William A. Craigie and James R. Hulbert 1944, A Dictionary of American
English (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1938—1944), 2422, with citations from 1885 and 1902. For
“visualizer,” see Whitney, The Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia, 6772.

58 Among neuro- and cognitive scientists the most recent book-length volleys are Kosslyn, Thompson and Ganis
2006 and Pylyshyn 2003 for the pro- and anti-imagery positions respectively (see also Pylyshyn 2002, which
includes responses from many of the prominent researches in the field). Kosslyn has been one of the most
forceful advocates of the existence of mental imagery, which he calls “depictive representations.” As one might
expect, what counts as evidence one way or another in this debate is itself a subject of dispute.

59 Galton 1883, 83, emphasis mine.

60 See for example Boismont 1845, Griesinger 1862.

61 Pearson 1924, 2:243-244

62 Such cases are discussed by early authors such as Brierre de Boismont and Griesinger (see note 60), and were a
frequent topic of speculation throughout the second half of the 19™ century. See for example Parish 1897, who
carried out a research project titled “International Census of Waking Hallucinations in the Sane.”
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of dhyana)® originally referred to states of divine revelation for Christians. But in the late 18"
and early 19™ centuries a number of groups began using the newly popular techniques of
Friedrich Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) to regularly induce such “states,” as they came to be
called. This raised the possibility of, and indeed made it imperative to, account for these “states”
scientifically.** As Ann Taves explains:

The postulation of special mental states, initially designated as “magnetic” and later as
“trance” or “dissociative” states, played a central role in psychological theorizing about
religion during the course of the nineteenth century. The newly discovered “clairvoyant
somnambule,” the exemplar of this state, provided a humanly induced analogue to
religious visionaries . . . the “clairvoyant somnambule” provided a means of
demonstrating the natural induction of involuntary sensory phenomena.®

“Clairvoyant somnambules,” placed into trance by their handlers, would report seeing and
conversing with the dead, traveling to distant locations, or seeing the contents of sealed rooms.
They had no memory of these events upon waking from trance, and had no other pathological
symptoms. Beginning from the 1850s analogous practices were deployed by the Spiritualists,
who used trance “mediums” to communicate with the spirits of the dead.

For proponents of Spiritualism clairvoyance as the ability to “see” without the use of the
eyes provided scientific proof for the existence of the soul. In the words of one apologist, “it is
not the external eye—that sees. It is the soul using the eye as an instrument . . . prove once that
sight can exist without the use of light, sensation, or any physical organ of vision, and you prove
an abnormal, supersensual, spiritual faculty;—a proof which puts an end to the theory of
materialism.”® Those whom we might now call psychologists, on the other hand, tried to
formulate theories to account for such phenomena in other terms.®” The most basic approach was
to define trance as a disease of the brain, such that the reports of mediums could be dismissed as
unreliable. For those doctors and neurologists who analyzed trance in this way that mediums
lacked personal agency, at least while in trance and under the control of their handlers, was

63 See below p.166 notes 119 and 120.

64 The notion that magnetic forces exert subtle but powerful influence on human begins has a long history in
European thought. The idea that some people can, through force of will, guide their own magnetic emanations
and thereby influence others is usually traced to Van Helmont (1577-1644), and this is the concept of “animal
magnetism” later taken up by Mesmer (Boring 1929, 116). Mesmer’s innovation was the “ritual” procedure that
allowed him to consistently and repeatedly induce trance states in his subjects.

65 Taves 1999, 126, emphasis in original.

66 Epes Sargent, The Scientific Basis of Spiritualism (Boston: Colby and Rich, 1881), 133—134. Note how for
Sargent even the mere experience of “seeing,” independent of the reality of what is seen, proves the existence of
the soul. As he goes on to remark, only the existence of a soul can account for how “the simple impression of
sight can be individualized, and presented distinct and separate from all other impressions” (ibid.)

67 As Ann Taves argues: “[The] central experiential claim [of the Spiritualists]—that animal magnetism opened a
psychologically grounded and empirically verifiable doorway between the human world and a world of the
spirits—faced challenges from a variety of directions during the 1870s and 1880s. Anglo-American neurologists,
intent on establishing themselves as a recognized subspeciality within the medical profession, attacked
Spiritualism in a largely successful bid to secure a secularized understanding of trance as a foundation for their
own neurological science” (Taves 1999, 207).
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generally taken as a key piece of evidence for the pathological nature of this condition.®

Galton, however, does not seem to have positioned his “visualizing faculty” as an
explanation of trance visions—it was, rather, an attempt to explain the visions reported and
clearly remembered by ordinary people. Thus Galton suggested that his data proved “the
continuity between all the forms of visualization, beginning with an almost total absence of it,
and ending with complete hallucination.”® In other words “visions” or “hallucinations,” which
Galton demonstrated (again through questionnaires) were common even among ordinary, sane
individuals, were nothing more than well-developed visualizations.” The ability of the brain to
internally generate vivid, visual perception was thus a natural “faculty,” and only for the ignorant
or irrational were such experiences proof of the existence of ghosts, souls, or other paranormal
phenomena.” In this respect Galton directly echoed Edward Tylor, who had earlier proposed that
primitive religion arose when people began to believe in the reality of spontaneous visions,
which like Galton Tylor considered to be a pan-human phenomenon.”” As we consider its
applicability in the context of Buddhist meditation, it is thus important to remember that
Galton’s “visualization” was initially a second-order term that explained visions. He interpreted
first-person claims to have “seen” things as, in reality, “visualization.””

There is, however, another aspect of Galton’s “visualization” that merits attention. In
addition to being potentially vision-like in its vividness, Galton presented “visualization™ as
capable of development, and he notes people who were able to improve the vividness of their
mental imagery through practice.” And though he does not address this point directly, this too is

68 Thus trance, argued neurologist George Beard, could be explained without any reference to “passing beyond the
use of external sense.” It was simply “a functional disease of the nervous system, in which the cerebral activity
is concentrated in some limited region of the brain, with suspension of the activity of the rest of the brain, and
consequent loss of volition.” See George M. Beard, The Scientific Basis of Delusions: A New Theory of Trance
and Its Bearings on Human Testimony (New York: G.P. Putnams’ Sons, 1877), 5, emphasis mine.

69 Galton 1881, 524. I here discuss only Galton’s theories because he was the first to use the word “visualize,” but
he was not the first to develop such ideas, and indeed as early as the 14™ century we find attempts to account for
the visions experienced by otherwise healthy people in naturalistic terms (Fogleman 2009). Wilhelm Griesinger,
to take another prominent 19"-century scientist, attempted to explain the hallucinations of sane people through
the theory of “eccentric projection.” According to Griesinger in normal perception stimulus from the outside the
organism activates the sensory organs in a certain manner (such as an image on the retina), and these then travel
to the cortex. In “eccentric projection” the internal sensory organ itself is stimulated without the corresponding
external object, leading to a “real” perception even in the absence of an object. According to Griesinger all
normal imagination involves some degree of “eccentric projection,” with full hallucination being the complete
stimulation of the sensory organ by the imagination (Griesinger 1862, 30; see also Parish 1897, 115-116).

70 He admits, however, that “there are some who visualize well, and who are also seers of visions, who declare that
the vision is not a vivid visualization, but altogether a different phenomenon” (1883, 164). Galton was
nonetheless confident that despite different “channels” though which the processes might occur, enough
similarities existed to consider both to be “induced” (as opposed to “direct”) sense impression.

71 Galton 1883, 174

72 Tylor 1958, 2:62. Ann Taves has pointed out that Tylor was probably influenced, in an inverted way, by the
earlier claims of Spiritualists that techniques of spirit communication were the empirical foundation of all
religions (Taves 1999, 198-200).

73 We should also note Galton’s discussion of “enthusiasm,” here in the sense of divine revelation (1883, 294-298).
Not entirely rejecting the possibility of genuine spiritual encounters, Galton uses his experiments with the
“visualizing faculty” to argue that the apparent objectivity of revelations is not a guarantee of their truthfulness.

74 Pearson 1924, 2:241. However Galton considered the ability to be permanently limited for some people. His
general theory was that education tended to diminish it. Those whose ability to visualize had been suppressed
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not unconnected to Galton’s goal of explaining why spontaneous visions were not necessarily
pathological. Indeed to the extent that “visualization” was grounded in a mental faculty
nominally under one’s personal control, it could be made to conform to the basic Victorian
understanding that the chief characteristic of insanity was lack of personal agency.” Galton thus
shifted the locus of the potential pathology from the mere experience of the vision to the
subsequent evaluation of that experience—what was pathological was thus not visualization, but
mistaking what one visualized for something “out there.”

Although Galton would surely have disproved, “Visualization” as a natural mental
faculty subject to development provided fertile ground for a number of groups who were seeking
not to discredit the reality of visions and apparitions, but to provide scientifically verifiable
techniques for accessing them. Most important of these groups was Theosophy, whose influence
on early popular Western understanding of Buddhism is well known.”

The basic problematic of early Theosophy was to retain the powers attributed to trance
mediums while overcoming the most common criticism of them, their lack of personal control
and agency. This was accomplished by rejecting the mesmerized medium in favor of the “adept,”
who was not placed into trance by someone else but consciously cultivated his own powers.
Theosophists were not the first to move in this direction. One of the earliest such voices in
America was Paschal Beverly Randolph, himself a former trance medium. After rejecting trance,
in the 1860s he developed a technique he called “waking clairvoyance,” “conscious trance,” or
“Psycho-vision.””” He differentiated this from Spiritualist mediumship as follows:

[For a medium] what one sees, feels, hears, is positive proof to him or her. All spiritual
communications come second-handed [sic], but the clairvoyant sees directly and reaches
knowledge by the first intention . . . If a person is lucid (clairvoyant), he or she has a
secret personal positive power, and need not consult any other authority whatever . . .
“Mediumship” is automacy; a medium is a machine played on and worked by others,
when it really exists; but the clairvoyant sees, knows, understands, learns and grows in

through education could thus sometimes recover it, but one with no such powers at all could not acquire them.

75 Taves 1999, 123

76 Prothero 1996.

77 Randolph offered his readers practical techniques for cultivating this power. The following, from Randolph’s
The Mysteries of Eulis (thought to date to 1870, but based on similar material from the 1860s), gives techniques
for developing of what Randolph calls “Volantia”: “VOLANTIA—the quiet, steady, calm, non-turbulent, non-
muscular exertion of the human will. To increase which, and render practically and magnetically serviceable,
practice is necessary, not a fitful, now and again kind, but regular, that is daily: observe these rules—and follow
them. Place against the wall a black card, round, with a white center, or a white one with a black center, and gaze
on it steadily, one minute, willing at the same time to increase you powers of ATTENTION,
CONCENTRATION, and ABSTRACTION. Then slowly turn your face to the blank wall and the optical effect
will be an apparition, and the card,—colors reversed,—will slowly pass across your tine of vision. Usually but
one or two will thus flit by, but there should be at least from four to seven. The card may be of any other colors,
and the phantoms will be their exact opposite or complementary hue. These exercises are intended to develop
the above named three powers, and their ultimate end and purpose is to finally enable you to fix your mind on
any one, alive or dead, and will their phantom, and in the latter case, themselves, to appear” (Deveney 1997,
328, emphasis and capitalization in original manuscript).
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personal magnetic and mental power day by day.”™

This understanding of trance differed radically from that promoted in Spiritualist circles. As his
recent biographer writes, Randolph’s new understanding was “the first shot in the battle that was
to transform spiritualism into occultism . . . for Randolph, clairvoyance not only was an
exceedingly sublime state of vision, but it was also a conscious phenomenon, rather than a result
of trance, and it was a condition that was available, if not to everyone, at least to most.””
Randolph had a profound influence on early Theosophy, which rejected Spiritualism on
similar principles.*® Henry Steel Olcott formulated a comparable criticism of Spiritualist trance
shortly after his initial contact with Madame Blavatsky in the mid-1870s, leading eventually to
what Stephen Prothero describes as the “paradigm shift from Spiritualism to what would be
called theosophy.” The focal point of this shift was the difference between passive (and mostly
female) mediums in a state of uncontrolled trance, and active, male “adepts” whose abilities
were cultivated.® This shift can also be understood as an attempt to appeal to what Ann Taves
has called the “respectable Protestant” understanding of human agency, according to which
Spiritualist trance, with its passive mediums, was pathological by definition.*? In Taves’ analysis
a chief innovation of Theosophy and the other new movements of the 1870s and 1880s was that
they “continued to rely upon the concepts of clairvoyance and suggestion by cultivating them as
conscious states and divorcing them from the liabilities that had come to be associated with
somnambulism and trance.”® Theosophy thus preserved the power of trance to communicate
beyond the bounds of normal perception, but adapted it to fit new ideals of agency and control.
It would seem that Galton’s notion of “visualization” offered early Theosophists a
scientific-sounding way of talking about the development of clairvoyant powers through
controlled, willful cultivation.* Although the earliest relevant examples I have found are not
from the Theosophists but the famous Society for Psychical Research in London (founded in
1882),* by the early 1890s Theosophists were claiming “visualization” as the scientific basis for

78 Deveney 1997, 74

79 Deveney 1997, 74-75. 1t is also worth noting that one of the ways Randolph explains this contrast is as the
difference between hearing and seeing, as in the above passage. He seems to have emphasized this on several
occasions. As he writes elsewhere: “The difference, therefore, between positive seership and mediumship in any
form is . . . that between hearing a description of Paris and seeing Paris one’s self; that is to say it is the
difference between act and experience, and the merest hearsay” (Deveney 1997, 73, emphasis in original).

80 Deveney 1997, 253-266

81 Prothero 1993, 204. These arguments, as Prothero notes, “incorporated broader cultural assumptions regarding
the dangerous passivity of women and the willful activity of men” (ibid., 204). Such ideas were not entirely
novel, and Spiritualist mediums had been criticized for their passivity since the 1850s. Taves observes further
that such critiques were frequently authored by male mediums criticizing their female counterparts, and the
equation between control and manliness is often explicit (Taves 1999, 219).

82 In Taves’ words this understanding held “not only that a highly developed personal sense of human agency was
good but that this sense could be lost or impaired,” and losing this sense was considered to be “one of the chief
characteristics of mental illness” (Taves 1999, 123).

83 Ibid., 127

84 On “scientism” as an authorizing strategy in Theosophy see Hammer 2001, 201-329.

85 The Society for Psychical Research mediated between researchers who assumed that non-material phenomena
did not exist or were irrelevant, and the Spiritualists and Theosophists who were their subject of research (Kripal
2010, 48-58). The Society tried, in a systematic way, to apply the language, theories, and experimental practices
of modern materialist understandings to explain non-material phenomena. Among members of the Society by
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clairvoyance.® All manner of occult phenomena were eventually explained by the power of the
mind to “visualize.”® Spirit writing, for example, was understood as the precipitation of “astral
matter” in the form of ink, following the outline of the letters that the adept “visualized” with
perfect clarity in the correct location.®®

For my present purposes what is most significant about the Theosophists is that they
appear to have been the first to use the word “visualization” to describe Asian meditation
practices, and by 1898 they were learning techniques from Indian gurus described in
Theosophist publications as “visualizations,” such as the practice of “visualizing” the face of
one’s guru from a portrait.*” Although a more thorough study will be needed to determine the
precise role of such practices in Theosophy at this time, as mentioned above 19™-century
scholars studying the Buddhist practices now generally called “visualizations” did not use this
word.” This suggests that its eventual use in the translation of Buddhist texts came under the
influence of Theosophy. Indeed in an explicitly Buddhist context the earliest example I have
found is from the 1927 translation of the so-called Tibetan Book of the Dead by Kazi Dawa
Samdup and former Theosophist W.Y. Evans-Wentz (1878—-1965).”" Interestingly it is also in
Evans-Wentz’s writings, in the context of a more in-depth treatment of what he called Tibetan
Buddhist “visualization” practices (s@dhana rituals), that we find, to my knowledge, the earliest
explicit characterization of the kasina exercises from the Pali tradition as “visualizations.”*
Tellingly, Childers’ 1872 Pali dictionary had, in contrast, explained the kasina meditations not as
visualizations but as exercises that induce “mesmeric trance.””

Regardless of the precise path whereby “visualization” became a standard description of
certain Buddhist meditation practices, the above historical sketch allows us to see more clearly
the implications of this word by revealing the polemic contexts in which it was first deployed.

1886 “to visualize” was being used as a non-problematic way of referring to the manner in which visions of
apparitions and ghosts took form before the eyes (Gurney, Meyers and Podomore 1886, 1:256). Similarly it was
by “visualizing” that a psychic could successfully read a playing card from the back (ibid, 1:32). Here too,
however, “visualize” was a second-order term. What Gurney and his colleagues labeled as “visualizations” were
reported by the subjects as “visions” or simply things that they had “seen.”

86 Thus Annie Besant, Blavatsky’s heir, was in 1892 able to write that “all persons who ‘visualize’ much are to
some extent clairvoyant.” See Annie Besant, “Reincarnation,” Lucifer: A Theosophical Magazine 10 (1892),
148. The scare quotes around the word suggest that Besant expected her readers to see this as technical term.
Other examples make this clear. Thus in an 1897 lecture Besant said: “Some of you can visualize, as it is called
technically . . . that is, by an effort of thought you can really see your friend’s face.” See Annie Besant,
“Clairvoyance and Mental Healing,” reprinted in The American Theosophist 15.7 (1914), 556, emphasis mine.

87 Annie Besant, A Word on Man,his Nature, and his Powers (London: Theosophical Publishing Society, 1893),
11-12.

88 A Primer of Theosophy (Chicago: The Rajpu Press, 1909), 33-34

89 H. Seakav, “Fragmentary Thoughts no. IIL,” The Theosophist 19 (1898), 663

90 See above note 26.

91 Evans-Wentz 1927. Evans-Wentz did not read Tibetan, and the translation was carried out by Kazi Dawa
Samdup (1868-1922), an English teacher at the Maharaja’s Boy’s School in Gangtok (in Sikkhim). As noted by
Donald Lopez in his forward to the recent reprint of this book (2000), though the basic translation was Samdup’s
Evans-Wentz claimed to have been his “living English dictionary,” and that accordingly Evans-Wentz was
responsible for much of the specific terminology (including, no doubt, the word “visualize”).

92 Evans-Wentz 1934, 41

93 Childers 1872, 191
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For Galton, the key notions were interiority and a particular kind of photograph-like vividness.
For the Theosophists, the word helped explain clairvoyance and other powers as cultivated
capacities rather than the fruits of passive “trance.” And indeed “to visualize” as used in
description of Buddhist meditation practice appears to be a synthesis of precisely these ideas.
Thus in Eliade’s definition (p.145) visualization is an internal mental process whose object is not
literally in the world, is phenomenologically a kind of seeing (“projected” on an “inner screen”),
and is an ordered, willful processes expressing and employing the practitioner’s powers of
mental control, explicitly contrasted with the spontaneous or passive “imagination.” Though less
developed, these same ideas are also present in Soper’s description of visualization as the
gradual building-up of mental images leading to a vision.

This notion of visualization is, I would thus suggest, carefully opposed to a cluster of
related concepts, such as “seeing,” “imagining,” and “hallucinating.” Visualization is similar to
“seeing” in its phenomenology, yet it differs fundamentally in that its object is not actually
present “out there.” In this respect it is similar to a “hallucination.” But unlike a hallucination
visualization is not pathological—it is a controlled, willful, “active” state, with none of the late-
Victorian stigma associated with the “passive” trance of spirit mediums. At the beginning of this
section I noted that scholars of Buddhism apply the word “visualization” rather loosely, neither
precisely defined nor aligned with a single Buddhist technical term. However I would suggest
that “visualization” actually does have a precise meaning, circumscribed by three qualities:
photographic vividness, interiority, and a sense of personal agency. Only by insisting on these
attributes is “visualization” distinct in meaning from terms such as “seeing,” “imagining,” and
“hallucinating.”

The question then is whether or not traditional accounts of the Buddhist meditation
practices commonly described as “visualization” imply something similar to this. In the case of
the Chan Essentials, Methods for Curing, and other fifth-century Chinese meditation texts, I will
suggest that they do not.

Inner and Outer

Of the three attributes of “visualization” discussed above the easiest to analyze is its
interiority. Indeed Galton developed the notion of visualization precisely to explain the apparent
perception of external objects, such as ghosts, in terms that would not require positing their real
existence.” We may, of course, decide that certain forms of Buddhist meditation, in fact, involve
“visualization” in Galton’s sense. But even leaving aside the difficulties in specifying what “in
fact” might mean for a topic such as this, such a conclusion would in any case be of a logically
different order of analysis than accurately describing just what it is that Buddhist meditators

94 Galton did not explain how this might work neuro-anatomically, though as mentioned above (note 69) previous
researchers had posited various theories, such as Griesinger’s “eccentric projection,” to account for the neural
mechanism of vivid hallucinations. We may also note that in 1884 Frederic Meyers proposed such a theory to
account for “apparitions” (basically identical to Griesinger’s) and he called “visualization” the process whereby
the optic nerve is stimulated internally so as to perfectly mimic actual perception. See Frederic Meyers et al., “A

Theory of Apparitions,” Proceedings for the Society of Psychical Research 2 (1884), 157-186.
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claim to be doing (or, in the present case, what Buddhist meditation texts claim will happen to
Buddhist meditators). “Visualize” will be an appropriate word in the translation of such texts or
reports only if the first-order perspective is that the objects perceived are not “out there.”

In the case of the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, however, it would be difficult
to make this claim, and what the meditator “sees” is often described as something that at least
potentially impinges on the world. This is actually not entirely unexpected. Indeed dhyana has
always been understood to lead naturally to magical powers, many of which involve the mind of
the meditator directly influencing the physical world. Though scholarly presentations of
Buddhist meditation of course acknowledge this, there is a tendency to treat such matters
separately from the question of how we translate or understand meditation terminology. In some
cases this indeed might make sense. There is, for example, no obvious reason why the
terminology we use to translate the practical instructions for breath-meditation would be affected
by beliefs about the magic powers this practice produces. But in the case of “visualization”
things are more complicated because what is “visualized” by the meditator is often the same
physical reality that he manipulates.”

Though the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing do not directly address the
cultivation of such powers, what the meditator “sees” during meditation does occasionally
become visible to other people, notably in the meditations on the fire and water elements in the
third sutra of the Chan Essentials (3.65; 3.71). Though one passage here actually says that what
the meditator sees will not be visible to others (3.78),” given the context the point cannot be that
here and only here these visions exist within the meditator’s mind. Rather the meditator comes
into contact with a number of extraordinary things, some of which only he is able to see, some of
which others perceive as well, but none of which are private mental events.

This understanding of the fire and water samdadhis in particular was widespread in fifth-
and sixth-century China. According to his biography early in his career the monk Facong ;% 8%,
(d. 547-550) was living in a hermitage on Parasol Mountain (£ ¥ .@.) near Xiangyang ¥ F+*’

when the prince of Jin’an (F <% 1 ) came to pay respects:

[The prince] had heard of [Facong’s] reputation, and so came to see him. As he
approached [Facong’s] hermitage he urged his horse forward, but for no apparent reason
it turned back. Ashamed, the prince left. That night he had a bad dream. Later, he again
tried to go, but the horse turned back as before. The prince then ritually purified himself,
and only then, fully reverent and devout, was he able to approach. When he first arrived
near the temple all he saw was a valley filled with raging flames. As he watched for a
while [the flames] suddenly transformed into water. He stood again for a while looking
up in awe, and the water vanished and the halls [of the temple] appeared. He [later]
inquired about this matter and learned that [Facong] had at that time been immersed in

95 The classic example of this is the kasina meditations—“visualizing” a certain color, the meditator is able to
create objects of that color (Nanamoli 1976, 171). See also Treatise on Great Wisdom, T.1509:25.352a29-b4.

96 “[The light of his heart] gradually becomes brighter, and he sees his body to be like bright crystal mirror, and his
heart to be like a magic moon-jewel. [It is so bright] that he wonders if others can see it, but in truth they are not
able to see these things.” 2L & Jf4odf #{ P 4t » Lo 4o P A0 gk o o A B> 8 A HF 2 AL E o (3.78)

97 Near Xiangfan ¥_#, in northwest Hubei /# #* province.

159



Chapter 3: Vision and Visualization
the water and fire trances.”®

Two things are of note in this story. First, the content of Facong’s meditation becomes visible to
the prince. Though these are not “real” fire and water—they do not burn the temple down—they
are visible objectively. Indeed Facong’s ability to meditate such that his visions become visible
to others is a sign of his power as a chan master. Second, the prince’s seeing of these things is
also contingent on his own level of purification. In other words what Facong sees during this
meditation may well be invisible to ordinary people, but not to those sufficiently pure.

In the story the prince renders himself worthy through a ritual purification (jie zhai ;% 7%).
More commonly, seeing such things indicated one’s own meditative attainment, as in the tale of
the young girl Xinxiang 3 4p, who received divine revelations and wrote them down as sutras.
Buddhist masters were summoned, and they determined that the writings were in accord with the
scriptures. But one master tested Xinxiang in a different manner:

There was also a strange chan master of unclear background who in the Jinghui temple
entered the fire-radiance samddhi and then summoned the girl [ Xinxiang]. When she
arrived at [the door] she did not enter, saying “There is a mass of fire.” The chan master
said: “Why don’t you put it out with water?” She then performed the water
contemplation, extinguished the fire, and entered. The chan master [was in this way able
to] verify that she had indeed mastered various meditations.”

To have mastered chan was thus apparently a potential proof of one’s authenticity as a spirit
medium, which is itself an interesting point. But concerning our more immediate questions, the
logic of the story here suggests that the “mass of fire” Xinxiang perceived was not visible to
everyone. Indeed her ability to see this fire, generated by the chan master’s meditation, was
apparently part (though not all) of the proof of her own attainment. As we will see below, in
doctrinal texts too we find the understanding that objects “visualized” during meditation would
be visible to anyone who had attained the same state.

Returning to the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, we also find a few discussions
of the ontology of the visions themselves. Since these are not doctrinal texts such questions are
not addressed directly, but we can glean something of the understanding they presuppose from
certain passages where the meditator sees inauspicious or frightening visions, a subject to which
we will return in more detail later in this chapter. In the second section of the first sutra of the
Chan Essentials, for example, the meditator first comes to see “scattered bones” (4% - ¥ )

98 Kb KA o #IAET > BEHBA S Adri?s I WA K c AR EF > AL R A BiTdoik o 22 FAk
Bg ikt PEERL oA T FR B B FUFR e LAY > LRI KR KBRMEW S RRER
MR 0 2 A pE o~ ok L ®s o (Further Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2060:50.555¢4-9). According
to the compiler Daoxuan ig ¥ this story was drawn from Facong’s funeral epitaph (# 7). The tale also
appears, in a slightly different form, in the Forest of Pearls from the Garden of the Dharma (T.2122:53.893b2—-
c5) and the Biographies of Divine Monks (Shen seng zhuan # % &, T.2064:50.974c25-975b7).

99 3 RMEfF > Ak WEES AV K= ARk 2T 00 2 D E VR MEFFY DR ILK
2 e A TIERER > R U@~ o FAEF B AiFE » 3 o (Further Biographies of Eminent Monks,
T.2060:50.600c15-19). The story appears within the biography of Xinxiang’s brother, the monk Huikuan & % .
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filling the entire universe, representing his further progress in the contemplation of impurity. But
then the bones erupt into a vast conflagration that threatens the practitioner himself:

He then sees that out beyond all the bones a great fire arises in all directions, its flames
continuing one after the other, burning the scattered bones. [The practitioner] sees fire
appear between the bones of all the skeletons. As for the appearance of these fires, some
are like blazing, flowing water running between bones. Some are like great mountains
closing in on [the practitioner] from all sides.'®”

The appearance of this fire proves problematic, and “[the practitioner] will feel extremely afraid.
When he emerges from meditation his body will be hot and sweaty . . . when the practitioner
next enters trance he will be unable to emerge on his own. He will only be able to emerge [from
trance] when someone snaps their fingers.”'"' To counteract this, the practitioner must
contemplate the emptiness of the threatening fire:

He must then think: “This fire arises from the four great elements. My body itself is
empty, and the four great elements [that comprise it] have no master. This raging fire
arises from emptiness adventitiously. My body the bodies of others are all also empty.
This fire is produced by false imagination. What could it burn? Both my body and the
fire are impermanent.”'®*

Thus though the fire is produced by “false imagination” (= #£), this is not why it is empty—
rather it is empty for the same reason the meditator’s body is empty, for like the body it arises
from the four material elements.

Deconstruction of the evil visions in this way occurs throughout the text.'” Thus in a
subsequent passage, as he continues the contemplation of impurity the meditator eventually
becomes so disgusted with his body that he considers suicide.'™ As a result of this negative
thought, an evil vision appears:

[The meditator] then sees a giant yaksa-demon, as big as a mountain, its hair wild and
disheveled like a forest of brambles. Its sixty eyes [shine] like lightning. Its forty mouths
each have two fangs like flaming pillars that point upwards, and tongues like sword-trees
that reach to its knees. It attacks the practitioner with an iron club that is like a blade-
mountain. [The practitioner sees] many other things like this. When he sees these things
he becomes terrified and his body and mind begin to tremble. . . . [The practitioner] must
be instructed as follows: “Do not be afraid. This yaksa demon is a vision [produced by]
the poison of your evil mind. It arises from the six elements, and is formed of the six

10023 HF b B P w g o F & LAz B4R MEHEPE o A F A > & E VA o e B g A R
B Aooiok o PR o TR R o A Rb s e Lo e g ok o (1.35)

1014~ B4 o 22 pFo RIS 30 pAz o BIY {4 VA 0 R FA 0 (1.36)

T02A e o dopt VE > 4G o AL TR AR QAR G AP R B
et o AR SleeriEe AL L 2 g a e (137)

103In addition to the passage discussed below, see also 1.58 and 1.80.

104This is a well known side-effect of asubha practice.
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elements. You must now carefully contemplate these six elements. The six elements are
earth, water, fire, wind, consciousness and space. In this manner you must carefully
consider each [element]. Is your body [the same as] the earth element? The water
element? The wind element? The consciousness element? The space element? . . . The
six elements have no master, and the body too is without a self. Why then do you now
fear this yaksa? Just as your imagination itself (= &) arrives but does not arrive from
somewhere and departs without going anywhere, so too this yaksa that you have seen
through your imagination. Even if this yaksa comes forward and strikes, you should
simply accept it joyfully and carefully contemplate that there is no self. For in regards to
what is lacking in self there can be no fear or terror. You must simply have this right
understanding as you sit in meditation, contemplating impurity and this yaksa.”'*

As with the threatening fire above, although the evil yaksa-demon is a “vision [produced by] the
poison of [the meditator’s] evil mind” (& = &3 # %), unlike what we would find in a
Yogacara-vijiianavada style argument it is not deconstructed simply as a false conception, but as
composed of all six elements. The analogy between the sudden appearance of the yaksa and the
sudden appearance of the act of imagination itself, which “arrives but does not arrive from
somewhere and departs without going anywhere,”'* thus emphasizes only that the object is
produced by and hence controllable through the mind of the practitioner, not that it is
ontologically part of the mind.

The claim that these fantastic visions are visions of material things may at first appear
somewhat odd. However that “visualized” objects are material (as opposed to mental) entities
was an accepted understanding in some forms of Indian Buddhism. The Abhidharma-kosa-
bhasya attributes this view to the yogacaras:

A ripa that is the object of samadhi is produced for the meditator by the force of his
samadhi. 1t is invisible because it is not an object of the eye-organ. It is without

resistance because it does not obstruct space.'”’

This theory is also discussed in the Yogacarabhiimi-sastra, and has been interpreted by some

T

1
1

1%&*&{’ﬁ%%m’ﬁﬁgﬁ’%ﬁﬂﬁoﬁﬁiﬁ’ﬁ%?%oﬁwir’r¢:9,?ﬁk

Bde i e 2 bl LDk e SRt 00 Lo dedidt 4 de RS S gt o R R
& = %K}’nt,j/.g o SR -4 O < g /J,g;‘?%ﬁ.m chrt R A BB CFEIBER o ES A4 2 Lpd o
b2 }%é E“_«ow?_‘.ﬁz,;&\*\\"&\gg—\;\;jo&rﬁb——’/5§ﬁﬁ‘#ﬁ_’/5f’}{i"'ﬁ°,ifElL

KBR o L H KPR o L HE R PR L FIIN . S H TR A Ea o B g e AL RRANERR o doh
s REAT O L AT o BARR > Aol o BE L L R RR iia‘fﬁ‘ﬁ CEELR O GRRA
Ao mAEe o mEGE e gD BB d o R ER 2R o (1.53-1.54)

106The wording here is reminiscent of a key passage from the Pratyutpanna-samadhi-sitra (Harrison 1990, 42),
that would prove important in the development of mature Yogacara-vijiianavada idealism (Schmithausen 1973,
246). However the Chan Essentials seems to correspond here not to later Yogacara idealism, but to what
Schmithausen identifies as the portions of the Yogacarabhiimi-sastra that continue to presuppose the “realistic
ontology” of traditional Buddhism (ibid., 238-239).

107dhyayinam samadhivisayo rapam samadhiprabhavad utpadyate | caksurindriyavisayatvat anidarsanam |
desanavarnatvad apratigham iti (AKBh, 197.5-6). Based on Silk 2000, 288, with some modifications.
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scholars as a precursor to the full-fledged idealism of later Yogacara sources.'®™ Sanghabhadra’s
Abhidharma-nyayanusara-sastra gives an even more detailed account of these ideas as the views
of the “forest-dwellers” (araynaka):

All the forest-dwellers say: The blue and other [colors seen] while in samdadhi are visible
matter. It cannot be said that they definitely have different characteristics and are of a
different kind than [the visible matter that] the eye consciousness previously encountered,
for they appear with perfect clarity while in meditation. They are matter [which serves as]
the object of that [mind immersed in] samdadhi. They are matter produced by the primary
elements and produced by samdadhi. They are pure and clear, and like the ether they lack
resistance.'”

Thus the object “visualized” by the meditator is a kind of riipa, and is thus material, or at least is
not mental. Admittedly it is a special kind of riipa, lacking the usual features of resistance
(pratigha) and (according to some) visibility to the eye.""* Though the meditator’s mind produces
it or perhaps simply stirs it into shape, and thus does have a special relationship to it, this ripa is
not different in nature from those objects previously perceived by the eye consciousness.

This understanding was, it must be noted, disputed by other Buddhist schools, and both
Sanghabhadra’s Abhidharma-nydyanusara-sastra and the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya introduce
this theory specifically to refute the position of the Sautrantikas, who, in contrast to the
Vaibhasikas, maintained that some objects of perception are entirely non-existent.'"' The
Sautrantikas give a number of examples of this, including classic cases of illusion such as a
“wheel” of fire. Among these examples are the objects of meditation practices such as the
krtsnayatana (the kasina of the Pali tradition), that are technically considered products of
adhimukti-manaskara, “contemplation [based on] resolve” in contrast to tattva-manaskara,
“contemplation [based on something] real.” It is these that Sanghabhadra refers to above when
he discusses the “blue and other [colors seen] while in samadhi.”

It might thus be suggested that the “material” nature of such “visualized” objects is little
more than a scholastic conceit. Indeed the Vaibhasikas also argue against the Sautrantika
position that patently illusory objects (such as the fire-wheel) are non-existent objects of
consciousness. Even so, however, it is not possible to take the distinction between adhimukti-
manaskara and tattva-manaskara as the distinction between “visualization” and “perception.”
For while the kasina meditations are included in the former, within the later are included things
like “seeing” the internal organs of the body. Indeed the internal organs really do exist, therefore

108Schmithausen 1973, 239

109G ZFHFFELT 7 3> 83 LJ > 27y d RARBYELRGFIAp> L AP R
BABG o AR E SR IR AP TIRE 0 ez R o (T.1562:29.346b7-11). Here “ether”
translates 3 % ¢ , probably akasa-dhatu-riipa, “matter belonging to the sphere of space.”

110The Yogacarabhuimi considers this ripa to be a kind of “derived matter” (upadayaripa; Schmithausen 1973,
239), and this same idea is found in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata (T.618:15.318¢7—13). The category of
“derived matter” is also said to be that out of which the sensory organs themselves are made, also held to be a
very subtle form of nearly intangible matter. Kumarajiva, in contrast, in his letters to Huiyuan, seems to call the
matter out of which “visualized” objects are made avijiiapti-ripa (& %t ¢ ; see Kimura 1960, 24,
T.1856:45.130a14-15, following the reading of the Eikanto ~BL¥ edition).

111Cox 1988; Dhammajoti 2007, 4648
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seeing them, even with the mind rather than the eye, is not considered adhimukti-manaskara."*
Thus among these pre-Yogacara schools of Indian Buddhism everyone seems to have agreed that
through meditation one could come to have perceptions of real objects in the world, even those
to which one did not have visual sensory access (such as the internal organs).

To return now to China, although none of the above Indian texts were available during
the fifth century, similar ideas were known and discussed. Such discussions come up most
frequently as concerns the visibility or not of the objects of other people’s meditation, something
discussed explicitly in the Chan Essentials, and evidently common enough knowledge to filter
into the miracle tales associated with Chinese meditation masters (as seen above in the stories of
Facong and Xinxiang).

A key passage through which this issue was discussed occurs in the Gandavyiitha-sitra
(contained in the Chinese translations of the Hua yan jing & Bt '5), where sravakas,unable to see
the doings of advanced bodhisattvas, are likened to the ordinary people who do not see anything
unusual when a mediating monk obtains the krtsnayatana while those who have themselves
reached this state can detect it.'"* The context of the comparison, as well as the other analogies
and examples, make the point here clear —attaining these meditations is learning to perceive a
subtle realm that all those with the same abilities can see. This line of argument was apparently
quite common, and this passage from the Gandavyiiha-siitra is cited in the Treatise on Great
Wisdom to explain why the sravakas were unable to use the “divine eye” to see the Buddha
preaching the Mahayana sutras to the bodhisattvas or gods."* In his letters to Huiyuan of Mt. Lu
Kumarajiva himself used this passage to explain that the bodies of advanced bodhisattvas, like
the bodies of the gods, and like the things seen by meditators while in samdadhi, are too “subtle”
() to be seen by people who are not of that same level.'"

112Dhammajoti 2009, 22-23, citing Sanghabhadra.

113The copy of this text available in fifth-century China is Buddhabhadra’s translation (T.278:9.680b22-25). The
Sanskrit makes clear the intention that all those who have attained these same samddhis will be able to see these
things at that moment: “[those things] are not seen, except by those who have [also] reached the attainment of
the that samadhi or samapatti.” na pasyet anyatra tatsamadhisamapattiviharapraptebhyah (Vaidya 1960); the
initial monk is introduced in the singular making it clear that here it pertains to others besides the mediating
monk himself. Although this final line is not present in Buddhabhadra’s translation, the later Chinese versions of
the Hua yan jing include it (T.279:10.324a7; T.293:10.667¢6). Regardless, given the other examples even in
Buddhabhadra’s translation the intention is clearly the same. For example the case is likened to one who, in a
dark room, places a special medicine in his eyes that allows him to see in the dark, while others present see
nothing (T.278:9.680b26—-28). What this person sees is thus what exists objectively, and anyone who has taken
the same medicine will see it just as well.

114T.1509:25.308b11-15

115“The bodies [of bodhisattvas] are extremely subtle and for this reason they are said [in the sutra you cite to be]
‘non-existent.” They are like the bodies of the gods of sphere of desire or the sphere of form who cannot be seen
by humans unless they reveal themselves. Further it is like the magical powers of human beings who have
obtained dhyana, which cannot be see by other people. Also it is like the “unmanifest” matter produced through
dhyana meditation, which though it always follows the person cannot be seen, for though it does exist it is subtle
and thus does not show itself. The physical body of a bodhisattva is even subtler than these examples, and is not
something that ordinary beings or those of the two vehicles can see . . . it is like when a person enters the water
and fire samadhis—without asking them [about it], though you might be right next to them, you will not see
anything.” & 7 ficim » Brinic » T B o dofc R A B 0 EF L AR PR B4 o d R 5 AR
BooxdrrhAES RT3 A4H > adpA 2 Lo Mtlmie X ol e d B > RRFEA > 7
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The Chan Essentials thus subscribes to what at the time was a commonly held
understanding of the nature of the special objects generated by the mind during samadhi. As a
final illustration of the difficulties that a word like “visualization” creates when used in such a
context, [ want to consider a somewhat different, but I hope illustrative example, namely some
remarks made by the Dalai Lama about “visualization” practice and mental imagery at a
conference (held at MIT) intended to generate dialog between Buddhists, neuroscientists, and
psychologists. In the discussion following two papers on the topic of “imagery and
visualization” the Dalai Lama made a comment that was translated into English by his
interpreter as follows:

It is important to bear in mind the various contexts in which we use the term imagery . . .
[in meditation practice] through constant training and familiarity with the image that you
conceptualize, you can reach a very high level of clarity, such that the content of that
thought is referred to as a form, almost like a visible form. Unlike ordinary material
objects that are characterized by shape and color and so on, the content of that thought is
not a material object, but it is nevertheless referred to as a mental object that has a form.
It is considered a constructed form . . . one can further develop one’s meditative capacity
to a very high level, where that form will take on a qualitatively different nature. For
example, if the object of the meditation is a fire, the generated form can burn and one can
use it like real fire."

Unsurprisingly, this comment did not ellicit much response from the other panelists. But in light
of our discussion we can now see that the Dalai Lama is here invoking theories similar to (and
perhaps even directly derived from) those in the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya and other sources.
Accordingly the word translated here as “form” is almost certainly (the Tibetan equivalent of)
riipa. Note, however, how the English translation of the interpreter is potentially misleading—*a
mental object that has a form” was no doubt interpreted by those present to mean something in
the brain/mind, not an object of the mind."” For the benefit of those less familiar with Buddhism
one of the panelists, Alan Wallace, explained the Dalai Lama’s comments as referring to “use of
the kasinas in the Pali tradition. By taking the conceptual quintessence of an element such as fire
... and generating it meditatively, you can actually project it into the sensory world.”""®
Invoking the kasina (krtsnayatana) exercises here is entirely apposite, for as we have
seen above this is the example typically brought forth when discussing the status of “visualized”
meditation objects. But in order to explain how a “mental object” could eventually appear in the
world, Wallace must discuss “projecting” what has been “generated meditatively” into the
“sensory world.” Here we find ourselves in a confused place somewhere between first-order
description and second-order explanations. From the emic perspective “projecting” is not
necessary—the “visualized” object is “out there” from the start, and as my “visualization” of

LB A AR EEE AT AT 0 A S F o AR L R e ok Z g
FAEH K- Jag o PR 4T A o (Kimura 1960, 24; T.1856:45.130a11-28).

116Harrington and Zajonc 2006, 95

117“Mental object” being taken in English more naturally as a karmadharya, an object that is mental, rather than a
tatpurusa, the object of the mind.

118Harrington and Zajonc 2006, 95
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them becomes more advanced they naturally become materially efficacious because they are
already material entities. On the other hand a second-order explanation of what is “really” going
on during such meditation practices might well involve the concept of “visualization,” internally
generated visual perceptions. What Wallace ends up giving us, however, is something different
—a second order explanation of the actual production of fire by a meditator.

Seeing and Contemplation in the Five Gates

I have suggested above that the concept of “visualization” carries with it three principal
implications—interiority, photographic lucidity, and a sense of personal agency and control.
Having discussed the first of these, I want to now examine the remaining two, which are indeed
arguably the most important. For it is here that we begin to touch upon the essential features of
Buddhist meditation as it is usually understood—namely, that it is a consciously undertaken
process leading to objective, authoritative experiences. The notion of active personal agency in
particular was, as we have seen, an essential part of how the Theosophists differentiated their
techniques of mental training from the “passive” trance of Spiritualist mediums, to which end
they invoked “visualization” as a scientific basis for the cultivation of clairvoyance through
one’s own powers of will and volition.

Indeed more generally it seems that a favorable view of Buddhist meditation among late
Victorians was contingent on divorcing it from any hint of “passivity.” And new vocabulary was
needed for this, as in the first half of the 19" century Buddhist meditation had often been
described precisely in such terms. Thus we find, for example, “trance” as one of several
definitions of jhana (dhyana) in Robert Childers’ 1872 A Dictionary of the Pali Language."" Yet
fifty years later the Pali-English Dictionary (1921) warns its readers that jhiana implies “no
suggestion of trance, but rather of an enhanced vitality.”'*® Here we see a keen sensitivity to the
question of whether or not Buddhist meditation is a passive, and hence pathological state, or an
active, and hence positive form of psychological cultivation. By the 1920s, it would seem, the
later view was coming into fashion. Indeed this understanding was actively promoted by
Buddhist enthusiasts in the West, and perhaps more importantly by figures such as D.T. Suzuki,
who in his Essays in Zen Buddhism (1933) would write that “ecstasy [i.e. trance] is a bad word
[for samadhi] because it suggests passivity, not active concentration.”'!

I thus now want to turn to the fifth-century Chinese meditation texts that are the focus of
this dissertation and ask not just what meditators were held to “see” in the course of chan
practice but zow these visions were thought to be generated. Stated simply the question is
whether we should consider the events described in these texts as “visualizations” or “visions.”
The contrast between these two terms is straightforward—the former refers to something

119Childers 1872, 169

120Davids and Stede 1921, 286

121Suzuki 1933, 84. This line is actually cited by Ninian Smart as evidence that concepts such as “grace” are
appropriate only in what he called numinous states, not the mystical states of which Buddhist meditation was his
chief example (Smart 1958, 98n4).
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produced through the conscious, active intention of the subject, while the later is, to use
Stephen’s terminology, “self-alien,” experienced as an encounter with forces and objects beyond
one’s self and outside of one’s immediate control.

Indeed even in ordinary usage we make this distinction between the words—gods grant
visions, not visualizations. From a slightly different perspective it makes sense to say that one
obtained a vision after fasting, praying, chanting, or touching a relic, and a vision is potentially
the endpoint of any number of practices. But visualization is both a technique of practice and the
result of that practice—the only thing that can produce a visualization is the practice of
visualization itself (though of course other, preparatory practices might be deemed necessary).
To express this idea I will say that visualization as a technique of mental training is understood
as “phenomenologically continuous” with its final result. The model lurking here goes back to
the 19"-century theories discussed above, where intense imagination was thought to produce a
continuous gradation of “eccentric projection” within the eye itself, eventually reaching a state
phenomenologically and neurologically equivalent to visual perception.'** This same idea is also
present in Soper’s discussion of “visualization” in the context of the Contemplation Scriptures
where, he says, to “cross the frontier from reason to ecstasy brought no absolute change.”

In the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, however, the process whereby the
meditator comes to “see” the specified things is generally not like this. To help us better analyze
these two texts, I will first examine the format A sections of the Five Gates, which as we have
discussed were precursors to at least part of the Chan Essentials. The master-disciple interaction
that frames the meditations in the Five Gates also proves helpful in uncovering the nuances of
the various technical terms by providing a narrative context that, though minimal, reveals not
just what the meditator sees but how he was thought to arrive at that seeing.

As discussed in chapter one the format A sections of the Five Gates are written as a back-
and-forth interaction between a master and a disciple. The master gives instructions, usually that
the disciple should “contemplate” (guan ) or “bring to mind” (nian % ) a given topic or thing,
and the disciple reports his resulting experiences, usually descriptions of what he has “seen”
(jian %) after following the master’s instructions. When we consider the meditation instructions
in terms of this interaction, one key point emerges—there is no necessary correlation between
the instructions given to the practitioner and the results he obtains. This is most evident when
what the meditator sees is used as part of divination:

The master should say: “Go to your seat. Concentrate your mind on your
forehead, and single-mindedly bring to mind the buddha (& #).”

When the practitioner does this, buddha-images appear on his forehead, from one
up to uncountable numbers. If the buddhas seen by the practitioner emerge from his
forehead, go a short distance away from him and then return, the instructing teacher

122That this is the model at work can be seen in the different ways we are likely to interpret the two questions “how
skilled are you at” in regards to visions versus visualization. Someone claiming “moderate” skill at having
visions would I think, be taken as someone who, through whatever practices, luck, karma, etc., obtains visions
on some, but not all of the occasions when he sets out to do so. Someone claiming “moderate” skill at
visualization, in contrast, would likely be taken as one, roughly, someone able to achieve a moderate, but not
complete level of, to borrow Griesinger’s term, “eccentric projection.”
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should know that this person is someone who seeks [the path of] the sravaka. If [the
buddhas] go somewhat far [from the body] and then return, he is someone who seeks [the
path of] the pratyekabuddha. If [the buddhas] go very far away and then return, he is a
person of the Great Vehicle.'”

The practitioner is thus instructed only to “bring to mind the Buddha” (nian fo 4 #). As a result
of this practice he sees various things, and the details are used to divine his future path. The
context makes it clear that this is not something he simply chooses, but something revealed by
the appearance of the vision. The scene described here thus cannot be something that the
practitioner is supposed to visualize. Note that this is true even if we were to interpret “bring to
mind the Buddha” (nian fo 4% #) as “visualize the Buddha,” for what reveals the practitioner’s
path is not simply the appearance of images of the buddhas, but precisely how they appear and
what they then do. I also want to make a preliminary remark about vocabulary—in this passage
the instructions from the master use the words guan . (“contemplate) and nian & (“bring to
mind”), while the practitioner’s report uses the word jian L (“see”). As we will see this contrast
is repeated throughout the text.

Similar instructions for divining the practitioner’s proper yana appear elsewhere in the
format A sections of the Five Gates.'™ Such methods are also used in other contexts:

The gate of impurity. When a willing practitioner comes to the master, before giving him
any teachings the master should instruct him to sit in his meditation cell for seven days.
One who has affinity [for the contemplation of impurity] will feel (%), within his body
and his navel a tingling sensation. He will see (L) his own body clearly, and on his left
toenail there will appear a white drop of water, like a pearl. Then practitioner should get
up from his seat and tell the master what he has felt.'*

The master should thus teach the contemplation of impurity only to someone who has “affinity”
(7 %) for this particular practice,'” something demonstrated by the occurrence of the visions in
question.'”” Here the distinction between the instructions given by the master and what the

12303 B AL o A - w AW o R EHR K- 12 18
D S L FRE T R Y R L Ty
%k A ° (T.618:15.325¢17-326a2). I also discussed this passage in chapter one.

124T.619:15.327¢17-25

125% & » ﬁ-"ﬁ%»u i;rﬁLr A ERE P RAR 5P - pahdkoo B ‘i—*ﬁ L2y R p A
S L 2R AR G0 Aok 7 ;F*f AR > o E e BF oo (T.619:15.326b19-22).

126Presumably this is because the left toe is where the contemplation of impurity normally begins (see below
p.176). It is interesting to note that the Five Gates here mentions not simply the toe, but the “toenail” 45 '®, and
in the Yogalehrbuch too this is where the contemplation of the body begins (Schlingloff 1964, 86).

127That choosing a meditation method would require some kind of divination is not unexpected, and as we saw in
chapter one many if not most contemporaneous meditation manuals say that the initial method of practice should
be selected, “divined” as it were, by considering the practitioner’s particular disposition, determined by
consulting a list of “signs” (nimitta, 4p), including how the practitioner walks, how he maintains his personal
possessions, and the nature of his habitual thoughts (Nanamoli 1976, 101-109). The connection between a given
disposition and the signs indicating it is often obscure, such that their interpretation resembles a kind of
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practitioner eventually “feels” (jue ¥ ) and “sees” (jian %) is absolute—indeed the master
simply instructs the practitioner to sit in his cell for seven days. The entire point is that what the
practitioner eventually experiences are unprompted, spontaneous “visions” that reveal his
underlying disposition.

The Five Gates thus clearly differentiates the instructions of the master from the
practitioner’s reported experiences, through the structure of the interactions but also lexically—
thus, for example, the word guan ., “contemplate,” only ever occurs in the master’s
instructions, while jian £, “to see,” only occurs in the practitioner’s reports. Such a contrast is
not unexpected, and indeed normal Chinese grammar usually distinguishes verbs denoting
attempts at sensory perception from those indicating successful perception (the distinction
MWWWMM%%mﬁJM%m@UMMLmMWmﬁiﬁmwmmdeﬂmm
to all first-year students of modern Mandarin).'*® The word guan . is, in this typology, firmly
on the side of looking not seeing.'” The Five Gates also uses shi 4., normally distinguished
from jian £ in a similar manner," in the same meaning as guan B#&..""

But the main contrast throughout the Five Gates is between guan . and jian L, which |
will translate as “contemplate” and “see” respectively.'** The Five Gates uses these terms
strictly. The practitioner is never instructed to “see” something, and he never reports his
experiences using the word “contemplate.”'* The grammatical contrast between these verbs

divination. For example in Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture the list of personality traits indicating suitability
for the contemplation of impurity (because of excess in the defilement of lust) mentions that “his body runs
warm, his sweat has a foul odor, his skin is delicate, his hair is fine, he has many wrinkles [on his skin], and
much white [in his hair].” ¥ 8% & & % w5 5 # 5 ¢ - (T.614:15.271a21). The list of signs here for
determining the various dispositions is quite lengthy, occupying two entire Taisho registers (T.15:271.a6—cl).

1280n this distinction in classical texts, see Geaney 2002, 41.

129Wang Li 2 # gives four basic meanings to guan j#.: 1) To look at carefully, to “look at with a purpose” ( P
m—ﬁ ). From this there derives meaning such as “appreciate” 7 ' ; 2) as a noun, “a view” (# &), in other words
the object of (1), something one might look at purposefully; 3) “to show” (& 4 —F' ), that is to say (1) as a
causative verb; 4) a view or opinion relative to something, a “perspective” (GHYZD, 1251). The Shuo wen #.<
gives Wang Li’s first meaning, “inspect” (;#4%). As Wang Li notes guan j&. is similar in meaning to lan ¢
(“glance at”) and wang ¥ (“gaze at something far away). In the context of Buddhist meditation it is meaning
(1) which is most important, though (4) is also relevant.

130Indeed the Shuo wen #H.< glosses guan B as “look carefully” (3F4R). See previous note.

131“When he contemplates the Buddha he must fully exert himself to contemplate the Buddha’s signs and features
and discern them clearly. Having carefully [discerned] them he should close his eyes and bring [them] to mind.
If he is then not able to discern them clearly he should again open his eyes and look (%) [at the statue], giving
full attention and making it clear. Then he should return to his seat, straighten his body, focus his mind, and
concentrate his thoughts before him, [so that it is] just as clearly distinct as if he were facing a real [image of the]
Buddha.” FRLEEF > F 3 B4R > T AP o3 S > REFD CRARC cFAM T F o B
RSP T s RGBS PR R EELD eI > BT &R o (T.619:15.325¢18-21). Here the
meditator contemplates . a statue or other icon, meaning that he looks at it intently and fixes its attributes in
his mind. The verb shi 4% is used analogously. Other passages in the Five Gates use the word shi 4% similarly
(T.619:15.326al15; al7; 332b1-2).

132Note that miru, “to see,” was used as the Japanese reading of both # and % (Yokota 1999, 158), suggesting
that the grammatical distinction here was not always clear in Japan. Indeed miru easily carrys both meanings.

133Though on a few occasions the practitioner mentions that he first “contemplated” something: “[The master]
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shows up in other ways as well. Thus in the Five Gates and other fifth-century meditation texts
one may “carefully contemplate” (&), but it is apparently impossible to “carefully see” (3# ),
or at least this expression never appears while the former is ubiquitous. Similar as a noun we
find that a “contemplation”(#) can be “completed” (=), but not so a “vision” (2L ), which is,
seemingly, already a completed action.

Other terms follow a similar pattern, most importantly nian % , “to bring to mind,” which
like guan . appears exclusively in the master’s instructions and is contrasted with jian £ :"*

[The master] must instruct [the practitioner] to contemplate (E) his own body clearly.
Then he must contemplate (#.) the Buddha. [The practitioner] may say: “As before I see
(&) it, and my mind feels joy.” Then [the master] instructs [the practitioner] to apply his
mind and contemplate the Buddha [further], bringing to mind ( 4 ) the desire to make
offerings. [ The practitioner] may say: “I see a flowering tree suddenly sprout forth

bearing flowers of many colors. There suddenly appears a man who takes these beautiful
flowers and gives them to me, and I scatter them above the Buddha as an offering.”'*

Here the practitioner contemplates the Buddha and then “brings to mind” a certain wish. The
realization of this wish is then “seen.” As with the case above when the practitioner was
instructed merely to “contemplate the Buddha” but then had a detailed visions of buddhas
streaming forth from this head, here too the master merely instructs the practitioner to “bring to
mind” this wish, and the details of what is then “seen” are not part of the instructions.

The distinction in the Five Gates between guan . and jian 2L is observed in other fifth-
century Chinese meditation texts as well. Thus Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture, in the section
on the contemplation of the Buddha, first uses guan B to denote the act of looking at a statue.'*
When the features of the image become clear in his mind the meditator returns to his seat and
continues to “contemplate” (guan ) them."”’ Practicing in this way for a long time, however, he
eventually, and quite suddenly, “sees” ( ) the statue exactly as it appeared in real life."*® As in
the Five Gates, “contemplate” (guan #.) thus presupposes an object already accessible to the
person, while “to see” (jian =) refers to the sudden appearance of something new, in this case
the refined form of the image that, structurally, parallels the “counterpart sign” in Pali texts.'”

should instruct [the practitioner] to carefully contemplate [his body]. He may reply: ‘Having contemplated it for
a short while I suddenly saw my skin catch fire.”” &Lz, o 3 BLE L 2 B L 4 V4= o (T.619:15.328a20—
21). If anything such passages make the distinction between the words even more clear.

134For similar passages see T.619:15.325¢22-23; 326¢3; 327al-3; 327c11-12; 328a8-10. Note that xiang %,
“imagine,” does not appear in the Five Gates, in contrast to the Chan Essentials, Methods for Curing, and
Contemplation Scriptures more generally where it is one of the most important verbs.

135%cp e » £ Epig o B o 3 P Aded e > wd FE oI CEE S AmEL o FT AL
BARG TERHEE > P AR T p ARG AR AR KR AE ¢ (T619:15.329b12-16)

136T.614:15.276a10

137T.614:15.276a11-12

138T.614:15.276a21-22

139We should recall here that xian 3, “appear,” is often interchangeable with jian £, and the graph L itself is
often read as xian. Note further that the Meditation Scripture also contrasts nian & with jian L in a similar
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Although previous scholars have noted that guan B and jian % are used differently in
Chinese Buddhist texts of this period, the usual explanation, especially in the context of
meditations on the Buddha, is that they should be distinguished as “visualize” and “see”
respectively.'* This was, it will be recalled, the reading proposed by Soper, who interpreted
guan . as “to visualize,” a “gradual building-up of visual images” leading smoothly and
continuously to “seeing” the Buddha, an event that in his words “brought no absolute change”
from the process of visualization itself.

Nevertheless in the Five Gates, at least, it is impossible to understand the “process”
implied by guan B as one of visualization in this sense, because what the practitioner
eventually sees is usually not what he initially contemplates. The extreme case of this was seen
above (p.168)—with no instruction at all the meditator has a vision indicating his affinity for a
certain practice. More usually, however, the master does tell the practitioner to “contemplate”
something, either a part of his own body or perhaps simply “the Buddha” (. ). Based on these
simple instructions the practitioner reports elaborate visions. He is then often instructed to
contemplate a particular detail from these scenes (now assumed to be accessible), and this leads
to further visions:

[The master] should instruct him and make him contemplate the Buddha. With a joyful
mind he should carefully contemplate the sole of the [Buddha’s] foot. If [the practitioner]
says “I see that from beneath the Buddha’s foot light emerges reaching to the limits of the
earth,” [the master should] instruct him to contemplate by following along with this light.
If [the practitioner] says “I see limitless suffering beings all brought to relief as they are
covered with the light,” this is the sixteenth thing. [Then the master] should instruct him
to contemplate his own body and make it even brighter and more pure. [Then the master]
should instruct him to contemplate within the navel of the Buddha. If he says “I see light
emerge from the Buddha’s navel reaching to the edges of the world. All the buddhas [of
the universe] stand atop this light,” this is the seventeenth thing. [The master then] should

manner, just as does the Five Gates. Thus, following the above sequence, the practitioner seeks a further vision
of the actual body of the Buddha (as opposed to of a statue) by meditating on the thirty-two marks, which he
“brings to mind” (nian 4% ). This then leads to suddenly “seeing” ( L) the Buddha’s body (T.614:15.277a2-5).

1401t has been noted, first of all, that in translated Chinese Buddhist jian %L and guan B were often used to
translate the same expression, typically verbal forms of Vpas, “to see” (Ominami 1975, 235-236). Thus, in one
example, Kumarajiva translates tathagato drastavyah (“the Tathagata is to be seen as ...”) as both & 4= % and
4o %, with no apparent difference in meaning. Yet, Ominami goes on to argue, the Contemplation Scriptures
do distinguish these expressions, with guan fo #8.#: as a meditative technique and jian fo & # as the actual
seeing of the Buddha. According to Ominami what differentiates the Immeasurable Life Contemplation from the
other Contemplation Scriptures is that it allows for jian fo & # without first practicing guan fo B.# . Thus
while the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation shows the pattern ¥ — 4 @& = g — & @ the Immeasurable
Life Contemplation replaces the “self-power” practice of guan fo " with the “other power” practice of
chanting the Buddha’s name (cheng ming - ¢), yielding the sequence - &#— 4 # = gt — 2 # (Ominami
1975, 237). Similar points are discussed by Myojin Hiroshi (1993a, 1993b). For an even more thorough
examination of the terms guan fo ¥ and jian fo % # in Chinese Buddhist texts, see Yamabe 1999, 158—184.
On the use of guan B in the Contemplation Scriptures, see also Yokota 1999.
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instruct him to contemplate along the light. If he says “I see innumerable people appear
within the light, all experiencing joy,” this is the eighteenth thing.'"'

The master here thus instructs the practitioner to “contemplate” various parts of the Buddha’s
body, but what the practitioner comes to see as a result is not prefigured by the master’s
instructions. The master does not tell the practitioner to visualize that, for example, “from
beneath the Buddha’s foot light emerges.” This is rather a vision that, following the logic of the
text, emerges of its own accord and is not anticipated.

Even when the master instructs the practitioner to bring to mind a novel scene, what the
practitioner eventually sees, and hence what determines success, goes beyond the initial
instructions. To take an interesting example:

[The master] should then say: “Try to recall (& 4 ) having sex with your former lover.”
When the practitioner has contemplated (BL) [this], [he] says: “I have imagined this
person and have [succeeded in] seeing ( ) her, but she transforms into impure pus and
blood, terrible to behold.”'*

Here what the practitioner sees is actually the opposite of what the master directed. Told to
imagine a lustful encounter he sees only impurity. The point is thus not that the practitioner is
able to consciously “visualize” the hoped for scene, but that this is what arises for him even
when he tries to bring to mind something else. Although precisely what accomplishment this
attests to is not made clear, the logic follows what I have discussed under the rubric of
“verificatory visions”—this is not what the practitioner intentionally brings to mind, but a new
object that reveals something otherwise hidden about the mind of the person to whom it appears,
and thereby verifies the meditative accomplishment in question.

In short the basic procedure for meditation practice envisioned by the Five Gates is clear
—the disciple concentrates his mind intently on a single thing () until he obtains a vision (&)
that is vastly under-determined relative to the initial instructions. While “contemplation” (B) is
thus indeed a process that leads to “vision” (2L ), we cannot call this process “visualization,” as
there is a pointed absence of what I have called “phenomenological continuity” between the
technique and the result.

Before proceeding to apply what we have learned from the Five Gates to the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing, I will close this section by noting that the basic contrast |
have drawn between “contemplating” and “seeing” is also evident in the Central Asian

AR (S S > B BT - %5 ALBET LN 20K B EF RS RR - FT
ALZRRA > RERE RerBA AR L% o P Do LREM L o K- WA
EFT o ALBAY KN > HIe S o iR A -, ki B F o HEAR e £ A
AEg Ak g FXA% § L AT 0 (T.619:15.329b28-c7). I here read % as 4, which is the pattern
elsewhere in the text. I assume that this is an error based on the form % , common in medieval manuscripts.

125 3F B APE A BRAGFLF o e > 7 1 ARAEA > L2 > Tk 22> 27 L0 -
(T.619:15.328a6—10). Given the context—the transformation of the vision of the former lover into impurity—I
think it is reasonable to interpret “doing worldly things” i+ ¥ as a sexual encounter.
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manuscript known as the Yogalehrbuch. As discussed briefly in chapter one Yamabe Nobuyoshi
has shown that the Yogalehrbuch, itself never translated into Chinese, shares with texts such as
the Chan Essentials, Methods for Curing, and Five Gates an emphasis on unusual visions. But it
also seems to share an understanding of how these visions appear during the course of
meditation.

Schlingloff originally interpreted the Yogalehrbuch as a manual for a kind of
“meditation” (yoga) based on “calling forth visionary images” (visiondre Bilder hervorrufen),
and indeed the Yogalehrbuch contains descriptions of many such “visionary images.” However
Schlingloft also noted that the Yogalehrbuch itself does not describe how these images are
produced, and he concluded that the manual was intended for meditators already skilled in such
techniques.'*® However as Sven Bretfeld has more recently observed the Yogalehrbuch does not
actually say that the images in question will be consciously or actively produced by the
meditator."** As best as can be judged from the more complete sections of this very fragmentary
text, as in the Five Gates the meditator of the Yogalehrbuch focuses his mind on particular parts
of his body until various images (nimitta) “arise” (utpadyate) of their own accord. Bretfeld thus
concludes that “visualization” (visualisieren) is not the best way of describing what goes on
here.'®

Bretfeld’s observations suggest that while the distinction in the Five Gates between guan
B and jian 2L may, on the one hand, simply reflect the normal Chinese usage of these words,
the contrast between the consciously undertaken focusing of the mind (on the body, or on image
of the Buddha) and the subsequent appearance of elaborate visions may have been a fairly
widespread understanding. And although a more detailed comparison between these texts is a
desideratum, I would further suggest that the basic model here is, in essence, similar to the
procedure seen in Pali commentaries such as the Visuddhimagga, where the arising of the
“counterpart sign” (also a kind of nimitta) plays a prominent role in verifying the initial
attainment of dhyana or dhyana-like states.

Visions in the Chan Essentials

Compared with the Five Gates, the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are more
difficult to analyze. Not only do these texts employ a greater range of technical terminology,
making the identification of differences in meaning or nuance more difficult, they also lack the
frame of the master-disciple dialog of the Five Gates, which as we have seen provides just
enough of a context to help us identify key differences in the meaning of certain terms. Yet as
shown in chapter two the Chan Essentials (and given its historical connections, possibly the
Methods for Curing as well) was composed on the basis of a master-disciple dialog similar or
even identical to the Five Gates. Our analysis of key terms such as guan B and jian % in that
text should thus prove useful when considering what we may now interpret as a more evolved

143Schlingloff 1964, 30
144Bretfeld 2003
145Bretfeld 2003, 174
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version of the same underlying system.

As discussed in chapter two, the Chan Essentials shows two levels of organization. Thus
while the text is divided into four separate sutras, each nominally presenting a method of
meditation suitable for individuals with specific temperaments, we also find a numbered
sequence that extends across the sutras and creates a single, ordered path. Despite the
multiplicity of systems one basic technique is fundamental to all of the practices—the “white
bone contemplation” (bai gu guan v # ), a term that in fifth-century Chinese chan texts
denotes a particular form of the contemplation of impurity.

Early Buddhist texts present the practices eventually grouped under the rubric of the
“contemplation of impurity” (asubha-bhavand; # % g.) as part of the meditation sequence
known as “mindfulness of the body” (kayagatanusmrti). The locus classicus for these practices,
the various versions of the smrtyupasthana sutras, includes various ways of analyzing the human
body that a meditator applies to both his own body and the bodies of others. Based on the
classification used in the traditions that would become influential in China, two of these
contemplations together form the so-called contemplation of impurity—the contemplation of the
living human body as comprised of thirty-two or thirty-six “impurities” (asuci), and a meditation
on the decay of a corpse.'*® These two ways of meditating on bodily impurity were often called
the “internal” and “external” methods,'*” distinguished based on the initial object. Thus in the
“external” meditation one begins by contemplating an “external” dead body (or a painting or
other surrogate),'** eventually applying the “image” (nimitta) of this corpse to oneself. This takes
place through the faculty of adhimoksa, a difficult to translate concept that as discussed above is
probably best understood as “imagination,” and is used in contrast to the mental perception of
things that while not present to the bodily senses do in fact exist.'*’ In the Sarvastivadin and
Vaibhasika presentations of asubha practice adhimoksa becomes the key concept,'™ as the goal
becomes not merely the mental perception of the corpse that one initially viewed (not an act of
adhimoksa because this object actually exists) but of some other object seen “as” this corpse,
such as one’s own body or the bodies of others.

Emphasis on adhimoksa eventually obviated any need for a real corpse at all, producing
something that the later Vaibhasika author Sanghabhadra called the “internal contemplation of

1461 here follow the standard systematization in Sarvastivadin and Vaibhasika sources. The Theravadin
understanding as found in the Visuddhimagga is slightly different, and treats the contemplation of the impurities
within the body under the rubric of “bodily mindfulness” (k@yagatasati), while the corpse contemplation is
placed elsewhere under the rubric of “the foul” (asubha; see Nanamoli 1976, 173—-190 and 235-259). For a
detailed study of the asubha meditations in Sarvastivada/Vaibhasika sources, see Dhammajoti 2009. I have also
elsewhere discussed many of these same sources (Greene 2006, 66-92). For a study of the asubha meditations
as depicted in Indian Buddhist narrative literature, see Wilson 1996.

147This distinction is standard in the Chinese meditation manuals translated from Indian sources in the fifth
century. It can also be seen in the Sravakabhiimi, which classifies the objects of the impurity contemplation into
“internal” (adhyatma) and “external” (bahirdha), aligning these with the body-part and corpse contemplations
respectively (StBh, 2:59-61).

1480n paintings and surrogate corpses used in the asubha-bhavana, see Greene 2013.

1491n its most general meaning adhimoksa is usually understood to mean something like “conviction.” Ruegg 1992,
46, for example translates it as “convinced adhesion.”

1500ne version of the Vibhasa thus defines the asubha-bhavana as adhimukti-manaskara conjoined with non-greed
(A pi tan mo da pi po sha lun I® & £ -~ & & 753, T.1545:27.208a8-9).
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the corpse” (LM % )."! It is this practice that in fifth-century Chinese chan texts is explained as
the “white bone contemplation.” This “white bone contemplation” (I here use the Chinese name
since the Indic equivalent, if any, is unknown) was eventually understood as the typical form of
the asubha-bhavana.' It is thus the only one mentioned in the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya, a
source that provides the only extant Indic-language description of what is involved:

The meditator who wishes to develop [the meditation on] foulness first fixes his mind on
some part of his own body, such as his big toe or his forehead, or wherever else is
pleasing to him. Then, purifying the bones by progressively imagining (adhimoksa) the
rotting away of the flesh, he sees only'” the skeleton. In order to extend his imagination,
he next imagines a second skeleton in exactly the same way until by progressively taking
in the monastery, park, and countryside, he imagines the earth encircled by the ocean as
full of skeletons. Then, in order to gather in his mind, he gathers in [his vision] until he
imagines just his own skeleton."*

In other words rather than first observe a corpse in the world the meditator simply applies his

power of adhimoksa, here translated as “imagination,” directly to his own body, imagining the
flesh rotting away until the skeleton is revealed. From this single skeleton he expands until he
sees the entire world filled with skeletons.

As I have discussed elsewhere there are a number of reasons why this form of the
asubha-bhavana may eventually have been favored.”® In any event beginning with one’s
“imagination” without the aid of a real corpse seems to have been understood as the more
difficult practice, and hence indicative of greater power. Sanghabhadra, for example, says that
only those with sharp faculties can begin this way."® A similar understanding is actually found in
a different context in Pali sources, where it is said that those who have attained dhyana on the
basis of the earth kasina in past lives can, in the present, attain it by looking at any instance of
earth (such as a field of dirt), and do not need to rely on the fabricated square or circle of earth
recommended for most people.'*’

151 Abdhidharma-nyayanusara-sastra, T.1562:29.671a20-21.

152Precisely when or how this happened is not clear. In all known versions of the Vibhasa, for example, the
standard procedure is finding an actual corpse, and this is also what we find in the Sravaka-bhimi (for details,
see Greene 2006).

153Here I take sakala not as “entire” but “entirely,” meaning that he does not see any of the flesh. However the
meaning “entire” may also be relevant, in as much as the meditator does eventually see the entire skeleton, not
just the bones at the spot where he began.

154asubham bhavayitukama adito yogacarah / svangavayave cittam nibadhnati padangusthe lalate yatra [c]
{v}asyabhiratih / sa tatra mamsa-kleda-p[i){a}tadhimoksa-kramendasthivisodhayan sakalam asthi-samkalam
pasyati / tathaiva ca punar dvitiyam adhimucyate yavad vihararama-ksetra-kramena samudra-paryantam
prthivim asthisamkalam piarnam adhimucyate 'dhimoksabhivardhandrtham / punas ca samksipan yavad ekam
eva svam asthisamkalam adhimucyate citta-samksepartham (AKBh, 338.5-10). Translation is by Gethin 2006,
98, with modifications. I have followed the emendations in the Sanskrit suggested by Jonathan Silk, on the basis
of the Tibetan and Chinese (Silk 2000, 289), most important of which is replacing pita with pata.

1551t explains, for example, how there could exist masters of this practice even in the absence of readily accessible
corpses. For more details, see Greene 2013.

156T.1562:29.671a20-21. In contrast those with “dull faculties” (44 #2) must use an actual corpse.

157Nanamoli 1976, 122
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The practices in the Chan Essentials all seem to begin on the basis of the white bone
contemplation, and historically this text was the most comprehensive description of these
practices in the Chinese Buddhist canon.'”® Indeed the Chan Essentials frankly presents itself as
primarily an exposition of this practice. The first “stage” given in the first sutra is thus said to be
the first level of the “white bone contemplation” (1.31), and at the conclusion of the fourth sutra
one of the names assigned to the entire text is the “method of the white bone contemplation” (
# BL; 4.67). Indeed though the text eventually presents a great many different practices, in
most cases we find a brief reference at the beginning of each section saying that first the
meditator must contemplate his skeleton “as before,” suggesting that all the practices start this
way."*’ The full presentation of the white bone contemplation thus occurs only in the first sutra,
and it begins as follows:

The Buddha said to Kausthilananda: “Hear my words and do not forget them. From
today forward you must cultivate the practice of meditation as follows . . . First, fix your
thoughts on the tip of your left big toe. Carefully contemplate one half of the toe bone,
and imagine a swelling. Carefully contemplate [the half bone] until this is very clear.
Then, imagine a burst-open swelling. When you see the half bone [beneath the now
burst-open swelling], make it extremely white and pure, as if glowing with white light.
Having seen these things [associated with the half bone], next contemplate the entire toe
bone, making the flesh strip away until you see the toe bone, making it extremely bright
and clear, as if glowing with white light.'®

The meditator then continues to “contemplate” (L) by “imagining” () the flesh stripping
away from each successive segment of bone until he “sees” (2L ) the white bones beneath. The
meditator proceeds up the leg, to the ribs and chest, and finally to the arms (1.10-11). At this
point, however, the exercise moves in a different direction and the meditator enters the interior
of the body through the head, contemplating the internal organs and, especially, the worms that
live within:

Having seen half your body as a skeleton, next contemplate the skin on the head.
Having seen the skin on the head, next contemplate the inner layer of skin. Having
contemplated the inner layer of skin, next contemplate the [brain] membranes. Having
contemplated the [brain] membranes, next contemplate the brain. Having contemplated

158The earliest surviving Chinese text that discusses the white bone contemplation is Kumarajiva’s Meditation
Scripture where it occurs as a kind of addendum following a more “traditional” explanation of the contemplation
of the impure body parts and the different kinds of corpses (T.614:15.272a). A similar account occurs in the
chapter on dhyana in the Treatise on Great Wisdom where, however, it is not a method for contemplating asubha
per se but rather for a “pure” contemplation (technically the third of the eight vimoksa) that counteracts the
excessive revulsion generated during normal asubha practice (T.1509:25.215b18-22). Neither the bodhisattva
section of the Meditation Scripture nor the Explanations of Meditation discusses the white bone contemplation.

159See for example section 3.5.

160 i 2 erif Beffe D B AFEX LA BRSSP BIFE NFEY L AFREF WA
R LS AR HFRERP D o R IFEFE o LAp T E o HmL G E o dej v Ko AT
- LR AL Adp- F o HRAP T o Arf d X < (19)

176



Chapter 3: Vision and Visualization

the brain, next contemplate the channels [attached to the brain]. Having contemplated the
channels, next contemplate the throat. Having contemplated the throat, next contemplate
the lung-point.'®!

Having contemplated the lung-point, you will see the heart, lungs, liver, large
intestine, small intestine, spleen, kidneys, the receptacle of undigested food, and the
receptacle of digested food. Within the receptacle of undigested food there are forty kinds
of worms, and for each kind there are eighty million smaller worms. Each worm is born,
nurtured, and raised within the channels [of the body]. About three million of them clasp
the receptacle of undigested food with their mouths. Each worm has forty nine heads, and
their heads and tails are as thin as the tip of a needle. . . . Each of these worms has seven
eyes, which shoot fire, and they also have seven ears. Exhaling fire and wiggling their
bodies, they heat the receptacle of undigested food. When the receptacle of undigested
food is hot, the worms leave and go back into the channels.'®

The meditator then imagines himself vomiting up his internal organs leaving only the skeleton.
In the second numbered contemplation the meditator repeats this process, beginning from the
forehead rather than the toe (1.22). What follows continues to roughly parallel the procedure in
Vaibhasika sources. Having seen his own body as a skeleton the meditator next “imagines” (8)
one in front of him, and he creates an increasing number of such skeletons until they eventually
fill the world (1.24-26). He next imagines his body not as a complete skeleton, but as a broken,
crumbling skeleton, and then further imagines such skeletons filling the universe (1.33). He then
imagines his body as a “dark and oozing [corpse] like fatty meat when it has been scorched by
the rays of the sun” (1.41), and again sees corpses like this filling the universe.'®

This version of the white bone contemplation, similar to that found in Vaibhasika sources
(though far more detailed than any extant Indian source), is thus fundamental to the Chan
Essentials. And this practice certainly does seem to involve the progressive, controlled, and
consciously undertaken “imagination” (xiang 1 ; seemingly used as is adhimoksa),'** of

161The term fei yu ** ’%ﬁ, found also in early Chinese medical sources, can be translated as the “vital point
[associated with] the lungs.” It is not clear whether it is here used as a translation of an unknown Indic term or
should be taken as evidence that the author was drawing from Chinese anatomical theories. For more details, see
the notes to the translation of this passage in appendix three.
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163We seem to have here some attempt to present a series of different kinds of corpses. However the descriptions
here do not match the traditional lists of nine or ten kinds of corpses.

1641 do not mean to imply that xiang # is a translation of adhimoksa (or adhimoksa-manaskara), since as
discussed in chapter two the Chan Essentials is likely not the direct translation of an Indic text. But the word is
used analogously to adhimoksa as it appears in sources such as the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya. Indeed it seems
likely that the prevalence of xiang # in this and other similar texts has something to do with the importance of
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different kinds of corpses. Nevertheless what eventually emerges as the central concern of the
text is not this process per se, but rather the visions that it will apparently produce, and it is on
the basis of these visions that success is judged and progress confirmed.

To see how this process works let us walk step-by-step through the sequence that occurs
at the end of the first numbered section of the Chan Essentials, what is eventually declared to be
the first stage in the contemplation of impurity. Having first imagined the flesh rotting away
from the exterior of his body, the meditator then evacuates the interior of his body:

(D) Further, contemplate () your small intestine, liver, lungs, spleen, and kidneys.
Make (£ ) them all liquify and flow into the large intestine and then out your throat and
onto the ground. When this meditation () is complete . . .'®°

The meditator thus first contemplates () his internal organs and “makes” (4 ) them flow out
onto the ground. In short he imagines vomiting up his internal organs. The words used here—
guan . followed by ling £ —occur in a similar pattern and with similar meaning throughout
the text.'® Thus in slight contrast with the Five Gates, where the object of guan . is almost
always simply that object upon which the practitioner focuses his mind, in the Chan Essentials
guan . is used as part of a more elaborate process of active imagination, though the direct
object of guan . is still the object or scene as it already exists (in this case, the internal organs),
while the imaginative transformation of that object follows the word ling 4 .'” This entire
process of focusing the mind on an object and then imagining it to transform in some way is then
called an “act of imagination” (), translated here loosely as “a meditation.”'®®

While as compared with the Five Gates there are some differences in the usage of key

this term in fourth- and fifth-century Chinese discourse on the mind and imagination (Tian 2005). It is indeed
interesting to note that in contrast to its pervasive use in texts such as the Chan Essentials and the Contemplation
Scriptures the word xiang % is hardly used at all in the early fifth-century translations of Indian meditation
texts (such as Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture or Buddhabhadra’s Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata). Indeed
the Five Gates, which as discussed in chapter two may have served as the basis for parts of the Chan Essentials,
does not use this word at all.

165 L] 55 ~ FF s b s B B e LRy o XY S JGFFRS > At o ptaa e L (1.14)

166This occurs beginning from the initial practice, in which one must “contemplate the entire toe bone, making the
flesh strip away.” (BL.— & 4 ¢ EF3 ; 1.9). We occasionally find shi # or zuo i¥ in place of ling 4 . While shi
i¢ isused asis ling £ ,zuo ¥ in contrast seems to indicate the final state of the object, such as “contemplate
[your] body and turn it into a skeleton.” (p L& iF— & F 4 ;1.32).

167 Although this terminology is not used explicitly in the Chan Essentials it is worth here recalling the distinction
discussed above between adhimukti-manaskara and tattva-manaskara (see p.163), which is based not on the
availability of the object to the senses but on its actual existence. The Chan Essentials regularly uses guan g
when referring to the contemplation of parts of the meditator’s own body (including his internal organs, or his
skeleton), but when on the basis of this he then further comes to see multiple skeletons or corpses, the verb
switches to xiang . In other words guan . refers to contemplating or viewing something that really does
exist, while xiang £ denotes the imaginative production of something new.

168When used as a noun in this particular context I have translated xiang # as “meditation” rather than the clumsy
“act of imagination.” The noun “imagination” by itself does not seem appropriate as this word usually implies
the faculty of imagination as opposed to a specific act of imagination.
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terms like guan B, what is not different is that as a result of “contemplating” or “imagining” the
practitioner eventually “sees” (®L) something, and as in the Five Gates what is seen is not
limited to what was initially imagined. Following immediately after passage (1) above:

(2) When this meditation (&) is complete, you will see (%7 L) on the ground [a
heap of] shit and piss, and various tapeworms crawling all over each other. Pus and blood
flow from their impurity-filled mouths . . . [and] you will suddenly see yourself as snow-
white [skeleton], all the joints connected.

(3) If [on the other hand] you see a yellow or black [skeleton], you must repent
your transgressions further. Having repented your transgressions you will see the skin
[which still remained] on your bones fall off, forming a pile on the ground, which will
grow gradually larger [until as big as a] monks bowl . . . it again gradually expands until
[as big as] a large mountain. Various worms chew at this heap, pus and blood flowing
[from their mouths]. Innumerable worms squirm about within the pus. You will further
see this mountain of skin gradually decay until only a small amount remains and the
worms vie with each other to eat it.

(4) Four yaksa-demons'® suddenly (£ #8) spring out of the ground, their eyes
flaming, their tongues like poisonous snakes. [Each] has six heads, and each head is
different—one like a mountain, [the rest] like the heads of a cat, a tiger, a wolf, a dog,
and a rat. Further [each of the demon’s] two hands are like those of an ape. The tips of
each of their ten fingers are poisonous snakes with four heads, one which sprays water,
one which sprays dirt, one which sprays rocks and one which sprays fire. The left legs [of
the four yaksa-demons] resemble those of kumbhanda-demons, and their right legs those
of pisaca-demons. The horrid appearance [of these demons] is truly frightful. These four
vaksas then stand in a line before the practitioner, each bearing on its back the nine kinds
of corpses.

(5) The Buddha said to Kausthilananda: This is the first verificatory vision (5 )
of the meditation on impurity.'”

Because this sequence in many ways captures the essential features of the remainder of the Chan
Essentials 1 want to take the time to explain it carefully. First, having previously imagined

169Although in Indian mythology yaksas are not always evil or demonic, in the present text they are
indistinguishable from various other evil spirits. I have added the word “demon” after each of these terms so as

to convey the meaning easily while still retaining the flavor of the transcriptions of these specific names as they
appear in the Chinese.
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vomiting up his internal organs, the meditator sees the result of this process, which is rather
more complex that what was initially imagined. We might, of course, be inclined to simply read
the words “you will see” (¢ &) here as “you should see,” and thus as the continuation of the
instructions given in section (1). Nevertheless given, as we have seen, the sharp contrast in usage
and meaning between guan . and jian L in the Five Gates this seems somewhat unlikely. At
the very least this cannot be the literal meaning of the text. Instead, it thus seems, section (1)
describes what the meditator should try to do, namely imagine vomiting up his internal organs,
while section (2) describes what he will see when he has properly done this.

From only this initial passage the distinction I am trying to draw here may seem trivial.
Indeed we might also simply understand that the reader is supposed to infer from the sequence of
events that the initial instruction to contemplate vomiting up his internal organs includes the
instruction to imagine or visualize the further details that, in the text, are described only in the
next sentence. But the contrast between “contemplating” and “seeing” becomes more important
in the ensuing passages. Thus at the end of (2) we are told that not only will the meditator see the
results of his imaginative self-evisceration, he will also see his body as a snow-white skeleton.
Yet, as indicated in (3), it might turn out that he sees not a white skeleton but a yellow or black
skeleton, here seeming to indicate a skeleton not yet fully “purified” of the skin and flesh. In this
case the meditator must perform rituals of repentance (chan hui 1§ }=).

The incorporation of repentance rituals into a text nominally focused on chan practice is
of considerable interest and importance, and I will explore this more fully in the next chapter.
But for the moment I am interested mainly in what this tells us about the nature of the “seeing”
described here. The crucial point, I would suggest, is that progress is not determined by how
well the practitioner “visualizes,” at least not as meant by Galton when he asked his subjects
about the “focus” and “illumination” of their photograph-like mental images (see above p.151).
What counts, rather, is what the practitioner sees at the conclusion. In other words whatever
exactly the initial process of “contemplation” or “imagination” consists of, the key question
comes at the end—did the meditator see a white skeleton, or a yellow skeleton?

This point is made even more explicit in section (4). Here, having completed the previous
sequence in whatever manner (that is either with or without the need for repentance), a new
vision, one described in great detail, “suddenly” (£ #X) arises. There can be no question here
that this is a vision, not something that the practitioner was instructed to consciously bring to
mind. The meaning of this vision is then revealed in section (5)—this is the jing jie 5t J; , the
“verificatory vision” that attests to the attainment of the first stage of the contemplation of
impurity. What ultimately counts as success—how it can be known that you have completed the
first stage of the contemplation of impurity—is obtaining this vision, and in terms of its content
there is here an almost total absence of what I have called “phenomenological continuity”
between the vision itself and the techniques or practices that produce it.

The basic format seen above is repeated throughout the Chan Essentials. In the tenth
contemplation, the meditator follows the standard procedure for the white bone contemplation,
first imagining his own body as a “white skeleton whose bones are each detached such that only
their tips are touching” (v # A & & % fZr& & 4p ), and then imagining the entire world filled
with such skeletons. But then:
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When he has obtained this contemplation he will spontaneously (p %) see (), out
beyond all the skeletons, something that appears like a great ocean, calm and pure. His
mind being clear and sharp, in all directions he sees various kinds of multicolored lights.
Having seen these things his mind becomes spontaneously peaceful and happy. His body
and mind become pure, free of distress, and full of happy thoughts.'”!

This, the Buddha then declares, is the successful attainment of the tenth contemplation. Once
again success is verified not merely through the accurate or precise picturing of whatever it is
that the practitioner is supposed to imagine, contemplate, or otherwise focus his mind upon.
Rather success will be known by the spontaneous vision of something else entirely. Here,
moreover, the meditator also experiences bodily and mental pleasure. We should compare this
passage to that examined in chapter one from Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture, where it is
asked how one will know when dhyana is obtained:

If the mind remains fixed for a long time [on the bones] then it will begin to accord with
the factors of dhyana. When one obtains dhyana, there are three signs. [First,] the body
will feel happy, relaxed, and at ease. [Second,] from the white bones [that the meditator
has been contemplating] light will stream forth, as if they were made of white ke-jade.
[Third,] the mind becomes calm and still.'”

As discussed in chapter one, the Meditation Scripture here presents three loci where “signs” (4p)
appear indicating the attainment of dhyana: 1) the meditator’s body, 2) the meditator’s mind, and
3) the object of the meditator’s mind. These three were apparently a standard categorization, and
in the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata they are formalized as a list.'”

The passage above from the Chan Essentials refers to these same three areas, at least
implicitly. The “great ocean” and the “multicolored lights” should thus be understood as the
objects whose appearance indicates that the given level of attainment has been reached. They
are, in other words, “verificatory visions”—not what the meditator is supposed to bring to mind,
imagine, or visualize, but visions that will arise naturally and serve, in conjunction with feelings
of bodily and mental ease, to verify his attainment.

Given the prominence of the white bone contemplation in the Chan Essentials it is
interesting to note that some Vaibhasika sources also allude to verificatory visions in the context
of this practice. Although there is no mention of this, as far as I can determine, in any of the
Vibhdasa or the Abhidharma-kosa-bhasya (which as we saw above presupposes a version of the
white bone contemplation similar to that in the Chan Essentials), in his Abhidharma-
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(T.614:15.272a20-23).

173T.618:15.322a22-b2, given as the “body” (% ; *dsraya), “object” (4 ; *alambana), and “mind” (4 ; *citta). As 1
suggested in chapter one, those “signs” that involve the appearance of new objects of mind are analogous to the
so-called counterpart sign (patibhdaga-nimitta) discussed in the Pali commentaries.
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nyayanusara-sastra Sanghabhadra makes the following comments about asubha practice in the
midst of a discussion of this topic in all other ways similar to the Abhidharma-kosa-bhdasya:

Thus know that reaching this [final stage], the contemplation of impurity is complete, for
what was supposed to be done has now been entirely accomplished. [However] the
forest-dwellers say that when [performing] this contemplation at this moment [when the
practice is complete] there will appear (7 ) a sign of completion (3 7 48), namely a
“pure sign” that will suddenly (¥} f ) appear before the practitioner.'™

Although no further details are given this would appear to refer to something similar to the pure
white light that in Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture serves as the verificatory vision associated
with the white bone contemplation.

Returning to the Chan Essentials, a different kind of verificatory vision appears in the
eleventh contemplation (1.73—1.77). Here the meditator begins, as before, by imagining his
skeleton, this time as one in which the individual bones have separated “three finger widths” (=

4p 7¥) apart. He then imagines sunlight in the spaces between the bones. But then:

When he has attained this contemplation he suddenly sees a sixteen-foot buddha'”® within
the light of the sun [between his bones]. Its halo measures six feet horizontally and six
feet vertically. Its body is golden, radiating white light all over, brilliant and majestic. Its
thirty-two major marks and eighty minor marks are each distinctly apparent. Each major
and minor mark is clearly visible, exactly as if the Buddha were still present in the
world.'”

Once again we find the expression “when he attains this contemplation” (¥ #* BLFF), and once
again this is followed by the practitioner “suddenly seeing” (p #X &) something entirely
different than the initial subject of his meditation. The conclusion to this section also says that

174 4> 2043 FS > o s L Rrce AEFH Tl 5 D SREPFT LR EN KER
W1 o (T.1562:29.672a3-6) .

175Throughout medieval Chinese Buddhist texts one encounters reference to images (chiefly statues) of the Buddha
said to be “sixteen-foot” (X + ). Although referring in part to the size of the image, the main point of this seems
to be that the Buddha is depicted in his celestial, rather than human form. Thus the Biographies of Eminent
Monks says that Sengquan 1§ 32 (fl. early fifth century) “while in the country of Huanglong had crafted a
sixteen-foot golden image, and then after traveling to Wu further had crafted a golden image [of the buddha in]
his human form” (3£ F T W 2 = &> » L x g 4 ¢ £ 1§ T.2059:50.369c14-15). Though the
distinction between the celestial Buddha (what in later Buddhology would be called the Sambhogakaya) and the
Buddha-as-man also corresponds to a distinction in size, equally important is that an image of the “sixteen-foot
buddha” is one on which the special marks of the Buddha are visible (as opposed to the Buddha when he appears
as an ordinary human being). During the fifth century the Buddha’s “sixteen-foot body” as his celestial, god-like
form was also distinguished from the unchanging “dharma-body” (;# £/), and in fifth-century doctrinal treatises
from both north and south China this is how the term “sixteen-foot body” is primarily used (Funayama 1995,
98). All of this is merely to say that when the Chan Essentials speaks of seeing a “sixteen-foot buddha,” the
point is to emphasize iconography, not size.
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Chapter 3: Vision and Visualization

when the practitioner has “attained this contemplation™ (¥ " B) it is to be “known as the
completion of the contemplation of the radiant light of the white bones, [contemplation] number
eleven.”'”” In other words what confirms the success of “contemplating” the radiant light of the
white bones is not seeing the radiant light of the white bones, but having a sudden vision of a
buddha.

On the one hand since the vision of the buddha within the lights apparently appears
spontaneously, it would be difficult to say that the practitioner here had “visualized” it. But on
the other hand even the initial process in which the practitioner “imagines” his skeleton,
certainly presented as a consciously undertaken, controlled process, now does not seem so much
like a process of “visualization” because the ability of the practitioner to lucidly see these things
is not what ultimately certifies his achievement. Rather the practitioner knows he has achieved
success when he suddenly “sees” (2L ) something else.

As the Chan Essentials progresses the description of these visions occupies an
increasingly large percentage of the text, and by the twelfth contemplation they reach epic
proportions:

When this meditation is complete the practitioner will suddenly sees a poisonous
dragon within his heart. The dragon has six heads, and it wraps itself around his heart
seven times. Two of its heads breathe out water, two breathe out fire, and two breathe out
rock, while wind blows from its ears. From the pores of its body there emerge ninety-
nine poisonous snakes. Each snake {has four heads}, two going up and two going down.
The water spewed forth by the poisonous dragon (?) emerges from the [practitioner’s]
feet and flows into the white water. [The water] continues gradually in this manner until
[the practitioner] sees a full yojana of water. Having filled one yojana, next two yojanas
are filled. Having filled two yojanas, it continues like this until all of Jambudvipa is
filled. When all of Jambudvipa has been filled the poisonous dragon emerges from [the
practitioner’s] navel and ascends gradually until it enters his eyes. It then emerges from
his eyes and perches atop the crown of his head.

Then within the waters there appears a great tree whose canopy spreads in all

17718 g Euiﬂ’ %L - d bRk o (1.77). A very similar sequence, in which the white bone contemplation
leads to the appearance of lights within which appears an image of the buddha, is found in the twelfth fascicle of
Dharmaksema’s translation of the (Mahayana) Mahaparinirvana-sitra, where it is presented as the method for
performing the smytyupasthana (= 4 J) meditations (T.374:12.433¢26-434a26). It is noteworthy, however, that
the origins of this portion of the Mahaparinirvana-sitra are less than fully clear. The first 11 fascicles of
Dharmaksema’s translation are the same Mahayana Mahaparinirvana-sitra first translated by Faxian and
Buddhabhadra (T.376). And indeed Dharmaksema’s version originally contained only these sections as well, but
according to the story he eventually returned to Central Asia and found the remaining sections. In the Chinese
context this event was significant because the famous doctrine that all sentient beings possess the Buddha-nature
(- *7 %4 ¥ 5 #2), so important in later Chinese Buddhism, is found only in this second section, while the
first part of the text claimed that a certain class of beings known as icchantikas would never become buddhas. It
is further notable that while there exists a Tibetan translation of the text from the Sanskrit, this corresponds only
to the first 11 fascicles. Similarly the numerous, though individually short Sanskrit fragments of the text that
have been found in Central Asia all stem from the initial portion only (Matsuda 1988, 12—15; Habata 2007,
xxvi—xli). How this is to be interpreted is not clear, but it suggests the possibility that the later portions of the
text—within which we find the account of the white bone contemplation similar to the Chan Essentials—may
derive not from India proper but from Central Asia.
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directions. Without leaving the practitioner’s body the poisonous dragon touches the tree
with its tongue. On the tip of its tongue there appear eight hundred demons. Some of
these demons have mountains atop their heads, snakes for hands and legs like dogs.
There are other demons with the heads of dragons, each of their pores a flame-shooting
eye, hundreds of thousands of which cover their bodies. Their teeth are like sword-
mountains and they roll upon the floor. There are various other demons, each with
ninety-nine heads and ninety-nine hands. Their heads are extremely ugly, like [the heads
of] dogs, jackals, racoons, cats, foxes and rats. Around the necks of each of these demons
hangs a monkey. These evil demons play within the waters, some climbing up the tree
and jumping off it. There are [also] yaksa-demons, their heads aflame.

The monkeys try to extinguish these flames with the water, but they are unable to
control it, and indeed rather make it grow. The raging fire approaches the crystal pillar
within the waters and suddenly flares up, burning the crystal pillar [which then appears]
as if molten gold. The flames spread, wrapping around [the practitioner’s] body ten times
and then rising up above him like a golden canopy, like nets spread out across the top of
the tree, forming three layers in all.

Suddenly on the ground there appears an evil demon of the four elements, with
hundreds of thousands of ears out of which pour water and fire. From the pores of its
body small particles of earth rain forth, and it vomits forth a wind that fills the universe.
There also appear eighty-four thousand raksasa-demons, lightening shooting from their
pores, each with fangs one yojana long. All these creatures romp and play within the
water. From the mountains of fire there emerge tigers, wolves, lions, leopards, and
[various other] beasts, and they too play within the water.

When [the practitioner] sees these things each of the skeletons, which [all
together] fill the entire universe, raises its right hand. Then the rdksasas stab the
skeletons with iron pitchforks and collect them into a pile. Then skeletons of nine
different colors come one after the other before the practitioner [and the same scene is
repeated (?7)].

The many hundreds of thousands of such verificatory visions [that the practitioner
might see at this point] cannot all be explained.'™

None of this remarkable scene is said to be something that the practitioner should try to
visualize, imagine, or otherwise bring to mind. This is, rather, what the Chan Essentials patently
admits is but a partial description of the visions that successful practitioners will experience.

In this passage, moreover, the visions begin to take on a more obviously symbolic
significance, and we see here the opening scenes of what I will call the “narrative of the tree,”
which continues for the remainder of the first sutra. Although the exact significance of any
particular element is difficult to divine, roughly speaking the tree seems to corresponds to the
practitioner’s defilements or his existence within samsara. As his meditation progresses the
practitioner eventually has visions of a team of black elephants that attempt to uproot this tree,'”

1781.86—1.89; for the Chinese text see appendix three.

1791n the Vibhasa we find the defilements compared to a tree, and the path to liberation compared to uprooting this
tree (A4 pi tan pi po sha lun ¢ & B & 3 535, T.1546:28.184a4). Various forms of vegetation imagery—seeds,
roots, fruits—are commonly used in Buddhist texts to denote the continuation of samsara under the influence of
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though they are contested in this task by the various evil beings that cling to the tree and inhabit
it, as seen in the above passage. The drama continues for the remainder of the first sutra until in
the vision attesting to the attainment of arhatship the tree is finally destroyed by a team of
“adamantine beings” (£ k' * )."™ But while the content of these visions does seem to have had a
symbolic connection to the progress along the path that meditation was thought to produce, the
visions themselves are not prefigured in the techniques of meditation themselves.

The profound phenomenological discontinuity between the techniques of meditation
practice and the visions they were thought to produce is seen even more clearly when we
consider certain abstract or discursive meditations. Indeed in such cases success is judged on the
basis of concrete visions even when the initial meditation practice involves no “visual” elements
at all. This occurs, for example, when the meditator is instructed to meditate upon standard
Buddhist doctrinal principles such as impermanence or non-self:

[The practitioner] should then consider (& 1&): “In this present body of mine, is
the hair the self? The bones? The nails? The teeth? [Any of the five skandhas of] form,
feelings, perceptions, volitional formations, or consciousness? Carefully contemplating,
is the self [any of the twelve-links of dependent origination, namely] ignorance,
volitional formations, consciousness, name-and-form, the six sense-doors, contact,
feeling, attachment, grasping, becoming, birth, or old age and death?

“Is the corpse the self? But [the corpse] is eaten by worms, so how could it be the
self? Nor can the living person be the self, since [in life] thoughts continue without cease,
and in this life no mental state endures permanently. Perhaps the head is the self? But
there are eight separate bones in the head, and within the brain there live various worms.
When we look within the head there is no self there at all. Perhaps the eye is the self? But
within the eye there is nothing substantial. Formed of water and earth, it depends on fire
for its perspicacity and wind for its movement. When it separates from the body it is
eaten by crows and hawks and nibbled on by worms and maggots. Thus carefully
contemplating the eye, it too is without a central power. . ... Everything is like an

karma and the defilements (Collins 1982, 218-224), though we also find more positive uses of this imagery,

such as the “fruits,” phala, of the path. Note that though a cosmic tree figures in some of the visions from the

Yogalehrbuch (Schlingloff 1964, 79), it appears to be an auspicious sign, its branches filled with “buddhas

preaching the Dharma” (tasmim vrkse . . . buddha drsyamte dharmam desayamta; ibid).

180See section 1.174:

[The practitioner] then sees the roots of the great tree, which extend all the way down to the adamantine
horizon. The adamantine beings then hack at the roots with their swords, severing the roots. When the
roots have been severed, the various dragons and snakes all spew forth fire and climb up the tree. Then,
there further appear numerous raksasas who gather in clumps atop the tree. The adamantine beings take
their adamantine clubs and strike the branches of the tree until they break, though they must strike
eighty-four thousand times before the branches finally break. Fire then shoots out from the tips of the
clubs incinerating the tree. Only the heartwood remains, like an immovable adamantine spike reaching
from the summit of the triple-world down to the adamantine horizon.

The significance of the “heartwood” (<) that remains after the tree has been destroyed is unclear, but it can

reasonably be interpreted as the physical body of the practitioner that remains active until death. Though a

physical basis remains, both the roots (the defilements) and the branches, seeds, and fruits (karmic activity) have

been entirely destroyed.
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illusion, so where could there be a self? Amongst illusory dharmas, what could be the
self’s possession?”

When [the practitioner] considers in this way he suddenly sees the bones of his
body to be bright, pure, and lovely, with all kinds of rarely seen things appearing within
them. He further sees his own body as like beryl, completely transparent. Just as a person
looking up at the sky while carrying a beryl parasol can see everything [in the sky]
clearly, at this time because the practitioner has contemplated emptiness and learned the
teaching of non-self with respect to both the inside and outside of his body'" he sees his
two legs as like tubes of beryl, and [through them]' sees in the downward direction all
kinds of marvelous things. When this meditation is complete, the ground before the
practitioner [becomes] bright, pure, and lovely, like beryl, exceedingly transparent.'®?

Here the meditator follows a set of eminently traditional formulas, analyzing his person and
contemplating that given its constructed nature there can be no unitary, permanent self. But as
elsewhere in the Chan Essentials success in this meditation is confirmed by the appearance of a
vision, in this case of the meditator’s own body suddenly transformed into transparent beryl.

In a variety of similar ways throughout the Chan Essentials visions appear autonomously
in the wake of meditation on or contemplation of other things. We find, for example, that visions
appear after the practitioner makes certain “vows” (g).'™ Thus in the third sutra, the meditator
quiets his thoughts and then vows: “May I not be reborn again! May I not undergo any future
existence! May I take no pleasure in the world!”'® In response:

He sees the ground before him to be like beryl. He sees golden water beneath the beryl
ground. He sees his own body as equally [beryl like the] ground, and the same color as
the water. The water is warm, and within it grows a tree, like a tree of the seven

treasures. Its branches and leaves give cooling shade, and on the tree are four fruits that

181This seems to refer to the contemplation of non-self above.

182The idea seems to be that the practitioner is seated, such that when his legs become transparent he is able to see
the area beneath his body.
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184In addition to the passage discussed here, see also 2.28 and 3.34 for similar cases.
185 ¥ # R > R[N 2 > 2 XG> 3 B - (3.49)
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chime forth sermons on suffering, emptiness, impermanence, and non-self. When [the
practitioner] hears these sounds he suddenly sees himself sink into the water and move
towards the tree.'*

Thus having vowed to escape rebirth the practitioner receives a vision of a tree with four fruits,
evidently referring to the four “fruits” (phala) of attainment. In the subsequent passages the
acquisition of these attainments is verified by further visions in which the practitioner grabs hold
of and then eventually eats the fruits. Although the motive forces at work here are not spelled
out, the point seems to be analogous to the verificatory visions in the case of lesser meditative
attainment—the vision testifies to the strength of the practitioner’s vow. We may even say that
according to the logic of the text making this vow is itself a kind of meditative technique,
success in which is indicated by the appearance of the specified vision.

Indeed the word xiang &, “imagine,” more normally used to indicate the imagination of
various concrete things, is itself often used in this manner. Thus in section 2.28 the practitioner
must “arouse the following wish: May the World-honored One preach for me the Dharma™ ( { 4=
A rrEFEE B > 5 2V E2), and for those with sufficient purity the Buddha will indeed then
appear and give teachings. The meaning of “to imagine” (xiang &), in this context, thus seems
to be far better captured by English words such as “to long for” or even “to desire,” terms that
evoke a very different phenomenology than “to visualize,” which seems to lack any affective
connotation at all.

But perhaps the clearest illustration of the relationship between the visions and the
techniques that provoke them are the many cases when the practitioner must deal with negative
or inauspicious visions. Indeed some visions serve as what we might call “negative verificatory
visions”—they reveal not success but the presence of obstructions, and are accompanied not by
happiness and bodily bliss, but the opposite:

[The meditator must] carefully contemplate in the downward direction, where there is
[now] no obstruction."” Various winds arise in the wind-circle below,'® and they head
towards the various yaksas who inhale them. When they have inhaled these winds from
the pores of their bodies emerge kumbhanda monsters. Each kumbhanda monster vomits
forth mountains of fire that fill the entire universe. Within these mountains [of fire] there
suddenly appear innumerable nymphs playing music and singing. They come before the
practitioner where they are devoured by a horde of fighting raksasas. When the
practitioner has seen this he becomes extremely alarmed and afraid, such that he is
unable to control himself. When he emerges from trance he is perpetually afflicted by

186F A avp ff4rsndg o LTI T > F £ ko p LT &> B EH B-kd o H-RERE kP 48 4o
A REFE P ek B FEE 7 A& &N B Ee o opRe B R
ALABHTAT © (3.50)

187The idea seems to be that the ground has now opened up giving the practitioner an unimpeded view into the
bowels of the earth.

1880n the “wind-circle” (vayumandala) as a cosmological term indicating the lowest point of material universe, see
chapter two p46n201.

A
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pain in his chest and his skull feels as if it were about to burst.'*

These visions are patently undesirable, and to eliminate them the practitioner must undertake
various counteractive measures usually referred to as “inverse contemplations” (yi guan % B.) or
“inverse meditations” (yi xiang % &), whose success is revealed by a change or transformation
in the vision." The first example of this occurs near the beginning of the text, where self-
loathing induced by the contemplation of impurity threatens to drive the practitioner to
suicide:""!

When the meditation on impurity is completed, so that he does not attempt to end his life
he should be taught an “inverse contemplation.” The method for the inverse
contemplation is to imagine white light radiating from the gaps between the bones [of his
skeleton], blazing brightly, like [the gleam of] snow-covered mountains. When he has
seen this the yaksas suck up the pile of impurities before him.'”

To correct his excessive self-loathing the practitioner thus imagines white light radiating from
his skeleton. What the practitioner does not do is visualize or imagine the yaksa eating up the
impurities. Rather this is a new vision that appears as confirmation that self-loathing has in fact
been eliminated (the logic seems clear: the pile of impurities was the vision that had initially
appeared upon the successful completion of the contemplation of impurity, and its elimination
thus shows that the state of mind generated then has been successfully “inverted”).

Other examples of “inverse contemplation” occur elsewhere and are, interestingly,
particularly correlated with the meditations on the four elements. Thus when contemplating the
wind element:

When this contemplation [of the wind element] is complete the wind transforms
into fire. Each of the poisonous snakes [of the fire element] breathes out great mountains
of fire. Towering above, they are very frightening. Dwelling within the mountains of fire
are various yaksa-demons who roam about inhaling the fire and spewing wind from their
pores.. . . . [The practitioner then] sees the various yaksa-demons within the mountains of
fire, inhaling the mountains of burning flames, spewing wind from their pores. They rush
about frantically throughout Jambudvipa. They further grab hold of burning pitchforks
with which they threaten the practitioner.

18O BB 2 2T > RFHE - TR Y 0 F A v RR PR R R R o DI
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190An “inverse contemplation” (% ), either as a noun or a verb-object phrase, is mentioned at 1.23, 1.43, 1.48,
1.84, 1.97, and 3.61-3.62, and we find “inverse meditation” (% #) at 1.50. For more details on the possible
origin of this term see the notes to section 1.23 in appendix three.

191That this meditation practice could produce dangerous self-loathing is noted in many sources, the most famous
being the story, found in all extant vinaya, of a group of monks practicing the asubha-bhavana who commit
suicide (Wiltshire 1983; Dhammajoti 2009, 6-7).
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When he sees these things, he becomes frightened and [must] seek out a method
for the inverse contemplation. The method for the inverse contemplation is as follows.
He first contemplates an image of the Buddha. Within each tip of flame he then imagines
a sixteen-foot buddha-image.

When this meditation is complete the flames of the fire gradually diminish and
transform into lotus flowers. The mountains of fire [become] like heaps of transparent
gold. The raksasa-demons [become] like white-jade men. There [remains] only the wind
element, blowing gently back and forth against the lotus flowers. Innumerable
transformation-buddhas'® stand in the air like adamantine mountains shining forth a
great light. The winds then settle and all is still."*

The basic sequence here is the same as in the previous example. Having contemplated the wind-
element a sudden transformation occurs that frightens the practitioner and necessitates an
“inverse contemplation.” For this he imagines an image of the Buddha within the flames of his
vision. But again the goal of the practice is not simply the successful visualization of this image,
but rather the evocation of the ensuing vision, which serves to verify that the previously
experienced problem has been fully transformed.

Indeed in many cases the “inverse contemplation” is a relatively straightforward,
discursive meditation. In a passage beginning in section 1.56 the practitioner first comes to see
his entire body filled with worms, and eventually a single worm consumes all the others (1.57).
But when the practitioner sees the single surviving worm, its large red eyes “like hot iron balls,”
he becomes afraid, and this necessitates the contemplation of non-self:

He must contemplate his body [as follows]: “These worms within my body at
first did not exist but now do exist. Having now come into existence, they will return to
non-existence. These impure things are produced by the imagination of my mind. They
arrive without arriving from somewhere and depart without going anywhere. They are
not me, nor are they someone else. My body is formed through the coming together of
the six elements. When these six elements disperse this body will be no more. So too the
many worms before me arrive without arriving from somewhere and depart without
going anywhere. What substance then is there to this worm-heap body of mine? These
worms have no master and I too am without self.”

When [the practitioner] considers in this way the eyes of the worm become
gradually smaller. When he has seen this, to an even greater extent than before his body
and mind become happy and at ease, calm and joyous."”

1930n “transformation-buddhas” (hua fo i* #), see the notes to section 1.155 of the translation in appendix three.
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Thus having become terrified in the wake of the vision of the giant worm the practitioner
contemplates that it is empty and devoid of self. This contemplation is entirely discursive, and
the meditator does not try to eliminate the vision of the worm by “visualizing” something else.
Rather once he has fully contemplated emptiness the vision changes by itself. Indeed it seems
possible to say that it is precisely the change in the vision, here a shrinking of the worm’s eyes,
that demonstrates and confirms that the contemplation of emptiness has been successful.

Countering evil visions by contemplating emptiness does not merely serve to eliminate
hindrances, but also seems to lead the practitioner forward towards his goal, and this progress is
similarly revealed through new visions. Such, for example, is the situation in the fourteenth
contemplation, the first point at which the practitioner obtains specific soteriological fruits. '
The practitioner begins by contemplating his body as a skeleton, making each bone as pure as a
mirror (1.99-1.100). A vision then manifests within the mirror-like bones:

He must contemplate his body, transforming it into a skeleton, each bone white, pure, and
radiant, like a crystal mirror. Skeletons filling Jambudvipa'®’ and all the verificatory
visions associated with the contemplation of the four elements appear within one of the
bones."®

The visions in question are then described in detail. First, countless skeletons of all varieties
appear, filling the universe (1.101). But the meditator is then attacked by various demons:

The practitioner feels frightened and sees various yaksa-demons coming to eat him. At
this time he will see fire appear on each of the bones of the skeletons. The flames
following one after the other fill the entire universe. He further sees jets of water like
crystal pillars emerge from the crowns of skeletons’ skulls. He further sees the fires on
the skulls transform into mountains of rock. Then, wind emerges from the ears of the
dragons, blowing the fire and shaking the mountains. The mountains then spin
unimpeded in the air like potters’ wheels. When he has seen these things he becomes
extremely frightened, and because of his fear ten million demons, each different in
appearance, carrying boulders and belching fire, appear and draw near to him."”

LEE R 7 PR oo AT EA > AT EN o (T LEPE S TR AR F s o Rt E S > Dol
AR % &> B2t a o (1.58-1.59)

196There is a problem in the numbering system here and there are actually three different sections numbered as the
fourteenth contemplation. In any event the contemplation in question ends by saying that the meditator will, as a
result of this practice, become an andagamin and be reborn in Tusita heaven (1.111). Note further that the
attainment of the fruits here is not mentioned in the official titles for the numbered contemplations, and in the
numbering system the fruits are not obtained until later, beginning in the third sutra.

197Literally “all the skeletons of Jambudvipa.” This seems to refer to what appears in section 1.101.

198 s e ph > F pRE » 1T— F X o H &2 Y > 6 PR A NS o BIEHRY - 40 2w & gt
FER O PR &Y IR . (1.100)
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In order to counter these evil visions a new contemplation is needed:

The Buddha said to Ananda: Monks who see these things and who dwell
peacefully with correct mindfulness cultivating heedfulness should be taught the
contemplation of the emptiness and absence of self of all dharmas . . . he should
contemplate [as follows]: “This body of mine was created through the joining together of
the impurities of mother and father, is bound together by tendons and painted over with
blood, is [filled with] the thirty-six dirty, oozing, impure things, is dependent on past
actions and arises from ignorance. Contemplating my body, no part of it is worthy of
attachment, for it is a rotting, decaying thing.”

When he considers in this way all the skeletons press near. He must then extend
his right hand and tap the skeletons with his finger, thinking as follows: “This skeleton
comes from empty, false imagination, and appears only because of incorrect
discrimination. My own body is also thus. It arises from the four elements and dwells
within the village of the six sense gates. [The body being empty], how much more so
these bones, which have been produced by groundless [imagination]!””

Although the logic of the progression here is not explained, we may hazard a few guesses.
During the initial meditation in this section the practitioner had followed the standard white bone
contemplation. And while this led to a certain measure of success, it also seems to have created a
problem, exemplified by the frightening and indeed threatening visions that then appeared. The
solution is to contemplate “the emptiness and absence of self of all dharmas.” Using a number of
traditional rubrics (such as the thirty-six body parts, dependent origination, and the four
elements) the meditator then contemplates that he himself is both empty and lacking in a self.
The objects of his contemplation—the imaginatively generated external skeletons—are then also
analyzed, and are declared empty because they originated through (but not “in’’) the meditator’s
imagination. Then, in response to these reflections:

When he thinks in this way the white skeletons shatter into dust forming a pile on the
ground like a snow-covered mountain. As for the other skeletons of various colors, they
are suddenly eaten up by a giant snake-like creature. On top of the mound of white snow
there is a white-jade person, his body straight and imposing, thirty six yojanas tall, with a
neck as red as fire and white light glowing in his eyes. Then the various white waters and
crystal pillars all suddenly enter into the crown of the white-jade man’s head. The many
dragons, demons, vipers, snakes, monkeys, lions, and cats all run in fright. Fearing the
great fire, they scurry up and down the tree. The ninety-nine snakes [that had emerged
from the] pores of [the dragon in the practitioner’s heart]*”' all gather atop the tree. The

eblos Ak B kg H et e (1.102)

200 2P FF M E > PAFE S BAL > DM ERF FREETENRE L RF AR ALE
BFRAAEfE BB h 2L H o AR E B Eg o KEPA JRMY S BT E e
PRcH o PRI HE A ki o F WL B EFE A A FEA et 4 AL B
MBI NEE S g LA s 2 R E s TR B o REF > AR X I o (1.103-1.104)

201This presumably refers to the ninety-nine snakes mentioned in section 1.86.

|
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poisonous dragon then twists and turns, coiling itself around the tree. [The practitioner]
further sees the black elephant standing at the base of the tree.?*

Once again this vision is presented as a relatively spontaneous occurrence, not something the
practitioner should “visualize” or otherwise will into being, though there is a conceptual
connection between the initial discursive contemplation and the vision, for having pondered the
emptiness of the skeletons they obligingly shatter into dust or are consumed by a giant snake.
The vision then continues into a further development of the “narrative of the tree.” In order to
make further progress along the path the practitioner must again contemplate emptiness:

He must avoid excessive talking, remain in a solitary secluded place, and consider
the emptiness of all dharmas [as follows]: “All dharmas are empty, and within the
emptiness of dharmas there is neither earth nor water nor wind nor fire. Material form>*
is a delusion, it arises from illusory dharmas. Sensation is conditioned by causes, arising
from various [past] actions.”™ Perception is a delusion, a non-permanent dharma.
Consciousness cannot be seen. It is something conditioned by [past] action, born from the
seeds of craving. In such a manner should I contemplate this body. The earth element
appears from emptiness. But a manifestation [from] emptiness is itself empty. How then
could I imagine the earth element to be something solid? Analyzing in this manner, what
then is earth?”

When he performs this meditation he sees the mountain of white bones shatter yet
further, becoming like tiny specks of dust. There remains only [the practitioner’s own |
skeleton amidst the dust, glowing with white light, [its bones] linked together. Within the
white light there further appear various lights of the four [other] colors. From within
these lights there further arise raging flames that burn the yaksas. As the fire closes in on
the yaksas they flee towards the top of the tree, but before they can reach it they are
trampled by the black elephant. The yaksas then shoot flames which scorch the black
elephant’s legs. With a voice like a lion’s roar the black elephant trumpets loudly,
proclaiming [the teachings of] suffering, emptiness, impermanence and non-self, and also
that the body is something subject to decay, soon to be extinguished.*”

202 (ER AP v B A BATIch s FRAE cdod 2o R ERIF A 0 F - AR BAREG 0y
Tt F-o9 A PHEE B2 LAd A o Al R0 ko pEE Y RAAEHE > B PR
)\‘jikfﬁo“\% T~ TR \j;igzl,ﬁ_\gﬁ_g.\jalzwxyﬁé],%vbs%:i _‘ﬂ\__‘]\r_t,;gﬁj-'—'ro_ﬁ/‘:/ﬁb
148w FAR c ERAT S BB BT % ART 2 - (1.105)

203Here seems to follow the five skandha, though samskara (usually xing 7), is missing. Presumably this is a
lacuna in the text, though we cannot rule out the possibility that there is some meaning behind this omission.

204This would seem to conform to the usual understanding that karmic retribution takes the form of pleasant or
unpleasant vedana (sensation).
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Here the meditator thus progresses to a deeper level of the contemplation of emptiness, for now
the categories used in the previous section to deconstruct the meditator’s self—the five skandha
and the earth element itself (the basic constituent of the bones)—are themselves contemplated as
empty. Indeed, all dharmas are said to be empty, such that “there is no earth, water, fire or wind”
(&3 &k > 7~ &k V), and these statements seem intended to negate the standard (or perhaps
specifically Vaibhasika) analysis in which each constituent element of the universe (dharma) has
its own defining characteristic (svabhava), such as “solidity” for the earth element.

The incorporation of this kind of analysis into a set of meditation practices that
unambiguously takes arhatship as their highest goal is worth noting. Although insistence on the
absence of self in dharmas (as opposed to the mere absence of self in persons or other
compounded phenomena) is often taken as a defining characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism, and
indeed this was the typical explanation in East Asian doctrinal exegesis, as modern scholars have
pointed out this understanding was more widespread and traces of it can be found in the
canonical texts of at least some supposedly “Hinayana” Indian Buddhist schools.?* Directly
relevant in the present context are passages in the Vibhasa that refer to the “stages of the
contemplation [methods] of the yogdacaras” (Ié?] PE® i3 B8 1) for proof that it is possible to come
to a realization of the “non-self of all dharmas” (- *» ;3 2-34) 2%

Of course as discussed in chapter one the connection between the yogdacaras mentioned
in Vaibhasika sources and fifth-century Chinese meditation texts is far from clear. Nor is it
necessarily obvious that this passage from the Vibhasa refers to anything similar to what we see
in the Chan Essentials. What is important for my present purposes is merely that this
contemplation of the non-self of all dharmas is integrated organically into the meditator’s
progress in the Chan Essentials, continuing and deepening the contemplation of non-self begun
using more traditional means. This continues in later sections with contemplation of the
emptiness of the remaining three elements (fire, water and wind), in both their external and
internal manifestations (1.114—1.128). It is this progressive contemplation of emptiness and non-
self that effectuates progress through the meditative path, progress that is verified “objectively”
through increasingly complex and elaborate visions.

Conclusions

In the first chapter of this dissertation I introduced the concept of “verificatory visions”—
relatively spontaneous visions that arise as confirmation that a practitioner of meditation has
achieved a certain stage or level of practice. We saw that these visions play an important role in
many if not most Indian Buddhist meditation texts from the late fourth and early fifth centuries.
The argument of this chapter has been that the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing too need
to be understood in light of this idea. Indeed like the Five Gates, which as discussed in chapter
two contains a primitive version of at least some of this same material, the Chan Essentials and

206Harrison 1982, 225-227
2074 pi tan mo da pi po sha lun I# & & B~ & 3% /535, T.1545:27.45a23
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Methods for Curing devote most of their attention to this subject.

I have further suggested that these “verificatory visions™ are very different from
“visualizations,” at least to the extent that “visualization™ is a controlled, “active” process
contrasted with a vaguely defined “passivity”’; as Eliade put it the “awakening of one’s inner
forces . . . [while] at the same time maintaining perfect lucidity and self-control,” something
most emphatically not “abandoning oneself to a pure spontaneity and passively receiving the
content of . . . the individual or collective unconscious.”

In the end, however, it would probably be best to break free from the limitations of this
dichotomy, which may ultimately tell us more about 19"-century polemics on religious
experience than it does about the ways that Buddhists traditionally understood meditation
practice. Indeed any clear-cut distinction between “active” and “passive” in this sense becomes
rather problematic in light of basic karma theory, according to which even apparently random
occurrences are the result of one’s own, willful acts in a past life. It is thus important to realize
that I am not suggesting that what I have termed “verificatory visions” were, in the Chan
Essentials and Methods for Curing or elsewhere, thought to be entirely unconnected to the
practitioner’s own efforts. Indeed they were, precisely, the verification of those efforts.

Yet these visions, experience of which seems to have been understood as the crucial test
of one’s achievements in meditation, do seem to have been understood as phenomenologically
discontinuous in some way from the practices that produced them. Although in the texts we have
examined there is some evidence for something like “visualization” as the internal replication of
an initially external percept, notably in the procedure whereby one begins by gazing at a statue
of the buddha, a corpse, or a patch of earth (kasina), in all these examples achieving this kind of
“visualization” is not the goal of the practices at all, but rather the starting point, a skill that was
apparently considered rather mundane. What the practitioner hopes to achieve is not simply a
“visualization” of some previously seen object, but a vision of something new and different, a
vision that arises not by willing it into existence or gradually building it up piece by piece, but
by calming the mind through focus on some other object until reaching a mirror-like state from
which new and marvelous things were thought to pour forth. Put in simpler terms those
practicing meditation were apparently not expected to know what it was that they were
eventually hoping to see. Indeed the spontaneity (in this sense) of the visions appears to have
been crucial to their validity.

All of this can, I have suggested, be inferred from the contents of Chan Essentials and
related texts themselves by looking closely at how the appearance of the visions is portrayed,
and this is what I have tried to do above. But there is also evidence that this is how the texts were
in fact read by Chinese Buddhists. The earliest surviving Chinese commentaries that discuss the
Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing are the writings of the late sixth-century master Zhiyi
77 #8 , whose expositions on chan practice were not only of decisive importance for the later East
Asian Buddhist tradition, but also serve as our most important window onto sixth-century
Chinese interpretations of chan. In chapter four I will discuss certain general features of Zhiyi's
understanding in connection with the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing. For now, by way
of conclusion to this chapter which has focused primarily on the distinction between
“verificatory visions” and “visualization,” I will merely mention one instance in which Zhiyi
explicitly discusses how the visions found in these texts are to be understood.

Zhiyi addresses this within his exposition of what he calls “repentance on the basis of the
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contemplation of signs” (BL4p {i 15),”* referring as an example of this kind of repentance to a
section from the first sutra of the Methods for Curing where a method is provided for “curing”
those who have violated the precepts. I will defer the discussion of the full procedure here until
chapter five, while the questions that this raises concerning the relationship between meditation
and repentance will be treated in chapter four.

For the moment we need only note that the relevant section from the Methods for Curing
includes meditation practices similar in form and content to those found throughout both the
Chan Essentials and the Methods for Curing:

You must now contemplate your body as like a golden vase filled with four poisonous
snakes, two of which go upwards and two of which go downwards, each spewing poison
and very frightful. Next contemplate one dragon with six heads who encircles the vase
and spews poison that drips into the mouths of the snakes. A great tree [that covers] the
four directions emerges from from the golden vase and fills the three worlds. The black
elephant approaches and tries to uproot the tree. On all four sides fire springs forth.*”

The imagery here is very much the same as what is found in the Chan Essentials, and we even
see mention of what I have called the “narrative of the tree.” Zhiyi explains how such meditation
practices were supposed to be carried out as follows, mentioning them merely as the

“contemplation of the poisonous snakes™:*"

Concerning “repentance on the basis of the contemplation of signs,” the practitioner relies
on the repentance methods given in the various scriptures. He intently focuses his mind,
and when his mind is still, he will see various signs . . . many examples of this method of
repentance based on the contemplation of signs are found in the ritual practices contained
in various Mahayana [scriptures] as well in the Vaipulya Dharani [scripture]. Among the
Three Baskets [of the Agama scriptures], the Samyuktdgama also speaks of such methods,
saying that one must perform the contemplation of signs concerning hell, the poisonous
snakes, and the white tuft of hair [the #rna]. It says that only when these are successful
will one’s sins be eliminated. Because [this practice] is carried out while in trance,
repentance on the basis of the contemplation of signs is frequently explained in the
context of methods for the cultivation of trance.?""

208This is included in his Explanation of the Sequential Method of Cultivation of the Perfection of Dhyana (Shi
chan bo luo mi ci di fa men A% %% % % ;2 /; T.1916). For a summary of this section, see Kuo 1994, 62—
64; Shengkai 2004, 94-99.

20945 F p S Y > B AR A 2 P 2T o3V R - AN ek d o M P oo
M K AR i R o 2Rk B R ma VAR - (5.69)

210For another translation of this passage, see Stevenson 1999, 469—470.

211 AR s o 7 4 REEVBREIE Rk B o CY s AERBEN AR ERRLEEY
S OEAREGE c Z R Z P Y TEBAPRIES 2 > P TR R A0 9 T ERR o FHRTEER -
PUERR TP (T BARME 5 %12 22 3 o (T.1916:46.485¢18-26). I am not completely certain how we
should understand the line i% i% 2_# #.. This would seem to mean either that canonical or other descriptions of
this practice occur in texts that also discuss chan practice, or more generally that methods of trance are necessary
for those who wish to cultivate this form of repentance. I have tried to combine both of these meanings, as does
Stevenson who translates as “repentance involving discernment of the signs is usually taught in conjunction with
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What Zhiyi here calls the Samyuktagama refers to the Methods for Curing,*'* though in light of
our analysis in chapter two it seems possible that Zhiyi also included the Chan Essentials in this
category. In any event the meditation methods Zhiyi mentions here are presently found in the
Methods for Curing within the ritual for healing violations of the precepts.”

Zhiyi then explains that the “signs” (4p) in question can appear in a variety of contexts,
including as dreams, as visions obtained while performing rituals, or as visions obtained during
meditation (in chapter four I will explore more closely the overlap between these categories).
Then an interlocutor asks about the possibility of false signs caused by demons:

Question: Mara [the demon king] can also cause such signs to appear. How can
one distinguish [between signs of attainment and those caused by Mara]?

Answer: Indeed, it is quite difficult to distinguish true [signs] from false ones, and
one must thus not take [any signs] to be definitely true until they have been recognized
by a master. Such matters must be decided in person, and cannot be judged on the basis
of textual descriptions. For this reason when a practitioner is first carrying out such
repentance practices he must have access to a skilled teacher who can distinguish the true
from the false. When one sees the signs, even when one witnesses them appear out of the
blue it is still hard to know if they are true or false. Those who read textual descriptions
and then exert their minds in pursuit [of these signs] frequently fall prey to Mara.

Question: In that case is it appropriate to call it “repentance on the basis of
contemplating the signs?” Answer: “Contemplating the signs” means merely that one
strives assiduously in practice, and that when success is obtained the signs will appear.
Judging based on them it will be known whether one’s sins have been eliminated or not.
It does not mean that while practicing one should hold images in the mind (= 5 4p %)
and grasp them. If you practice like this you will be plagued by many demonic forces.*"*

We thus see that according to Zhiyi the import of these “signs” is that they appear without
premeditation. While actually experiencing such visions was of paramount importance, this
experience was valued for the information that its occurrence communicated about the
practitioner’s attainment, in this case meaning his successful purification. This explains why any

methods for cultivating meditative concentration” (Stevenson 1999, 469).

2121t is clear from other passages that Zhiyi considered the Methods for Curing part of the Samyuktagama, the Za a
han jing 3217 7 % (see chapter two), and indeed the extant versions of the Methods for Curing explicitly claim
this by referring to the Za a han jing 32/ 7 % in a brief note inserted between the title and the body of the text.
Presumably the copy that Zhiyi read was similar.

213 Although above I cited only that portion of the Methods for Curing that Zhiyi calls the “contemplation of
poisonous snakes,” the remainder of the ritual also includes a meditation on hell, and on the Buddha's “white
tuft of hair” v %, thus leaving no doubt about which section Zhiyi means.

204w BB ELEA 2 PP R F e DRE O REIEN 0 AT B0 FAPRPF > LFF2 o R
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(T.1916:46.486a4—-13)
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attempt to willfully direct the mind towards the generation of such images is suspect.

Particularly noteworthy here is Zhiyi’s description of how texts that describe these
visions might be used—not as manuals for practice, but as arbiters of true visions. In other words
Zhiyi imagines that, having had a vision, one might consult a text to see what it meant. This
basic procedure is endorsed, even though it is specified that ultimately only a skilled master can
differentiated between true and false. The danger, Zhiyi suggests, is that reading such texts will
tempt a practitioner to take their descriptions of sought-for visions as prescriptions for practice,
something that will be especially disastrous. “Visualization,” the conscious generation of
specified mental images, is thus precisely what Zhiyi is urging his readers not to do.

Another way of saying this would be that texts such as the Chan Essentials were thought
to contain not only instructions for meditation practice itself, but descriptions of its results. In
this sense then framing these texts as “meditation manuals” might occasionally obscure as much
as it illuminates. Perhaps better that we think of them, at least in part, as something more akin to
handbooks for interpreting visions. It is worth noting that in such a case the skill possessed by
the master, such as the master with whom Zhiyi recommends one consult about the meaning of
any and all visions, is explicitly taken as comparable (but superior) to the information found in
chan texts. This is something that we should consider in light of the importance in fifth- and
sixth-century China of “chan scriptures” as key texts knowledge of which was necessary for
chan masters (as discussed in chapter one). In other words the chan master’s role may have
sometimes been just as much about using knowledge of chan texts to interpret the meditative
experiences of others as it was about personally reaching all of the attainments specified in those
texts.

And though we cannot confidently reconstruct how any of these texts were used in the
fifth and sixth centuries, the ethnographic present provides some potentially illuminating points
of comparison. By way of conclusion to this chapter I will discuss one example of this, which
concerns not the Chan Essentials or Methods for Curing but the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation, which has remained important in many traditions of East Asian Buddhism. And
though as discussed in chapter two there are reasons for thinking that this text was initially
aimed at a slightly different audience than the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, among
modern scholars they have all been seen as representative of a particular style of meditation
practice popular in fifth-century China.

Accordingly the Immeasurable Life Contemplation is, as discussed above, generally
interpreted as a set of instructions for “visualization” practice. Its technically vocabulary is
almost identical to that in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, and the practitioner is
instructed to “contemplate” () or “imagine” (&) various features of Amitabha’s pure-land.
The text begins with the “contemplation” of an extremely simple object (the sun), progressively
adding more details in a sequence of thirteen “contemplations” (#.). And as discussed above
(p.146) this graduated structure is what prompted Alexander Soper to explain guan B here as
meaning “visualization,” the “systematic building-up of visual images, each as complete and
precise as possible, in a sequence from the simple toward the complex.”*"

Yet in practice this is not the only way that the text has been read. Charles B. Jones, for
example, has described his own interesting experience at the conclusion of a day-long retreat at a

215Soper 1959, 144
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temple in Taiwan, in 1994. The retreat, in Jones’ presentation, centered on the chanting of
Amitabha’s name, in both group sessions of oral invocation and silent periods of meditation.*'°
As a personal note to his descriptive account of the retreat Jones adds that while riding home
after the retreat in a taxi in Taipei he “suddenly had a vision” of the pure-land, complete with
trees, ponds, the chirping of birds, and the rising sun.?'” This was, he reports, entirely unexpected
and not the sort of thing that he had been prone to experiencing beforehand.

Jones went back to the temple and discussed this vision with temple residents. The leader
of the retreat enthusiastically interpreted the experience as, in a general way, confirming the
efficacy of Jones’ practice during the retreat. But a different interpretation was given by a nun,
who having heard Jones’s description of the vision declared that he had experienced the first five
contemplations of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation. She then urged him to keep up his
practice so that he might attain the remainder as well. Jones then comments on this as follows:

First, there are some discrepancies between my vision and the description of Pure Land
cultivation and content in the Contemplation Siitra [the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation]. I clearly saw the rising sun, not the setting sun. Also, the vision came to
me spontaneously, whereas the siitra indicates that it is something one should deliberately
cultivate . . . Identifying the vision with a certain step in a graduated program of
visualization allowed [the nun] to interpret it as the Pure Land despite the lack of many
details, notably the Buddha and his helpers.*'®

Jones thus follows the usual interpretation and reads the Immeasurable Life Contemplation as a
“graduated program of visualization,” such that the cultivation of such a vision in accordance
with the text would be rather different than what he experienced in the taxi. But the nun
evidently felt comfortable using the Immeasurable Life Contemplation not as a manual for
“visualization” (though she may well have also felt that the text could be used that way), but as a
handbook to be consulted in the interpretation of spontaneous (or at least sudden and
unpremeditated) visions. The text of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation itself, it should
further be noted, was not used in the retreat in any way, and there does not seem to have been
any implication that Jones himself had studied or read this text before.

In short this nun used the Immeasurable Life Contemplation, at least on this occasion, in
a manner quite similar to what Zhiyi describes in the case of the Methods for Curing. In both
cases what we might have been tempted to read as techniques of visualization practice have been
interpreted as descriptions of possible attainments used to interpret the meaning and importance
of sudden visions. This is not to say that in using the texts in this manner there was not felt to be
a connection between the visions and the practice leading to them. Indeed had Jones not
participated in the retreat his informants might have given a rather different interpretation.
Clearly the vision he obtained was held to have been caused by his own hard work and practice.
But between the work of practice and the resulting vision there was not felt to be any necessary
phenomenological continuity of the kind that the English word “visualize” necessarily implies.

216Jones 2004
217ibid., 276
218ibid., 277
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Chapter 4: Visions of Karma

Introduction

In the previous chapter I argued that in fifth-century China success in chan practice was
thought to be judged on the basis of visions, and that texts such as the Five Gates, Chan
Essentials, and Methods for Curing served, in part, as repositories for descriptions of these
visions. As I have suggested these visions should be thought of as “verificatory” because their
significance was thought to lie in verifying something about the person to whom they appeared
(the practitioner). Just what then did these visions verify? If, as I suggested in the introduction,
Buddhist meditative experiences are to be understood as communicative events (and not merely
sources of knowledge or “direct” experience), then what exactly did they communicate? Such
questions begin to address a fundamental issue that is, I believe, not often asked—why did
Buddhists practice meditation?

As a tentative first step towards answering these questions I begin this chapter with three
stories of fifth-century Chinese monks. As hagiographies and miracle tales with a far broader
intended audience than technical treatises such as the Chan Essentials or Methods for Curing
these tales provide a very different vantage point from which to consider such questions.
Nevertheless the understanding of chan presented in these stories turns out to have much in
common with that found in more specialized sources.

The first story concerns Puheng 4 12 (401-479), remembered in the early sixth century
as a skilled practitioner of chan:

[Puheng] lived alone in his cell and did not establish a community of followers. He
cultivated purity and endeavored at chan, becoming adept at entering, exiting, and
abiding [in samadhi]' . . . he claimed to be able to enter the fire-radiance samadhi, such
that light streamed from his brow down to the adamantine extremity [at the bottom of the
universe]. Within the light he would see various images, making clear the fruits of his
karma [from] past lives.?

This story characterizes Puheng’s chan practice primarily in terms of the visions he obtained
while in trance. But we also see here some hint as to what kind of information these visions
conveyed—through them Puheng was able to understand something about his karma from past

1 The expression £ » i i, referring to mastery of samadhi or other kinds of meditation, appears to be a
reference to a passage from Kumarajiva’s translation of the Lotus Sutra (T.262:9.41c17-18).

2 Wi 5o A2 E B VHEE LM L PRV Rz KR E T I AR R A
> £ LIIF7 M 5 o (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2059:50.399b19-22).
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lives.

Our second tale features the monk Daojin i &’ from the Northern Liang #* /7.
kingdom. Daojin was a disciple of the early fifth-century Indian translator Dharmaksema. After
Dharmaksema’s death, Daojin followed the Liang court west to Gaochang % & (modern
Turfan) when it retreated during the Wei % invasion of 439, and he was remembered later in
south China as having established one of the first transmissions of the bodhisattva precepts.* The
following episode, recorded in Dharmaksema’s biography, discusses how Daojin first received
the bodhisattva precepts under Dharmaksema’s tutelage:

[Daojin] wanted to receive the bodhisattva precepts from Dharmaksema. Dharmaksema
said: “First repent your transgressions!” [Daojin] then repented assiduously for seven
days and seven nights, but on the eighth day when he went to receive [the precepts]
Dharmaksema suddenly became angry. Daojin thought, “This must be because my
karmic obstructions have not yet been eliminated.” He then exerted himself strenuously
for three years, alternating chan practice with rituals of repentance. Eventually while in
trance Daojin saw Sakyamuni Buddha together with various great beings bestow upon
him the precepts, and that night ten other people living there all had dreams of exactly
what Daojin saw. He then went to Dharmaksema to tell him, but as soon as he arrived
within ten paces of him Dharmaksema stood up suddenly and exclaimed, “Excellent! You
have already been granted the precepts! I will now serve as your witness.” Then, in the
presence of a buddha-image, [Dharmaksema] explained the precepts one by one.’

Although this story is important for a number of reasons,® I want to highlight merely one point—
that strenuous, long-term chan practice is here presented as something that, in conjunction with
“repentance” (f#), might be necessary in order to purify a person of their “karmic obstructions”
(# 1) before receiving the (bodhisattva) precepts.

A slightly different connection between chan practice and rituals for receiving precepts is
seen in a story involving Zhiyan #F g who, as discussed briefly in chapter one, studied

3 Also known as Fajin /= :&.

Funayama 1995, 14-21; Yamabe 2005, 19-24.

5 EEREES o@s (X FEEo 2 BB P S kI FE AP ;:-Fé«]‘\si B AR o B L e g
FRANE oz Pd 2 & PRI BT AEAr @A N o H b LA g
BF A TR o el 0 A2 THc A 0 BMEASET CE B/ E B RAR 2 LA B -
X H YGRSt 4p o (T.2059:50.336¢19-27). For other translations of this passage see Shih 1968, 104;
Yoshikawa and Funayama 2009-2010, 1:226-227; Yamabe 2005, 19-20.

6 This story has been much discussed in conjunction with the history of bodhisattva precept rituals, in particular
the ritual for self-ordination found in key texts such as the Brahma Net Scripture (Fan wang jing & % ). As
seen here, Fajin does not actually receive the precepts from Dharmaksema but rather directly from the Buddha,
with Dharmaksema merely serving as a witness (). The manuals for receiving the bodhisattva precepts that
began to circulate in south China during the Song dynasty contain provisions for those who wish to receive the
bodhisattva precepts in this manner, and in such cases a master or preceptor is not necessary. For a discussion of
these issues, see Funayama 1995. For a discussion of the importance of visions in such rituals, and on the
possible connection between such rites and the Contemplation Scriptures, see Yamabe 2005.

N
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meditation in Gandhara in the late fourth century.” Zhiyan eventually worked as a translator in
the southern capital during the early years of the Song dynasty, but he apparently traveled back
to India at the end of his life. The reasons for this are given in his biography as follows:

Long ago before becoming a monk Zhiyan had received the five precepts [of a layman],
but he had not maintained them perfectly. Later he became a monk and received the full
ordination, but he always harbored concerns that he had perhaps not actually obtained
[the monastic] precepts, and was on this account perpetually in fear. Though he practiced
chan contemplation for many years, he was not able to become clear about this matter.
Eventually [Zhiyan] sailed back across the seas to India, where he inquired about this
with various worthies. He met an arhat to whom he explained his situation, but the arhat
was unable to judge whether or not [Zhiyan did in fact have the precepts]. So on
[Zhiyan’s] behalf [the arhat] entered trance and traveled to the Tusita heaven where he
asked Maitreya, who declared that Zhiyan indeed had obtained the precepts. Zhiyan was
overjoyed.®

While this episode has been more frequently discussed among Western scholars for what it says
about the connection between chan practice and Maitreya worship,’ I am more interested here in
the larger story—Zhiyan is concerned that he does not actually “have” (1) the precepts despite
having undergone the ritual for ordination,'® and he first tries to resolve these doubts by
practicing chan.

These stories, though by no means a complete picture of how chan was portrayed in fifth-
century hagiographies and miracle tales, do reveal a number of interrelated concerns about what
chan practice was like, what happened in it, and, perhaps most importantly, why people were
thought to practice it.

For Puheng, visions are the primary indicator of successful chan practice, and the
descriptions of his attainments would fit well within the Chan Essentials and related texts. But in
addition to merely describing the content of these visions the story here mentions something
about their meaning—through these visions Puheng learned about his “karmic recompense” (%
3¥) from past lives. That the visions obtained through chan would reveal such matters is implicit
in the second story as well, where Daojin verifies the elimination of his “karmic obstructions”

7 Seep.48.

8 BBANGEE BRI A othEle SRR KR @A F AP FRERA AP
TeFL A ERALE HFHPE EREVE BRI ARA A7 T AEF
BRI EPE B o Bt ¥ 0 (T.2059:50.339¢5-12)

9 Demiéville 1954, 378

10 As Funayama Toru has pointed out with reference to this story, the rapid influx in the early fifth century of new
methods of ordination and multiple pratimoksa codes seems to have produced acute anxiety about the validity of
ordinations and whether or not the precepts (eventually interpreted as the “precept-essence” jie ti #* %8) had or
had not been obtained (Funayama 1998, 272-273). This anxiety continued to reoccur throughout Chinese
history. Just as Zhiyan in the above story, the Ming dynasty reformer Ouyi Zhixu was plagued by doubts about
the validity of his ordination, and he invented a dice-based board game that allowed him to divine his karma and
thereby determine that he did in fact “have” the precepts (Yi 1998, 944).
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(% 1), presented as a necessary precondition for receiving the bodhisattva precepts, by means
of a vision obtained after three years of strenuous chan practice. A slightly different idea is seen
in the final story. Here Zhiyan is concerned that his monastic ordination may be invalid because
of having failed to properly purify his transgressions of the updsaka (lay) precepts before
ordination as a monk. To resolve this uncertainty Zhiyan practiced chan for many years. And
though ultimately he seeks out a higher authority, the story presupposes that this question is one
that chan practice was thought capable of answering.

These stories thus present the practice of chan as something that would help determine a
practitioner’s “karmic purity,” an expression I use here to denote the kind of purity procured
through confession and repentance of past transgressions of the precepts, what the Chinese
called chan hui 1 |%. That the visions obtained through chan will convey information about
“karmic purity” turns out to be a fundamental assumption not only of the Chan Essentials and
Methods for Curing, but of many if not most currents of fifth- and sixth-century Chinese
Buddhism. Indeed as I will discuss in the first section of this chapter this understanding is
foundational for the theories propounded by Zhiyi ## (538-597), whose writings contain the
most extensive discussion of chan of any medieval Chinese Buddhist author. Although scholars
have often looked elsewhere for the sources of Zhiyi’s approach to meditation, considered in
terms of the information that basic meditative experiences were thought to communicate Zhiyi’s
formulations are in many ways the systematization and organization of a paradigm whose
earliest surviving examples are the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing.

In technical meditation texts the connection between “karmic purity” and chan is based
on the understanding that when those with “karmic obstructions” (ye zhang ¥ i) practice
meditation they will experience inauspicious visions instead of the proper “verificatory visions.”
That chan could and indeed would provoke such visions had a number of important
consequences. Thus, for example, it turns out that medieval Chinese sources in general describe
the visions obtained through chan much as they do the visions obtained through other means,
such as dreams or death-bed visions to name but a few relevant examples.

But most fundamentally that chan produced visions signifying karmic purity meant that
the fruits of meditation practice were interpreted in relation to rituals of repentance. As |
discussed in some detail in the introduction to this dissertation basic Buddhist doctrine does posit
an inseparable connection between meditation (as either dhyana or bhavanda) and ritual practices
of taking the precepts and atoning for their transgression. Nevertheless in normative discussions
of the path to liberation this relationship is invariably taken to mean that meditation depends on
the purity of one’s sila and that the telos of pure sila is the “higher” practice of meditation. In
fifth-century China, however, this relationship was in a certain sense inverted. Precisely because
successful meditation, obtaining the correct “verificatory visions,” depends on the purity of
one’s Sila the visions received through meditation were capable of revealing when one was still
impure. In a manner of speaking meditation was thus understood as a kind of divination that
would reveal otherwise hidden information about the results obtained through previous ritual
practice or the need for further such rituals in the present.
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Basic Meditative Experience According to Zhiyi

Although chronologically Zhiyi falls at the end of the time period covered in this
dissertation, I will begin, rather than conclude with his writings on chan because they are far
more systematized than anything found earlier. Having first grasped the basic features of his
system we will then be in a better position to appreciate the elements in earlier material such as
the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing that were most important and influential among
later Chinese authors. The breadth of Zhiyi’s writings on meditation is such that I cannot hope to
analyze them comprehensively. [ will therefore limit my comments here to Zhiyi’s earliest
composition, the Explanation of the Sequential Path of Dhyana Paramita (Shi chan bo luo mi ci
di fa men AL &7 X % 2 [, Explanation of the Sequential Path hereafter).

Following the lead of the later Tiantai tradition modern scholars have often considered
the Explanation of the Sequential Path to be Zhiyi’s least significant work, little more than a
“self-study project undertaken after departing from [his teacher] Huisi’s side”"" that does not yet
reflect his mature vision. This understanding is even reflected in traditional hagiographies, which
portray Zhiyi’s final awakening as occurring seven years after the composition of this text.'
Seen thus as little more than a scholastic exercise at best foreshadowing his later masterworks, it
is not surprising that those interested in Zhiyi’s understanding of meditation practice have often
turned elsewhere, either to the Great Calming and Contemplation (Mo he zhi guan B-37 1+ ),
generally considered Zhiyi’s magnum opus of meditation theory, or for those seeking to
determine the practical details of religious cultivation in the early Tiantai community, the ritual
manuals for the “four forms of samadhi” (si zhong san mei = #& = pf)."

But if we are interested not so much in Zhiyi’s personal genius, whatever exactly that
may have been, but in the more general understanding of chan current in sixth-century China,
the Explanation of the Sequential Path is an extremely important text, not least because it is the
only surviving work dedicated to chan from this period.'* Indeed if our goal is to grasp the broad
contours of the Chinese understanding of chan during this period, then precisely what has made
this text less than fully interesting for scholars of later Tiantai—namely its lack of mature Tiantai
doctrines—is a virtue, for it suggests that we can read the text as reflecting more than a
specifically Tiantai understanding.'

11 McRae 1992, 346

12 Shinohara 1992, 121

13 Stevenson 1986; 1987

14 Like most Tiantai texts the Explanation of the Sequential Path was lost in China at the end of the Tang but was
preserved in Japan, from where it was reintroduced in the late tenth century (Brose 2008). We know, however,
that many similar works on chan were authored during the sixth century, but none of these have survived. The
famous chan master Sengchou & f# (480-560), for example, is said to have written a Methods for Calming and
Contemplation (Zhi guan fa 1+ ;%) in two fascicles (Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2060:50.554c11), and
Zhiyi’s teacher Huisi £ % wrote an Essential Methods for the Sequential Practice of Chan (Ci di chan yao =<
%A E ; ibid., T.2060:50.564a16—17), one of the inspirations for Zhiyi’s Explanation of the Sequential Path.

15 This point has been recognized by Japanese scholars (Fukushima 1965a), though as I will show the extent to
which many of these ideas can be traced to early fifth-century texts such as the Chan Essentials has not been
appreciated.
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Those few scholars who have examined the Explanation of the Sequential Path in detail
have focused on its classification and systematization of the different (and at times varying)
presentations of chan found in the Chinese translations of important Indian texts such as the
Treatise on Great Wisdom.'* My own approach in the following section will be slightly different,
and I will focus on how Zhiyi understood the nature and meaning of the experiences thought to
occur during the course of basic meditation practice.

The Explanation of the Sequential Path is divided into seven parts. The first five sections,
however, are little more than an introduction. The heart of the text is the sixth and seventh
sections, “preliminary expedients” (7 = { ) and “cultivation and verification” (i2 #), which
together occupy roughly 90% of the text.'” “Preliminary expedients” presents basic meditation
practice and its results,'® and is further divided into “external” (*}) and “internal” (R} ) methods.
The “external” expedients here are what we might properly call preparatory practices. In later
Tiantai treatises these are classified as the “twenty-five expedients” (= -+ 7 * [ ), and they
include matters such as the proper posture for meditation and the need to refrain from excessive
food and sleep. These are, in other words, the basic practical guidelines for seated meditation
practice, and Zhiyi’s discussion of them here is the earliest surviving detailed presentation of this
kind of instruction in Chinese Buddhism.

My focus, however, will lie not on these matters, but on what Zhiyi calls the “internal”
expedients, for it is here that we come to the heart of basic chan practice.” Zhiyi divides this
section into five parts: 1) “the practice of calming” (uF *), 2) “verifying [the presence of] roots
of good and evil” (% & % 13 44), 3) “methods for pacifying the mind” (% « %), 4) “healing
sickness” (/v %), and 5) “becoming aware of demonic interference” (% /& ¥ ).

Of these five sections (1) and (2) provide the outline for how the introductory levels of
meditation are obtained (or, as we will see, not attained). First, there are three basic ways to
carry out “calming” (1t ), which when successful will lead to the first stage of trance (chan ).

16 See for example Andd 1957; McRae 1992, 343-345. Compared with Zhiyi’s later works the Explanation of the
Sequential Path remains understudied. Concerning its textual history, the basic reference remains Satd 1961,
103—127. Other studies by Japanese scholars, which have tended to focus on the relationship between the
Explanation of the Sequential Path and Zhiyi’s later works, include Tada 1976, Asada 1978, Nitta 1981, 26-110,
Aoki 1989, and Ono 1994, 111-128. The sole major study in English is Wang 2001. Ono Hideto + ¥7 % 4 s at
present preparing a fully annotated modern Japanese translation of the text (the first of its kind), portions of
which have been slowly appearing in Japanese journals over the past several years.

17 Zhiyi’s later summary of the Explanation of the Sequential Path, the short manual often referred to as the Lesser
Calming and Contemplation (Xiao zhi guan -] i+ ¥.), amounts to a summary of these two sections alone, which
are reorganized and divided into ten new sections (Sekiguchi 1961, 40-42).

18 Helpful in my study of this section of the text has been Fukushima 1965b.

19 The Lesser Calming and Contemplation focuses most of its attention on these sections (Nitta 1981, 335-341).
Indeed the development of Zhiyi’s presentation of meditation from the Explanation of the Sequential Path to the
Great Calming and Contemplation can be analyzed as a gradual reorganization of this material (Ando 1968,
272-279).

20 In his later meditation treatises Zhiyi also includes methods for “contemplation,” guan B (vipasyana), in his
description of the possible initial practices of meditation. Scholars have made much of this development, often
interpreting it as a gradual transition in Zhiyi’s thought from an emphasis on chan & as concentration
meditation alone to his later emphasis on the joint application of Samatha and vipasyana (zhi guan 1+ ). See
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First of these is “calming by way of fixing [the mind] to the object” (#-%: 1 ). Here one fixes the
mind to a part of the body such as the nose or navel and returns the mind to this point whenever
it wanders. Second is “calming by way of suppressing the arising of thoughts™ (&1 i+ ). In this
approach rather than fixing one’s thoughts to a single point one simply prevents thoughts from
arising at all. The third method is “calming by embodying ultimate truth” (%8 £ 1+ ). Here one
simply realizes the emptiness of all phenomena, and in the absence of false conceptualization
about reality the mind naturally becomes calm.

According to Zhiyi these three methods can be used together in several possible
configurations.”’ Whatever approach one takes, when the mind is successfully calmed there next
occurs what Zhiyi calls “verifying [the presence of] roots of good and evil” (% £ & 12 14).
Stated simply this means that the meditator will have a sudden experience of an either good or
bad nature:

When a practitioner has properly practiced calming, thus quelling all his distracted
thoughts, his mind will become still and pure. As a result of the stillness of his mind
good roots (3L $2) from previous lives will spontaneously sprout forth. In the absence of
good roots, evil roots will sprout forth. Thus a scripture says: First shake [the
defilements] by means of concentration, then uproot them by means of wisdom.? Thus is
the practice of calming the first step. [When calm has been obtained] there will
necessarily be a manifestation of either good or evil [roots]. It is necessary to carefully
distinguish these because the practitioner must recognize them [when they appear] so
that in taking hold of [the good ones] and casting away [the evil ones] he will be in
conformity with the true path.”

Zhiyi then proceeds to explain the different good and evil roots and the different experiences
they produce. He begins with good roots, divided again into “outer” and “inner.” So-called
“outer” roots are those generated by five kinds of good actions performed in previous lives:

for example Sekiguchi 1969, 123—142, who reads this as Zhiyi’s reaction to contemporaneous trends, perhaps
including the nascent Chan school, that emphasized concentration (zAi 1+, in other words chan #4) alone as the
only essential meditation method.

21 Four possibilities are given: 1) “depth” (;¥ /%): in this approach, the three kinds of calming are deployed as a
sequence from shallow to deep; 2) “mutually overcoming defects” (¥+7: 48 #): here, each kind of calming is
used to cure the defects of one of the others, such that one alternates between them; 3) “following one’s
inclinations” (% # #1): some people naturally favor one of the methods more than the others and may thus
follow it exclusively; 4) “following what is appropriate” (%€ #% & ): it may be that for a given person one method
simply works better than the others and should thus be undertaken to the exclusion of the others.

22 This is a citation from the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana-sitra (T.374:12.548b8). Note that this understanding of
the relationship between calming (Samatha) and insight (vipasyana) is somewhat different than the more normal
understanding that calming temporarily suppress the defilements and insight severs them permanently. For
Zhiyi, it would seem, calming serves not to temporarily suppress the defilements but actually to make their
presence more noticeable in some way.

23 f;&%;;;gi@_,grm,iaguﬁ,g JHE S o Lo B LI RBH o ?ﬁ%;ﬁ, e
g :;’tu@rv’,;uv’grﬁoiéw'“ cFE-F2 o Ao o FHRYP AR BRI

I 0 A u] o (T.1916:46.494a6-12)
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charity (% *#), keeping the precepts (4% a¢ ), obeying parents and elders (%8 < * fF £ ),
revering and making offerings to the Buddhist community (3 #x= ¥ ## #* & &), and reading or
studying scriptures (3% 3 .5 ). The good roots such actions generate are “outer” because even
though they are good deeds they are performed with a “non-concentrated mind” ($7+<). Such
actions thus have no meditative component, and this contrasts with what Zhiyi will classify as
“inner” good deeds, namely the cultivation of chan in previous lives.

Manifestation of both “outer” and “inner” good roots involves the sudden appearance of
visions or unusual mental states that have a connection to the activity from previous lives that
created the root in question. “Outer” roots, for example, manifest in the following ways:

[First], it may be that the practitioner, sitting in tranquility, suddenly sees things
such as various kinds of clothing, bedding, food and drinks, precious treasures, fields and
gardens, ponds and lakes, or carriages and chariots. Or else as a result of his mental
tranquility he is suddenly able to let go of his greed and practice charity, with no
remaining stinginess. Such [occurrences] are the manifestation of signs of the two kinds
of good roots, “habit” (¥’ ) and “retribution” (3% ), associated with acts of charity in either
a past life or in the present life.

Second, it may be that the practitioner, while dwelling in calm, suddenly sees
various things such as his own body looking beautiful and lovely, or else wearing clean,
pure clothing that conforms with the dharma,* or else as freshly purified through
bathing, or else as obtaining beautiful and pure objects. Or else it may be that because of
his calm mind restraint and patience arise in him, [or else he] suddenly understands the
precise nature of minor and grave transgressions,” and fearful of committing even a
minor transgression becomes yielding and humble. These are manifestations of signs of
the two kinds of good roots, “habit” and “retribution,” associated with [maintenance of]
the precepts in a past life or in the present life . . .

When the practitioner sees these various beautiful signs and produces these good
mental states, this is not [yet] trance (& ). All such occurrences are phenomena produced
in the present because of the power of a calm mind [on the basis of] virtuous actions
cultivated with a non-concentrated mind, either in a past life or in the present life. When
one sees various forms and appearances (4p %), this is a manifestation caused by [good]
“retribution” (3% ). When various good mental states appear, this is the sprouting of good

[roots] caused by “habit” (¥ ).%

24 Translation tentative. The point is perhaps that the practitioner sees himself dressed in proper monastic garb.

25 Literally “knows the light and recognizes the heavy.” The point would seem to be that the meditator has a
sudden insight into what deeds constitute transgressions.

26 F-*Ff%’i"“ BT LLBARIR -PRE - HG - BF 0 F B2kl T AT FE R
PR dTg e > FRY > BATRY e FAS A S A F Y oIS - FEFLF
R0 0 LRp LA PR R F R o R FE B EE S AL EE A TR
FR Lo ARt 0 2 TP R 0 LEESE o LB E S 2RLY R mEER
SR LA 0 R B R 0 AR e 5B R S 2 s s B R AL £
S @ERE AR ERET RL OB > P EY FLES - (T1916:46494b17-c14)
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To explain how the results of past actions manifest when the mind becomes calm Zhiyi
introduces a distinction between “retribution” (bao 3F) and “habit” (xi % ).’ In the Great
Calming and Contemplation Zhiyi explains these two modes of causality as follows:

The present arising of defilements is called the ‘habitual cause’ (' #]). When these
defilements [lead to] action, this is the ‘retributive cause’ (3% #]). When in the next life
[similar] defilements arise again, this is the ‘habitual fruit’ (} % ). The pain and suffering
[experienced as a result of the past action] is the “retributive fruit” (3F % ).**

Although this precise terminology is not drawn from any known source,” the problematic Zhiyi
here addresses can be seen as the contrast between karma and klesa. Evil actions (karma), which
are preceded and inspired by unwholesome mental formations (klesa), lead to future
“retribution” as the objective circumstances that one encounters in the world. Meanwhile
running on a parallel track is the serial continuity of the mind, and evil mental formations
themselves, independent of the actions (karma) they may or may not inspire, reinforce similar
tendencies in the future.

The manifestation of good or evil roots when the mind enters preliminary calm is
explained using this same theory, with the difference that both good and evil actions are
considered. These experiences are thus of two types. On the one hand the practitioner may
suddenly experience subjective mental states that resemble those cultivated in the past, what
Zhiyi calls “habit.” Having in the past practiced charity, and hence cultivated good states of
mind possessed of generosity, in the present he suddenly experiences the arising of these same
mental states. On the other hand he might experience what Zhiyi classifies as “retribution.” This,
in essence, is a vision, the sudden appearance of objects of the mind.*

Continuing now with Zhiyi’s presentation, functioning similarly to “outer” good roots are
“inner” good roots, namely past practice of chan, and these are classified by way of the different
methods that the practitioner may have used in his previous life (or at a previous time in the
present life) to obtain trance (dhyana). These follow the rubric of the so-called “five gates of
chan” (I F*#4): 1) breath meditation (f# 78 ;& 7%), 2) the contemplation of impurity (% £ g), 3)

27 For a concise analysis of the meaning of these terms, see Stevenson 1987, 709n45. Stevenson suggests the
translations “karmic influences of the habitually cultivated sort” (¥ #]) and “karmic influences of the
retributive sort” (3F #]). On these terms in Zhiyi’s writings see also Fukushima 1974, 280; Muranaka 2004.

28 S A teAC LY Flo R E W F o LA AF R EY & o TH L4FE o (T.1911:46.112a29-b2).

29 Fukushima 1974, 280. As a possible source for these ideas Fukushima points to what in Sanskrit Abhidharma
sources (and their Chinese translations) are known as the nisyanda-phala, the effect that “flows out” from its
cause and hence resembles it, and the vipaka-phala, the effect that is a “maturation” of its cause in the manner of
a fruit appearing from a seed.

30 Note how the implied semiotics here are very different in these two cases. Manifestations due to “habit” signify
the past root iconically—they are similar in kind and nature to that which gave rise to them. “Retribution,” on
the other hand, is symbolic—such a vision of a pure monk’s robe that indicates pure maintenance of the precepts.
Zhiyi recognized that these two kinds of experience require different interpretive strategies, and as he says in the
Great Calming and Contemplation, “When [manifestations of] good or evil based on ‘habit’ appear they are easy

to recognize. But when the signs [that are] good or evil retribution appear they are difficult to recognize”
(T.1911:46.113b18).
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the cultivation love (% =), 4) the contemplation of dependent origination (%] ), and 5) the
recollection of the Buddha (4 #). Each of these five is further subdivided into three, yielding a
total of fifteen forms of chan. The details of this classification are complex, but the basic idea is
the same in each case. For example the good root associated with past practice of “following the
breath” (% 4.), second of the three kinds of breath meditation, manifests as follows:

His mind immersed in [either of the two preliminary states of concentration], sense-
sphere concentration or preliminary concentration,®' [the meditator] suddenly feels his
breath—going in and going out, long or short, up until [he feels his breath going in and
out] through the pores of his entire body. Then, with his mind’s eye, he suddenly sees
within his body the thirty-six [impure things] as clearly as if he were to open up a granary
and discern [the different seeds within] such as rice, millet, flax, and beans. He then feels
a sudden delight, and experiences the joy of tranquility.*

Other “inner” roots of good manifest in a similar manner with correspondingly different content.
That associated with past practice of the contemplation of the nine stages of the decaying corpse
(1 #), first of the three kinds of contemplation of impurity, manifests as follows:

His mind immersed in the sense-sphere concentration or preliminary concentration, [the
meditator] suddenly sees bloated corpses of men or women. He is then suddenly startled
into understanding. He laments his past infatuations, and loathing all desirable sense
objects forever refrains from approaching them. Or else he sees the appearance of the
various [other kinds of corpses] such as the blue corpse, the bloody corpse, the pus-filled
corpse, the chewed and hacked corpse, the dismembered corpse, the skeleton of white
bones, or the scattered [bones]. Such is the manifestation of the root of good associated
with the contemplation of the nine stages of the decaying corpse.®

Meanwhile the root of good associated with past practice of the “white bone contemplation” (bai
gu guan v ¥ ) will appear as follows:**

31

32

33

34

Zhiyi classifies the state of preliminary calm (1* ) using two terms drawn from two different Indian exegetical
traditions. “Sense-sphere concentration” (yu jie ding #x J ) refers to a dhyana-like state that is still technically
within kama-dhatu (rather than ripa-dhatu to which dhyana normally belongs). In China, the existence of this
state was endorsed by the *Satyasiddhisastra (Cheng shi lun = 3 #; see for example T.1646:32.367¢27-29), as
well as the Treatise on Great Wisdom (T.1509:25.272a26). What I have here translated as “preliminary
concentration” (wei dao ding + ¥ T_; sometimes given as wei dao di jing * I'|» %, or in post-Xuanzang
translations, wei zhi ding * I %) is what Sarvastivadin sources know as the andgamya-samadhi. Although the
names used are different, both of these concepts are functionally similar to what Pali sources call “access
concentration” (upacara-samadhi). In all cases these refer to a state of concentration more advanced than
ordinary consciousness but not yet the attainment of dhyana.

R ATIFEIC? cLRELN R E o FHE LT ER TP ANERNZ L 25 o e SR
B e £ oo FE - m#FLE - (T.1916:46.495220-24)

WA AR o LR W T A R R SR p BN RESTET 0 AT A
Toeo AR F A RF A 322;’%? o b AR E AR o R4 BLREA - (T.1916:46.495b3-7)
Technically Zhiyi classifies this as the eight “liberations” (bei she # #£), what Indic sources call the vimoksa
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His mind immersed in sense-sphere concentration or preliminary concentration, [the
meditator] suddenly sees his own body as an impure, bloated, or dismembered [corpse].
Or else he sees his own body as a skeleton, from head to toe each bone connected to the
next, the entire skeleton radiating bright light. His mind concentrated, he loathes all sense
objects and no longer grasps his own self or that of others.*

Like those associated with ordinary wholesome actions, “inner” good roots thus manifest when
through the practice of calming (. ) the practitioner reaches a preliminary level of tranquility.
These roots are connected to the practitioner’s past attainment of trance (in one of fifteen
possible ways). Indeed Zhiyi describes the manifestation of these good roots as, in essence, the
spontaneous occurrence of experiences that when actually cultivating trance are topics or objects
of conscious development. Thus the meditator might “suddenly” (£ ?X) experience a vision of
the thirty-six impure elements of the body, of the nine kinds of corpses, or of his own body
dissolving into a glowing skeleton. The very objects towards which the meditator consciously
directs his mind when actually cultivating trance here manifest suddenly and unexpectedly, as
“verification” (yan ) of the presence of the roots in question.*

Although the details are more complex than this brief sketch can convey, this is Zhiyi’s
basic understanding of the initial process of meditation, at least when it is successful (what
happens when it is not successful will be discussed below). Zhiyi eventually gives several
different possibilities for how one might next proceed. The simplest, however, involves taking
the manifestation of good roots associated with a given method of trance as indicating the most
suitable approach for further practice.”” Thus one who experiences a sudden vision of the nine
kinds of corpses has successfully used this method in a past life, so that beginning with it in the
present will more readily result in progress.

Already we are thus able to discern a number of important parallels between Zhiyi’s
approach to basic chan practice and texts such as the Five Gates, Chan Essentials, and Methods
for Curing. For these texts and for Zhiyi the cultivation of chan leads to visions and other
experiences that are profoundly discontinuous from the practices that produce them, and which,
accordingly, are able to “verify” (van ) or otherwise reveal hidden information about the
practitioner. The distinction between techniques of meditation and the elaborate experiences that
result is explained by Zhiyi as the contrast between basic mental concentration, “calming” (1t ),
and the “verification” of good or evil roots that results. Notably in Zhiyi’s account these
“verificatory visions” are not limited, as they are in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing,
to the appearance of patently symbolic images largely different than the normal objects of

(also translated into Chinese as jie tuo f%%), but the content here is the same as what earlier sources called the
“white bone contemplation.”

ISR AT > AN P EERRE S L F o I L S 2 I A kPR
Wo TuwE'EH KRBT A HPEFAL 0 (T.1916:46.495b7-12)

36 The appearance of these visions, however, is understood to be more fleeting than they would be during actual
trance. Indeed if such visions do not pass away quickly, they are most likely the result of demonic interference,
not the practitioner’s past roots of good (T.1916:46.495a1-5).

37 T.1916:46.505a8-15
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meditation. Thus Zhiyi here explains that in the initial stages of meditation even those objects
that texts such as the Chan Essentials direct practitioners to “contemplate” or “imagine”—such
as the internal organs of the body, or one’s own body as a skeleton—are first seen not by
consciously directing the mind towards them (“visualization™), but as spontaneous visions that
arise simply through the calming of the mind.

Indeed Zhiyi points to a broader distinction between trance-like states that arise
spontaneously owing to the manifestation of roots from past lives and those that are deliberately
cultivated by the practitioner. In a later section of the Explanation of the Sequential Path
concerning “the non-fixity of the arising of chan” (3 # % %) Zhiyi explains this as the
difference between states of trance that are similar to the practices that produce them, and those
produced by practices of a different character:

Question: If one cultivates a “phenomenal” (¥ ) practice of calming, one should
produce only “phenomenal” (¥ ) states of trance. How then is it possible to produce, [on
the basis of phenomenal calming,] the various trances and samadhis that do not share this
property, that is to say that are “principle” (32) or neither phenomenal nor principle?

Answer: There are two ways that trance can arise. First, cultivated and obtained
through presently employed techniques (7 if ). Second, as the manifestation of roots of
good from past lives. Phenomenal trance produced through phenomenal cultivation are
for the most part cultivated and obtained [by presently employed techniques]. When
principle or neither principle nor phenomenal trances and samadhis are produced on the
basis of phenomenal cultivation practices these are all cases of the manifestation of roots
of good pertaining to the practice of trance in previous lives. According to the usual way
of reckoning, “cultivation” has two meanings: “cultivation that is obtaining,” and
“cultivation that is activation.” Cultivation that is obtaining refers to [cultivating and
obtaining] something that has never before been attained, while cultivation that is
activation refers to [the manifestation] of something that had already been attained. The
present matter is of a kind with this.*®

The immediate context here is Zhiyi’s attempt to classify the different kinds of trance using the
shi / Ii (¥ 72) paradigm (“phenomenal” and “principle”). Most importantly Zhiyi explains how it
is possible for states of trance that involve insight into emptiness (“principle”) to arise on the
basis of practices in which discernment of emptiness is not present (“phenomenal’). But this also
seems to serve more generally to explain how a given state of trance can be in some significant
way discontinuous from the practice that produces it.

As a general formulation of this Zhiyi introduces the distinction between “techniques”
(7 1§ ) of cultivation and the manifestation of roots of good from past lives. It is the later

category, what Zhiyi calls “cultivation that is activation” ({7 i ) in contrast to “cultivation that is

38 Fw 1 EBEFL > LRFEYEL L PEFRIATEL M oA L2 Fw I FEG - fho -
FoRTGABE oK HFEIN - FEIBEFFTHEY > S ABT FEIBAFEFATATEH
MoPrF o EAAGEETINY AP Jo AR A -FB R BB LANTAE S 71

LAe g £ EER o (T.1916:46.499a15-23)
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obtaining” (#¥ 12 ), that is able to give rise to states of trance very different in character from the
practices that induce them. It is notable, I would suggest that basic, “phenomenal” calming (1t )
is the prime example of a practice that, if the proper roots from the past are present, might give

rise to trance states of a more complex character.

The results of “cultivation that is activation” can be thought of as spontaneous in that
their primary cause is not the meditator’s current effort but rather his karma (both “habitual” and
“retributive”) from past lives. Zhiyi explains this technically by noting that roots from past lives
are, in this case, the “primary cause” (yin *]) for the arising of trance, while the present practice
of calming serves as the “supporting condition” (yuan ). Past-life attainment of trance is then
likened to the seed, while present practice of calming is like the water that moistens it.** When
roots of good from past lives manifest, they do so suddenly and without any apparent effort, as
we have seen in the descriptions of the specific cases above. This is contrasted with the active
cultivation of previously unattained things:

There are some practitioners, having in past lives cultivated and obtained the
contemplation of impurity [up to the stage in which] the skeleton radiates white light,
who in this life through the practice of calming give rise to the [initial stages of the]
contemplation of impurity but have not yet produced the [final stage which is the]
glowing white bones. In this situation it is said that [the manifestation of roots of good
from past lives] is not complete. When [these roots] fully manifest [such that one sees the
glowing white bones] then it is “complete.”

When the power of past practice [of trance] is used up, a practitioner will not
make further progress through the cultivation of calming. [Instead] if he focuses his mind
and contemplates the white bones, purifying the skeleton and cultivating without cease,
then he will awaken, and following in accord with what he contemplates verificatory
visions (3% % ) will gradually arise until he has fully completed the “contemplation” (),
“purification” (), “perfuming” (& ), and “cultivation” (1% ) [levels of trance associated
with]* the eight liberations. This [sequence of progress] is something attained through
diligent cultivation and practice in the present life, and has no connection with the
manifestation of [roots of] good associated with practice in past lives.*!

39 T.1916:46.500a22-25

40 “Contemplation” (), “purification” (), “perfuming” (&), and “cultivation” (72 ) refer to four stages whereby
a given level of ordinary, worldly (' &) trance reaches its full development in “transcendent” (7} ) trance
(Nitta 1981, 68—77). In Zhiyi’s writings the “contemplation of impurity” (7 % j&) is the first level of
“transcendent” (1! &' F¥) trance, but the transition from “worldly” to “transcendent” occurs only at the level of
the “glowing white bones” (v ¥ /i ), third of the eight “liberations” (vimoksa, % #:.). Between the initial stage
of the first liberation, in which one simply sees one’s body as a skeleton, and the third stage in which the
“transcendent” (1 & f) level is reached, one must pass through the four practices of “contemplation” (E),
“purification” (), “perfuming” (& ), and “cultivation” (i ). In short it would appear that in this passage Zhiyi
is describing a case where a person had, in a previous life, obtained the initial, “worldly” level of the
contemplation of impurity but had not yet reached the “transcendent” level.

41 p3 A B ER  Fr e Bk £ BFEAE AFG R K o LR E o FEEF
b am o B ATY Fooe oA o RAKHE o FLEuFE PB4 FRT
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Thus while it does require effort of a certain kind to provoke the manifestation of levels of trance
obtained in previous lives, namely the cultivation of calm (. ), it does not require focusing the
mind on the specific objects in question (such as the white bones). Rather the act of calming
simply serves as the moisture, causing seeds accumulated in past lives to sprout of their own
accord in the form of the appropriate visions. But when one has reached the limit of one’s seeds
a new approach is needed. Mere calming will no longer be sufficient and one must deliberately
direct the mind towards the objects used in the higher levels of trance.

Before thinking more generally about Zhiyi's understanding of what kinds of experiences
occur during basic meditation practice we must first look at what happens for those bereft of
good roots. Those in this situation will not simply fail to experience anything significant. Indeed
in this case the initial practice of calming still serves, using Zhiyi’s imagery, as moisture for the
sprouting of seeds. What sprouts, however, are “evil roots”:

For some practitioners who practice meditation, owing to the gravity of their defilements
(*f 1) and sins (3 ¥%), though they calm their minds and abide in tranquility none of the
inner or outer roots of good described above will manifest. Rather they will experience
only the arising of defilements (“F }&).*

The obstructions that Zhiyi describes under the rubric “evil roots” are thus not those that prevent
the practitioner from calming his or her mind, and the comparatively gross hindrances that
impede even basic mental concentration are treated elsewhere (in the same section covering
preliminaries to meditation such as posture and dietary regulation). What Zhiyi calls “evil roots”
are, rather, deeper problems triggered by successful calming of the mind.

Good roots, it will be recalled were divided into “inner” (pertaining to meditation) and
“outer” (not connected with meditation). Evil roots, in contrast, are classified only according to
their opposition to the fifteen kinds of chan, which as discussed above is a refinement of the so-
called “five gates of chan” (I F® #&), namely breath-meditation, the contemplation of impurity,
the cultivation of love, the contemplation of dependent origination, and recollection of the
Buddha. These five methods serve as antidotes to the five “evil states” (& ;%) of distracted
thinking, lust, hatred, confusion, and finally “obstructions of evil karma” (& % &), a five-fold
list of hindrances to chan that seems to ultimately derive from Kumarajiva’s Meditation
Scripture.* By dividing each of these five hindrances into three, Zhiyi arrives at fifteen evil
roots aligned with the fifteen kinds of chan.

It will be recalled that Zhiyi separated the manifestation of good roots into two
components— - “habit” (}} ) and “retribution” (3¥ ), “habit” being the appearance of positive
mental qualities such as joy and concentration, and “retribution” being visions of various kinds,
that is to say the manifestation of objects of consciousness as opposed to the quality of

Zohraighe s ZERIES ¥ F1E - (T.1916:46.50007-15)
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43 Fujihira 1986; Ando 1988
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consciousness itself. Zhiyi’s analysis in the case of evil roots is somewhat different, and the
contrast between “habit”and “retribution” is now used to categorize different classes of evil roots
rather than the different components of a single root.

Thus the first four evil roots—distracted thinking, lust, hatred, and confusion—are
considered to be “habit,” while the fifth evil root, “obstructions of evil karma” (& ¥ &), is
considered “retribution.”* This division shows particularly clearly how Zhiyi uses the categories
of “habit” and “retribution” in a way that formally captures the usual distinction between klesa
and karma, between the continuity of similar unwholesome mental tendencies in one lifetime or
across lifetimes, and the generation of obstructive “objective” circumstances as karmic fruition
(vipaka). What is remarkable, if somewhat unexpected, is that Zhiyi considers both of these
these to be equally problematic, even for a person already engaging in the practice of meditation.

The novelty of Zhiyi's understanding of such matters can be seen in his use of the
canonical classification known as the three “obstructions” (@varana)—the obstruction of the

@

defilements (klesavarana; fan nao zhang “§ & I ), the obstruction of retribution (vipakavarana,
bao zhang #F I3, and the obstruction of [evil] karma (karmavarana, ye zhang * i )—which
Zhiyi deploys as another way of organizing the five kinds of evil roots. Zhiyi thus aligns the
“obstruction of the defilements” with the manifestation of the evil roots of lust, hatred and
confusion (the second, third, and fourth categories respectively), the “obstruction of retribution”
with the evil root of distracted thinking (the first category), and the “obstruction of karmic
obstructions” with the final category, the evil roots of “evil karma” (& ¥ ):

We may now classify these five evil things [the five evil roots of distracted
thinking, lust, hatred, confusion, and karmic obstructions] as the “three obstructions.”

The first refers to the three poisons [of lust, hatred, and confusion], which
constitute the obstruction of the defilements. These are forms of “habit” (¥ ). In the case
of equal balancing [of the three poisons] there is the condition of [agitated] thought.*
This is a matter of having an unrefined mental disposition [by birth], and as such
constitutes the obstruction of retribution.*

[Finally] the three kinds of karmic obstructions [comprising the fifth category of
evil roots] constitute the obstruction of karma. How can one know [that such
manifestations are obstructions of karma]? If one has committed evil deeds in the past,
then in the future one will experience unpleasant retribution. [But in the mean time] this
evil [retribution that has not yet been experienced] is supported [in its existence] by that
[past] deed. If a practitioner, before having experienced the retribution, cultivates good,
then this good will be opposed by that evil [deed], and the [past evil] deed will then arise

44 T.1916:46.501a19-22

45 The defilement of “distracted thought” is elsewhere explained as resulting from an equal balance of the three
root defilements of lust, hatred, and confusion.

46 Here “mental disposition” is literally “the four skandha” (= F£). Presumably this refers to the four non-material
skandha. On the other hand this might also mean the skandha other than samskara-skandha, for the samskara
might be thought of as, precisely, volitional impulses such as lust, hatred, and confusion. Regardless, the point
would seem to be that the evil root of “distracted thinking” (*f #) is somehow a matter of one’s inborn
disposition, and as such can be considered “retribution” (vipaka), in contrast to the “defilements” (klesa) which
are closer to the present exercise of will and intention.
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bearing with it [some measure of] evil. This will then appear and obstruct the good [that
the practitioner is currently cultivating]. For this reason this is a karmic obstruction.

These three obstructions obstruct all practitioners by preventing the arising of
trance and wisdom, and for this reason they are called obstructions.”’

To appreciate the novelty of Zhiyi's understanding of the “three obstructions” we need only
compare it with the way that this idea was normally used in the Indian Buddhist literature then
available in China. Of particular note is Zhiyi's explanation of “karmic obstructions” (ye zhang
# 1i). In Indian Buddhist doctrinal texts the karmavarana is universally defined as the five
heinous “‘sins of immediate retribution” (anantarya), those transgressions that necessarily lead to
hell in the next life. Such transgressions are held to be “obstructions” because, in as much as
they determine one’s next rebirth, they make further progress along the path in the present life
impossible. Formally this means they block the practitioner’s ability to obtain dhyana, stream-
entry, or anything else that would exert a determining influence on one’s next rebirth.

For Zhiyi, however, “karmic obstructions” had a different or at least broader meaning.*
Rather than a class of particularly evil transgressions, for Zhiyi they are the obstructions, that
block trance, potentially caused by any and all “evil deeds” (& ). Crucially, the influence of these
“karmic obstructions” is conceived of as something above and beyond the mere presence in the
practitioner of the evil mental impulses such as lust, hatred and confusion (the “obstruction of
the defilements”). It is also something other than one’s innate physical or mental disposition (the
“obstruction of retribution”). Nor, for that matter, does Zhiyi mean the actual ripening of the
fruits of past evil actions in objective circumstances that might hinder one’s ability to practice
(such as illness or misfortune). “Karmic obstructions” refers rather to past evil karma, after it has
been committed but before it has ripened in its fruit, which while in this state is somehow able to
rise up and counteract a practitioner’s attempts to cultivate trance.

How then do these “karmic obstructions” manifest during meditation practice? We should
firstly note that Zhiyi considered karmic obstructions the most pernicious kind of “evil root,”
and he devotes most of his attention to it, while the other evil roots—those associated with lust,
hatred, confusion, and distracted thinking—merit only a cursory discussion. This is no doubt
because the manifestation of such things is self evident; when one experiences the arising of lust
then this is the evil root associated with lust. Karmic obstructions, on the other hand, manifest in
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48 Modern dlctlonarles of East As1an Buddhism generally give only the canonical meaning of this word
(Mochizuki, 1057; Fo guang ci dian, 5503). Sometimes we find the more general definition of any hindrance
caused by evil karma (BGDJT, 407), but Zhiyi’s more specialized usage of the term seems to have slipped
through the cracks. Indeed the uniqueness of Zhiyi’s treatment of the three avarana has generally not been
appreciated, and many scholars have assumed that when Zhiyi mentions these three he is referring to the
canonical categories. Thus, for example, the obstacle of retribution (bao zhang 37 I3 ) is taken as referring to
inherent obstacles such as one’s physical constitution, proclivity to illness and so forth (Stevenson 1986, 64).
Although Zhiyi may well have intended these three obstacles to refer to the more usual categories as well, it is
clear that in his system they also had a more specific meaning as a classification of the different kinds of
problematic encounters that occur in meditation.
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a far more diverse palette.”
In keeping with his larger fifteen-fold classification Zhiyi divides the manifestation of
karmic obstructions into three categories:

There are three ways that obstructions of evil karma arise. First is the obstruction
of sunken torpor. In this case, a practitioner cultivates concentration, but when he tries to
apply his mind he finds that he becomes dull and lethargic, forgetful and muddled,
lacking in any power of discernment, and this obstructs the arising of trance . . .

Second is the obstruction of evil thinking. In this case a practitioner cultivates
concentration, and though he is not dull and lethargic various evil thoughts arise, such as
a desire to commit the ten evil actions, the four grave or five heinous [sins], or to
abandon the precepts and return to lay life. [Such thoughts] continue without cease and
obstruct the arising of trance .

Third is the obstructlon of oppressive visions (3% % i& i¢ ). In this case a
practitioner cultivates concentration, and though he does not experience either of the
above two problems he feels a sudden bodily pain, as if something were oppressing him.
Externally, he sees visions (3 ) such as [his own body] without a head, hands, feet or
eyes, or else he sees torn [monks] robes, or else [he sees himself] sinking into the earth,
or else his body burned by fire, or else he sees himself falling from a high cliff, [or else
he sees] two mountains blocking [his path?], or raksasa-demons, tigers, and wolves.*

The final category, “oppressive visions” is perhaps the most interesting, and only here do we
find a clear parallel to the visions that appear as “retribution” (3% ) in the case of good roots.
However rather than visions of pleasant scenes or of the objects of meditation cultivated in past
lives, in this case the practitioner experiences frightening visions. And like those in the case of
“outer” good roots these visions clearly have symbolic meaning, such as a torn monk’s robe
seeming to indicate violation of the precepts, or a vision of sinking into the earth, perhaps
indicating karma leading to rebirth in a lower realm.’' Although Zhiyi does not here explain the
precise meaning of these visions apart from noting that they are “karmic obstructions,” in the
Great Calming and Contemplation he discusses similar visions as “signs” (#p) indicating
violation of the precepts in past lives, and this is presumably the meaning here as well.

49 Once again we may fruitfully employ the contrast between iconic and symbolic communication. The presence of
the evil root of “hatred” is communicated iconically through the arising of hatred. But karmic obstructions are
symbolic, and only through a more complicated interpretation of the meaning of the vision can one know
precisely what information it reveals.
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(T.1916:46.502315—28)
51 The image of sinking into the earth recalls the story of Devadatta, who as retribution for his transgression of the

anantarya sins was swallowed up by the earth.
52 T.1911:46.113a
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Although the above summary cannot do justice to the entirety of the Explanation of the
Sequential Path it does, I would suggest, cover the essential elements of the initial stages of
meditation practice as Zhiyi understood them. Although Zhiyi is aware of many different
techniques for obtaining dhyana (chan &), or “trance” as I have been translating it, he presents
all meditation practice as beginning with the comparatively straightforward exercise of mental
calming (1 ), which when successful leads to the spontaneous manifestation of good or evil
visions. These visions are, Zhiyi says, the sudden sprouting, under the supporting influence of
mental tranquility, of seeds laid down in past lives either through the practice of trance itself or
through evil actions.

Within this system [ would like to highlight three points. First, in the case of “inner”
good roots the spontaneous manifestations are nearly identical to trance itself. Thus objects
normally presented in meditation texts as things a practitioner should consciously imagine—
such as the nine kinds of corpses—are here described as first appearing in the form of
spontaneous visions. The unpremeditated nature of these visions is crucial. The entire point is
that the practitioner does not know what good roots he has, but rather divines this information on
the basis of what naturally arises to his calmed mind.

Second, for some people the same initial state of mental calm will produce an entirely
different set of experiences, the manifestation of evil roots. Although I did not discuss them
above Zhiyi also describes two other kinds of inauspicious experience that can take place at this
moment—states of illness (bing 7 ), and the interference of demons (mo ). Demonic
interference is especially pernicious because demons can cause visions nearly identical to the
activation of good roots, and Zhiyi explains at length how these are to be differentiated, though
in the end he suggests that only a skilled master can confidently discern the difference. In short
the initial stages of meditation practice place the practitioner in an acutely sensitive state where
he can expect to suddenly experience any number of different visions. Though he may, at such a
moment, find himself suddenly transported into trance with a vision of, for example, a corpse, he
may also have inauspicious or even dangerous encounters.

Third, and this is what I will explore in more detail in the remainder of this chapter, Zhiyi
posits two complementary forces behind the production of these initial meditative experiences.
The first, “habit” (xi ¥ ), is responsible for the arising of subjective mental feelings and
sensations such as happiness, tranquility, or agitation. The second, “retribution” (bao 3F),
produces visions (3 ). And though perhaps not limited entirely to these it is this later category in
particular that is associated with the arising of “karmic obstructions” (% i), evil or otherwise
inauspicious visions that manifest when the mind is calm.

In this chapter I will be particularly interested in Zhiyi’s notion that the sudden visions
obtained through preliminary mental calming reveal, in some manner or another, the
practitioner’s karma (here understood in the specific sense of what Zhiyi calls “retribution,” bao
3¥, something distinct from the proliferation and reproduction of evil or good “habits” of mind
on the basis of past manifestations of those same habits). Indeed previous scholars have noted
that Zhiyi’s emphasis on these “signs of karma” (ye xiang ¥ 4p), not just in the Explanation of
the Sequential Path but in many of his other works, is prefigured neither in the surviving
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writings of his teacher Huisi £ 2., nor in what are usually considered the main scriptural sources
for his understanding of chan such as the Treatise on Great Wisdom or Kumarajiva's Meditation
Scripture.

Accordingly many scholars have postulated that Zhiyi’s interest in such matters must be
understood in light of sixth-century Chinese Buddhist ritual practice, notably that associated
with the so-called “fang deng masters” (* % {7 ), a loose class of ritual masters specializing in
repentance rites based on the Great Vaipulya Dharani Scripture (Da fang deng tuo luo ni jing ~
= F e B R ). This text indeed stresses the importance of obtaining, in the course of one’s
ritual practice, “signs” (4p) attesting to one’s karmic purity or lack thereof.

Zhiyi’s debt to these ritual traditions can hardly be doubted given that one of his “four
forms of samadhi” rituals was based on the Great Vaipulya Dharani Scripture.” Nevertheless it
has generally been supposed, especially by Japanese scholars, that Zhiyi did make a unique
contribution to these traditions by incorporating seated meditation (zuo chan ¥ #) and various
“meditative” exercises such as the contemplation of emptiness.*® The argument, in short, is that
Zhiyi inherited a broader tradition of ritual repentance aimed at “worldly” benefits effectuated
through the elimination of sins, which he then reformulated into his samadhi rituals that, by
including meditation, could be soteriologically effective in a properly Buddhist way.

The extent to which such developments can be attributed uniquely to Zhiyi is a complex
question, a complete answer to which would involve examining, among other things, the entire
history of Buddhist ritual practice, something that I am obviously in no position to do in the
present context. Certainly it is true, as Dan Stevenson has noted, that for at least a hundred years
prior to Zhiyi's time Chinese Buddhist monks and nuns who specialized in chan were also
frequently remembered for their devotion to repentance rituals such as those based on the Great
Vaipulya Dharant Scripture.’” And though this suggests that chan and repentance were always
connected, such that in practice Buddhists did not ignore one at the expense of the other, it
remains true that Zhiyi’s writings contain a seemingly unprecedented elaboration of the

53 Concerning the influence of the Treatise on Great Wisdom on Zhiyi’s Explanation of the Sequential Path, see
Andod 1957, 22-23. The Treatise on Great Wisdom is indeed cited by Zhiyi more than any other work (Asada
1978, 25). There is also some evidence that Zhiyi’s teacher Huisi # % and Huisi’s teacher Huiwen £ < both
relied on the Treatise on Great Wisdom for their understanding of chan (Ando 1968, 14—16). The Meditation
Scripture also seems to have been influential (Andd 1988), and Zhiyi follows its formulation of the “five gates
of chan” (I F* #&) that includes buddhanusmrti (nian fo 4 #), a version of this list not found in any of the
known Indian versions.

54 Fukushima 1974

55 Shioiri 1959. On Zhiyi’s debts to the broader ritual traditions of fifth- and sixth-century China, see also
Stevenson 1987, which remains the best English introduction to early Tiantai ritual and meditative practice.

56 See for example Kobayashi 1993, 340, who observes that earlier Chinese repentance rituals, including those in
texts such as the Great Vaipulya Dharant Scripture, do not include this component. A similar point is made by
Shioiri Ryodo 3 » %3¢ (1959), who here and in many later publications argued that Zhiyi’s innovation was his
understanding that repentance rituals could lead directly to soteriological fruits, not merely to “worldly” benefits
such as removing illness. This basic interpretation is followed by Kuo 1994, which remains the most
comprehensive survey on Chinese Buddhist repentance practices in a Western language. Bruce Williams,
however, has shown that many other groups, particularly those operating in Northeast China during the sixth
century, also held that repentance could lead directly to soteriological fruits (Williams 2002; 2005).

57 Stevenson 1987, 175-188
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theoretical and practical connections between meditation and repentance.

However almost all scholars who have investigated these questions have taken Zhiyi’s
incorporation of chan into rituals of repentance as something that can tell us how Zhiyi
understood repentance. It has been less frequently asked what this might tell us about how chan
itself was understood. Indeed Zhiyi’s approach may stem less from any dissatisfaction on his
part with the “worldly” aims of ordinary repentance rituals than it did with the fact that chan
itself had, by Zhiyi’s time, come to be see as something that is fundamentally related to “karmic
obstructions.” This, at least, is the impression one gets from Zhiyi’s technical writings on chan
such as the Explanation of the Sequential Path, where, as we have seen above, precisely what
chan does, at least in its initial stages, is provoke visions and other experiences that are caused
by one’s past deeds, and which hence can serve as signs that reveal when karmic obstructions are
present or absent.

And as I will now show this is precisely the understanding found in the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing, which from this perspective can be seen as the earliest surviving
expositions of what would eventually become the basic fifth- and sixth-century Chinese
understandings of what chan was all about.

Visions of Karma in the Chan Essentials

As discussed in chapter three, the distinctive feature of the Five Gates, Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing is their emphasis on what I have called “verificatory visions.” Though
these texts do also direct practitioners to consciously bring to mind a particular object or scene,
they place far greater emphasis on the unpremeditated visions that will then appear as
confirmation that the meditator has completed a given stage or reached a certain level. As seen
above Zhiyi too considered chan practice, particularly its initial stages, to involve a large number
of spontaneous visions. Indeed for Zhiyi even the objects of concentration typically assigned in
different forms of basic Buddhist meditation, such as the internal body parts or the various
different kinds of corpses, are at least initially not what the practitioner of meditation
consciously brings to mind, but visions that arise when the mind is calm, caused by and therefore
attesting to the practitioner’s practice and attainment of similar methods of meditation in past
lifetimes. For Zhiyi these visions reveal the presence of good or evil roots, in particular what he
calls good and evil roots of the “retributive” (3F ) variety. Most interesting of these are what
Zhiyi called “karmic obstructions,” interference caused by past transgressions whose retribution
has not yet been experienced and taking the form of inauspicious or evil visions.

In the following sections I will attempt to show that the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing share Zhiyi’s basic understanding that past transgressions interfere with meditation
practice and are revealed by inauspicious visions. While it is of course true that the mental
defilements (klesa) that Buddhist meditation seeks to first suppress and then uproot are
themselves inherited from the past, and are thus both hindrances to meditation and the fruits of
karma in a broad sense, Zhiyi as we saw strictly differentiates such matters, classified as “habit”
(%), from the “retribution” (3¥ ) provoked not just by past evil thinking, but by past
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transgressions of the precepts. This distinction, moreover, had practical, ritual implications.
Indeed while “habitual” problems such as lust or hatred are to be treated through application of
the appropriate method of meditation, “karmic obstructions” are eliminated through rituals of
repentance (chan hui {# }=), for which one must interrupt chan practice proper. In other words
the experiences provoke by chan might indicate that the practitioner must stop meditation
practice and instead perform rituals of repentance.

Moreover this understanding of the relationship between chan practice and rituals of
repentance is very different from fifth-century chan texts translated (or likely translated) from
Indic originals (such as Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture or Buddhabhadra’s Chan Scripture of
Dharmatrata), where repentance is presented only as a preliminary purification. However for
Zhiyi, and as we will now see for the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, the need for
repentance is something that chan practice itself reveals by stimulating visions that attest to the
presence of karmic obstructions.

As discussed in the previous chapter in the Chan Essentials success in meditation is
indicated by the appearance of “verificatory visions.” Failure to progress, however, does not
merely result in the absence of such visions. Rather, hindrances are revealed through the
occurrence of other, less desirable visions, and in many cases the proper response to these
inauspicious visions is to repent ({#1%). Successful repentance is itself then revealed through the
occurrence of new visions. A convenient place to begin our discussion of this is the passage from
near the beginning of the Chan Essentials that we examined in the previous chapter:

(1) Further, contemplate your small intestine, liver, lungs, spleen, and kidneys. Make
them all liquify and flow into the large intestine and then out your throat onto the ground.
) When this meditation is complete, you will see on the ground [a heap of] shit and

piss, and various tapeworms crawling all over each other. Pus and blood flow from their
impurity-filled mouths . . . [and] you will suddenly see yourself as snow-white [skeleton],
all the joints connected.

3) If [on the other hand] you see a yellow or black [skeleton], you must repent your
transgressions further. Having repented your transgressions you will see all the skin
[which still remained] on your bones fall off, forming a pile on the ground that will grow
gradually larger [until as big as a] monks bowl . . . it again gradually expands until [as big
as] a large mountain. Various worms chew at this heap, pus and blood flowing [from their
mouths]. [Innumerable worms squirm about within the pus. You will further see this
mountain of skin gradually decay until only a small amount remains and the worms vie
with each other to eat it.**

Thus having begun the “white bone contemplation” in the previous passage by imagining his
body slowly stripped of its flesh, the meditator here concludes by evacuating the inside of his
body as well. When this is successful he sees himself as a pure white skeleton (2). But he may
instead have a vision of a yellow or a black skeleton, and this indicates that he must repent. The
remainder of section (3) then describes what happens when repentance is successful—the

58 See chapter three p.180.
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remaining skin falls away, seeming thus to indicate the purification of the yellow or black
skeleton and its remnants of rotting flesh.”

But the most important point is that the presence of hindrances that can be removed
through the practice of repentance is here indicated by the appearance of particular visions. We
now can see, moreover, why texts such as the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing might
have devoted so many of their pages to describing visions that meditators were obviously not
supposed to intentionally seek out—such visions must be recognized when they occur since they
carry important information about the proper course of subsequent practice.

Although compared with Zhiyi’s detailed classifications the Chan Essentials here, and
elsewhere, does not provide much in the way of explanation for why particular visions occur or
what they mean, we may infer that those visions indicating the need to repent (chan hui 1 }=)
are at least analogous to what Zhiyi describes as “karmic obstructions.” And indeed in a few
cases the Chan Essentials does say more directly that certain visions are caused by past
transgression. The second contemplation, for example, begins with the white bone contemplation
(1.32). The imagined skeleton then crumbles into scattered bones (1.33), and on this basis the
practitioner contemplates the truth of non-self (1.34). But then the practitioner has a vision of a
blazing fire, provoking both fear and various physical ailments (1.36). As we saw in chapter
three, these kinds of negative experiences comprising inauspicious visions, negative emotions,
and painful bodily sensations, are often countered through an “inverse contemplation” (yi guan
% #L), which in this case involves considering the origin of the terrible vision:

[The practitioner] must arouse his thoughts and think as follows: “During countless eons
in the past I committed deeds [inspired by] heated passions, and pulled by that karma I
now see this fire.” He must further think: “This fire arises from the four great elements.
My body itself is empty, and the four great elements [that comprise it] have no master.
This raging fire arises from emptiness adventitiously. My body the bodies of others are all
also empty. This fire is produced by false imagination. What could it burn? Both my body
and the fire are impermanent.”®

Although the vision of the fire is here countered by considering it as “empty” and “produced by
false imagination,” we also learn that the reason the practitioner now sees the fire is because he
is “pulled by the karma” (% % #t %) of his past evil actions.

In the Explanation of the Sequential Path the visions provoked by “karmic obstructions,”
especially those described as “oppressive visions” (3% % i& 8 ), often appeared to signify the
presence of such obstructions in a patently symbolic manner, such as visions of a torn monk’s
robe indicating a transgression of the monastic precepts (see p.215). In the Chan Essentials too

59 Thus lingering sin is indicated by lingering flesh upon the bones. This brings to mind relics, whose purity resides
in being bones from which all remnant of the fleshy body has been removed. We might also recall the more
general observations of anthropologists concerning the symbolic contrast between flesh and bones (female
versus male, death versus life, corruption versus permanence) found in many cultures where secondary burial is
practiced (see for example Watson 1982).

60 % fAcha (G AN EEH K BRIGE 0 EHGE  R SE L s F P4 g
FoHEE A o ALFTREOT AR P AR R GA AP R D EY g et Vg AR
4o Lt e AL L - aET 2 (1.37)
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we find such ideas. In the fifth contemplation (1.51-1.55), the meditator first sees his body as
filled with worms. But then:

When this meditation is complete he sees a giant yaksa-demon, as big as a
mountain, its hair wild and disheveled like a forest of brambles. Its sixty eyes [shine] like
lightning. Its forty mouths each have two fangs like flaming pillars that point upwards,
and tongues like sword-trees that reach to its knees. It attacks the practitioner with an
iron club like a blade-mountain. [The practitioner sees] many other things like this. When
he sees these things he becomes terrified, and his body and mind begin to tremble.

The appearance [of these visions results from] his roots of evil [consisting in] the
violation of the precepts in a past life. Supposing what is not the self to be the self, what
is impermanent to be permanent, and what is impure to be pure, he gave himself over to
indulgence and became stained with attachment, craving all kinds of sensual pleasures.
He wrongly imagined what is nothing but suffering to be pleasurable, mistakenly
imagined what is in fact empty [to be non-empty], and imagined the impure body to be
pure. Sustaining himself by means of an evil livelihood, he failed to consider
impermanence.®!

In the next passage the vision of this yaksa is countered by contemplating its emptiness (1.54).
But again we note that the appearance of the terrifying yaksa is explained to be the result of
violation of the precepts (Z =) in a past life. Notable here as well is the expression “roots of
evil” (& 1), the same term used by Zhiyi to describe the source of the inauspicious visions that
appear during basic chan practice.

The yaksa here is also described using several unusual images—his tongues are like
“sword-trees” (| #%) and his club like a “blade-mountain” (7 .l'). These two images are
immediately recognizable as instruments of torture found in Buddhist hells. These and other
similar images appear as part of the practitioner’s negative visions in other passages as well.*”
While on the one hand we might imagine that a creative author was simply using colorful
imagery to describe this yaksa, it seems likely that the connection here is not accidental. Indeed
the text rarely uses these images in their literal meanings, but rather treats them symbolically, as
in the passage above where “sword-tree” is not a description of the landscape of hell but of the
yaksa’s tongue.® The images are thus symbolic, linking the vision to the problem of the
practitioner’s evil karma and its potential result in the future.

In the remainder of the first sutra of the Chan Essentials several other passages similarly

s FAN R o I G LD T o LA BT Lo degidT A PEE R
Bsgd odrpt AR PEAD I I P ENFERA o gAPA S g¥FA 02 E *zi ik R
?;@aﬁlx ROE-NE IS ?iﬁ o XA Y > ATEERE o 3R E L > 423 o AR E 0 R ;J'-ﬁ%ﬁ'

(1.53)

62 For “sword-trees,” see also sections 5.98 and 5.100 of the Methods for Curing; for “blade mountains,” see 1.87,
1.108, 5.100; for “hot iron balls” (which sinners in hell are made to swallow as a form of torture), see 1.57.

63 We can, moreover, be reasonably sure that these images would have carried this specific meaning for readers of
the text because there is at least one passage where the meditator actually has a vision of hell itself, and in this
case these items appear in their literal meaning (4.29; 4.62).
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link the practitioner’s “sins” (3 ) to evil visions. Of course how precisely we are to construe the
meaning of “sin” in these cases is not always entirely clear. Thus, for example, in section 1.152
the meditator sees (inauspicious) visions of beautiful nymphs, and at this point he reflects that:

These appearances [to me while in trance] are caused by the sins of my evil karma from
past lives. This is why I see these women. These women appear from emptiness as a
result of my greed and attachment throughout countless lifetimes [based on] false
imagination.*

Thus the appearance of the vision is linked not only to past “sins of evil karma” (& % 3 ), but
more specifically to the mental defilements such as greed that presumably served as the past
impulse for the evil action in question.

On the one hand we thus see here the deep connection between mental defilement and
karma that is characteristic of Buddhist thought as a whole—not only is the karmic valence of
action determined primarily by the mental state that accompanies it (the “intention” with which
it is carried out), but present mental tendencies themselves are the traces, which later Buddhist
doctrinal analysis would call the vasana or “perfumed remnants,” of similar mental states from
the past. But on the other hand as we saw above in the Explanation of the Sequential Path, Zhiyi,
at least, had a sophisticated doctrinal scheme for distinguishing the influence of past actions as
“habit” (' ), namely the continuity of either mental defilements or wholesome mental
tendencies, from their “retribution” (3F) as either objective circumstances in the world or, in the
context of meditation, the visions (literally, “objects,” jing 33 ) that appear when the mind is
calm. Although the Chan Essentials does not use Zhiyi’s terminology, we may say that it does
consider the primary source of the inauspicious visions to be something similar to what Zhiyi
calls “karmic obstructions” since on most occasions it treats these visions as signs indicating the
need to perform rituals of repentance,” not merely as signs of the need to cultivate antidotes to
defiled mental states through the usual forms of meditation practice.

Considered thus in terms of their meaning, the Chan Essentials understands the
inauspicious visions obtained during meditation to communicate information about the
practitioner’s “karmic obstructions.” This seems to have had practical consequences for how
meditation practice was actually carried out, or at least how this was portrayed ideally. Rather
than a linear path taking place entirely through meditation itself, for the Chan Essentials
progress is effectuated through a back-and-forth process whereby meditation provokes visions
that indicate when repentance is necessary and successful repentance unlocks the higher
attainments that had been previously blocked.

Thus in the final two sections of the first sutra of the Chan Essentials, having worked his
way through all of the stages of the contemplation of impurity the practitioner obtains a vision of
the seven buddhas of the past. These buddhas deliver teachings, and hearing them the
practitioner immediately eradicates his defilements and becomes an arhat, an event verified by a

64 doptdpie o EAHE ERERG > gt o p A R BEER R E Fg o m X R (1152)
65 This is the most usual response. See sections 1.15; 1.29; 1.95; 1.106; 1.134; 1.154; 1.164; and 1.170.
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vision of the uprooting of the giant tree.® The process that apparently stimulates these visions is
described as follows:

[The practitioner] should again fix his thoughts and contemplate that the body is
suffering, empty, impermanent and not self, and that everything is empty. When he
considers in this way, contemplating his body he does not see a body, contemplating his
self he does not see a self, contemplating his mind he does not see a mind. He then
suddenly sees the great earth, with its mountains, rivers, rocks, and cliffs, vanish entirely.
When he emerges from trance, he is as if drunk or mad.

[The practitioner] must then devotedly cultivate repentance rituals, bowing and
cleaning the ground, setting aside his contemplation practice. While he is bowing, even
before he has raised his head [from the first bow] he will suddenly see the Tathagata’s
true emanation. (£ #%). [The Tathagatha] will place his hand on [the practitioner’s] head
and commend him: “Oh Dharma-child, well done, well done! You have today properly
contemplated the teaching of emptiness [taught by] the buddhas.”®’

The basic sequence here follows the usual pattern. In the previous passage the meditator had
contemplated emptiness and impermanence (1.160), and as a result he obtained a vision of the
tree of the defilements beginning to shake (1.161). The meditator then continues and, in the
above passage, contemplates suffering, emptiness, impermanence, and non-self. As a result he
has another vision, or more accurately a non-vision—contemplating his body and mind he
simply does not see there to be anything at all, a “vision” of nothingness that then extends to the
entire universe. But then something inauspicious occurs, and he is driven into a state of near-
madness.

The solution, as in most of the earlier passages where inauspicious visions or other
experiences occurred, is repentance, specifically described here as putting aside meditation
practice to perform a variety of ritual actions (in chapter five we will see further examples of
what these rituals might have been like). The success of these rites is then confirmed by the

appearance of the Buddha’s “true emanation” (£ $%) who will eventually deliver the teachings
that lead the practitioner to arhatship.®® The appearance here of the Buddha’s “emanation” thus

66 On the “narrative of the tree” as I have called it, which instantiates the meditator’s progress through visions of a
giant tree being attacked by elephants and defended by demons, see chapter 3 p.185-186.

67 RBHL -BLFZEANVEN S E7FZ o TLLRP BEIFLE - BAT AN BT Lo R
ERAP A LR R - EE  NT 2 ofgpr A o g 20 B AT > iy
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(1.163-1.164)

68 The notion of the Buddha’s “emanation” (ying #°) is best known in medieval Chinese Buddhist sources in
connection with what is often translated as the “cave of the Buddha’s shadow” (i 8% %), a pilgrimage site in the
mountains around Nagarahara (modern Jalalabad, Afghanistan) where the Buddha supposedly left his “shadow”
on the wall of a cave, said to appear to devotees on certain occasions. First mentioned in Kumarajiva’s
translation of the Treatise on Great Wisdom, the “cave of the Buddha’s shadow” was visited by numerous
Chinese Buddhist pilgrims to India, and Huiyuan of Mt. Lu even supposedly constructed a replica of this cave,
though what precisely this was is not clear (Rhie 2002, 113—137; Murata 2009). Although in this context the
word ying % has usually been translated as “shadow,” this does not seem to accurately convey the sense. While
a full treatment of the term and its significance requires more study, we may note a few points here.
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represents the culmination of the entire first sutra, and it occurs while the practitioner is
performing his rite of repentance, while bowing. Even though the meditator had contemplated
emptiness, impermanence, and other key notions realization of which is normally taken as one of
the highest achievements of Buddhist meditation, his attainment is somehow blocked, and can
only be unlocked by a ritual of repentance.

Thus on the one hand the presence of karmic obstructions necessitating repentance
provokes inauspicious visions and blocks auspicious ones. In principle repentance thus serves
only negatively, to eliminate these obstacles. However as seen in the above example the order of
events is such that the appearance of auspicious visions comes to effectively signal successful
repentance. Accordingly the impression afforded by the Chan Essentials is that repentance is not
merely a side activity used to eliminate obstacles before returning to the main task of meditation.
Even less is it merely a preliminary purification. Rather repentance itself comes to serve as a
principal (or even the principal) causal factor that leads the practitioner forward, so much so that
final confirmation of successful practice and the attainment of the highest fruits of the path was
expected to take place in the midst of a repentance ritual, not while sitting in the calm of
meditation.

The remainder of the Chan Essentials reveals a comparable understanding of the

One key reference that helps understand how this term is used here in the Chan Essentials and perhaps
in other fifth-century Chinese sources as well is the biography in the Records of Mt. Lu (Lu shan ji J§ 11 3%) of
Liu Yimin %4 %, one of Huiyuan’s principal aristocratic followers. In this story the term zhen ying 2 ¥
(translated above as “true emanation”) denotes the vision of the Buddha granted to Liu Yimin during the course
of the ritual known as the Nian fo san mei 4 # = pf (T.2095:51.1039c11). The late date of the Records of Mt.
Lu is perhaps somewhat problematic. Other versions of this same story are recorded in two texts that can be
dated to the fifth century (Ji 2007, 288-293): (1) a letter from Huiyuan to Liu Yimin preserved in the Extended
Records of Proselytizing (Guang hong ming ji & 5+ P £), and (2) the short biography of Liu Yimin in the
surviving fragments of Liu Yiqing’s ¥1 & & (403-444) Compendium of Reported Miracles (Xuan yan ji ¥ %
£). All of these sources agree that Liu Yimin had a vision of the Buddha, but only the Records of Mt. Lu uses
the term zhen ying 2 %, the word found in the Chan Essentials. From these contexts, however, it would seem
that the Buddha’s “true emanation” is the form of the Buddha that appears to a practitioner in a vision. That this
is the best way to understand the notion of an “emanation” (#7) is further suggested by the use of the often
interchangeable jing % in fourth- and fifth-century Daoist sources, where it means something like “iridescent
emanation” (Kaltenmark 1969). As Kaltenmark observes, the root meaning of the term is not shadow, but “light”
(guang ), and it is used to describe, among other things, the light of heavenly bodies. By extension the term
refers to these asterisms as the dwelling places of the gods, and in Daoist meditation texts, notably the famous
Scripture of the Inner Landscape of the Yellow Court (Huang ting nei jing jing ¥ =P} ¥ %) the adept
contemplates the “illuminated landscape” of his own body, a process that Kaltenmark interprets as making the
body have the same purity and luminescence as the stars, and hence making the gods who dwell in those stars
descend into the practitioner’s body.

Thus while ying £ can refer to a “shadow,” the term itself does not mean shadow but something cas?
by a body, be it light or darkness, and hence I have chosen the word “emanation.” In the context of the Chan
Essentials and other fifth-century meditation texts the idea seems to be that this is the form of the Buddha that
the practitioner can hope to meet in meditation, and unlike the many other “transformation buddhas” (i # ) that
the practitioner sees but then negates as empty, in the Chan Essentials the Buddha’s “emanation” is apparently
something more substantial, as it does not ever disappear, and it eventually instructs the practitioner in teachings
that lead directly to awakening.

69 This much is said explicitly in section 1.179.
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relationship between “karmic obstructions” and inauspicious visions obtained during trance, and
a similar emphasis on rituals of repentance as an integral force effectuating progress along the
path. The second sutra is even framed as a special method of meditation that will enable those
with grave sins (zhong zui & 3t ) to achieve liberation. In the opening narrative the monk
Nandika, a figure well-known from the vinaya as a forest-dwelling meditator who broke the
precept against celibacy (and hence something of a grave sinner himself),” introduces the
method with the following question:

[Nandika] arose from his seat, arranged his robes, and clasping his hands together knelt
on both knees and said to the Buddha: “Today the Tathagatha has appeared in the world
and brings peace and benefit to all. But after the Buddha has passed into extinction and is
no longer present, when those among the four groups of followers who have many
karmic obstructions (% i) fix their thoughts, the verificatory vision (3t % ) will not
appear to them. Those who wish to repent these afflictions and sins ranging from the
violation of the duskrta [offenses]” up to the grave sins, how should they proceed so as
to extinguish the signs of their sins?” Further if [those who have committed the ten evil
deeds ranging from] killing living beings [up to] having false views” wish to cultivate
right mindfulness, how should they proceed so as to extinguish the obstructions of their
defilements and the evil deeds of killing living beings [up to] having false views?”"

Meditators with “karmic obstructions” (% ) will thus not obtain the proper “verificatory
vision” (8 J} ); in other words their meditation will not be successful, and for such people a
special method is necessary.

Of course it is the standard Buddhist understanding that prior to starting meditation
practice one must atone for any transgression of the precepts, and as discussed in the
introduction this constitutes a key implication of the traditional notion that meditation depends
on purity of sila, meaning both ordination of some kind and successful purification through
repentance when necessary. It is moreover evident that the meaning of “karmic obstructions”
here is closely related to the idea of impure sila, and the text uses technical vinaya terminology
(such as duskrta; % % %) to denote the kinds of transgressions that might be at issue.

What makes the Chan Essentials noteworthy, however, is that the method eventually

70 For further details on Nandika, see chapter five and appendix one.

71 The duskrta offenses are the lowest grade of transgression for monks and nuns, and according to the vinaya they
can be expiated through simple confession, either to a single person or even to oneself.

72 Here “signs of their sins” may refer simply to the practitioner’s state of impurity, and in the Ocean-samadhi
Contemplation we find the word used in this way (T.643:15.655b15-20). However in some of Zhiyi’s writings
we find this term used specifically to refer to the inauspicious visions that appear during meditation to those
with transgressions (see for example Fa hua san mei chan yi ;# # = pf i}, T.1941:46.954c23-27).

73 This must refer to the “ten courses of evil action” (akusalakarmapatha), only the first and last of which are
mentioned here. (See Treatise on Great Wisdom, T.1509:25.589a7—8, where these ten are indicated in a similar
manner.)
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given to help sinful meditators is not so much a novel method for eliminating their obstructions
as it is a method of meditation that will reveal precisely when such obstructions are present. The
meditator thus begins by “contemplating the Buddha” (guan fo .1 ), here given as a step-by-
step meditation on the physical components of a buddha-image. By doing this the practitioner
eventually comes to “see” the statue in his mind in all its blazing glory (2.14). But within the
light of the statue there may appear “various impurities” (2.15), explained as “occurring owing
to retribution for past sin” (& 3t 3F {¥). These indicate that the practitioner must then perform
various rituals of repentance.

Thus as in the first sutra the visions obtained while attempting to enter trance indicate
whether or not the practitioner needs to repent, and as a result progress through the meditation
itself is depicted as something triggered by repentance. Thus after the initial rounds of successful
repentance the practitioner comes to see various seated buddha-images, but he then considers:

When the World-honored One was in the world he carried his bowl and staff, entered
villages to beg for food, traveled everywhere to teach so as to bring blessings and
salvation to living beings. Today I have seen only the image [of the Buddha while]
seated, I have not seen the image [of the Buddha while] walking. What sin (% ) did |
commit in a past life [such that this is the case]?”

The meditator’s failure to progress beyond his vision of the “seated image” (2 i§) to a vision of
the “walking image” ({7 f§o) is thus attributed to some “sin” (¥ ) from a past life (here perhaps in
contrast to the initial sins which seem to have been transgressions of the precepts in the present
life), and this problem is addressed by further repentance which when successful provokes a
vision of the walking Buddha (2.18) followed by the reclining Buddha (2.20).

Thus while the Buddha initially said to Nandika that by contemplating the image (guan
xiang . 1%) of the Buddha “monks, nuns, laymen or laywomen who wish to repent and destroy
their sins can quickly purify all of their evil, sinful karma,”” this does not seem to mean that
“contemplating the image” is itself a technique for eliminating sin. Knowledge of standard
methods of repentance is rather presumed. What the Chan Essentials offers, in contrast, is a
description of the possible visions that meditators will experience and, more crucially,
information about which visions indicate the need for repentance and which visions indicate that
“karmic obstructions” have been eliminated. At times it is explicit that this is the principal
message conveyed by the visions:

He must then make further effort and not allow his mind to slacken. He will then
see a cloud-like light circle his body seven times. Each [circle of] light transforms into a
wheel of light, within which he will spontaneously see the fundamental signs of the
twelve [links of the chain of] conditions. If, however, he is not zealous in his practice,
and giving way to indulgence has violated [any of the] minor precepts even including the
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duskrta sins, then he will see this light as black in color, like a wall, or ash-colored. Or
else he will see this light as like an old torn monk’s robe. Because he has given free reign
to his mind and taken lightly the importance of the minor sins,” the light of undefiled
sanctity is therefore obscured.

. [the practitioner] must diligently maintain the precepts, upholding them
single-mindedly. He must take even minor violations very seriously, remorsefully
repenting, being careful not to conceal even tiny violations. If he conceals such a
violation, then [in his meditation] he will see the various radiant lights as like rotten
wood. When he sees this, then it can be known that he has violated the precepts.

He must then further arouse shame and remorse, repent, and rebuke himself. [He
must] sweep the sanctuary, clean the floors, and perform various menial chores. Further
he must make offerings and do reverence to his teachers and parents. He must look upon
his teachers and his parents as if they were the Buddha, giving rise to deep reverence.
Further regarding his teachers and parents he should make the following vow: “Today |
make offerings to my teachers and parents. May the merit obtained thereby lead to
liberation in every lifetime.” Having remorsefully cultivated merit in this manner, he
should count his breaths as before. [Thereupon] he will again see the light, lovely and
radiant, just as it was before [he violated the precepts].”

In short the reason for providing descriptions of these impure visions is so that those who are
meditating can know when transgressions have occurred. At the same time it is implied that
knowledge of such matters was expected to be at least slightly esoteric. Whether or not the
practitioner had violated the precepts, even in the present life, was a question who whose answer
was not thought to be obvious, something that one might need to divine through the
interpretation of visions.” We may again note here that the visions bearing such meaning are at
times overtly symbolic, such as the “torn monk’s robe” see above, an image also mentioned by
Zhiyi in his list of the “oppressive visions” produced by karmic obstructions.*
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This is reminiscent of a famous passage from the Mahayana Mahaparinirvana-sitra that is much cited by later
Chinese Buddhist authors: “Do not think lightly of small offenses, imagining them to be blameless. However
small the drops of water, they eventually fill the bowl.” 3§ 3 » 12 5 @7k > KR BRfL > B2 + B
(T.374:12.451c24-25).

RUHE S AR, - LRdeD - B o B ko LR TREBY - A LS G
AP e FAME FREPEH I IES?2 TR RS LATE o FaolgEE o SRk FHaoh o 4R
Btk s i pTsih o d R kﬁ@]%ﬁ’ﬁﬁ? L%%w. CEBES - S R Rt
?ﬁi&‘_"ﬁ‘rfﬂfﬁ‘d@’ﬁ;] e Ly BAR o FRAL 0 REEP s dedipth o AP EF TN o f Y
Hirf o g p o A PN L%f&ww\ R S A
JT;:;( o AR JEEF S XA 5 fF %’};;F v TR AL EREE QR S g ALY S [BEFER o
Yo f b 0 i ?;@ e s qrmficd o BAYK S PRERTE > om g R 0 (2.43-245)

When we consider the complexity of the vinaya rules it is not surprising that whether or not a violation had
occurred was not always obvious. But perhaps most fundamentally the Buddhist tendency, both in assessing
moral valence in general and in classifying transgressions in the vinaya, of relying on the perpetrator’s intention
to determine the nature or existence of the crime seems to have made such questions difficult. Although in the
vinaya itself the matter is usually presented rather clearly—the Buddha simply asks the person in question what
mental state they had at the moment of the deed in question—things surely did not proceed with this much ease
in practice.

See above p.215.
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Thus for the Chan Essentials, as for Zhiyi, the presence or absence of “karmic
obstructions,” something distinct from the mere manifestation of negative mental tendencies
such as greed, hatred, or confusion, must be determined through special methods. Meditation
practice seems to have been one of these methods, and by entering trance, or more precisely by
trying to enter trance, a practitioner could gain access to visions that would convey this
information.

But perhaps the most important point is what the Chan Essentials reveals about the
practical relationship between meditation and repentance. As we have seen, using repentance to
eliminate “karmic obstructions” was apparently not simply a preliminary practice prior to
commencing meditation. Rather the entire path of meditation, from the initial method of mental
concentration up to the attainment of arhatship, was thought to be punctuated by sudden,
inauspicious visions or other negative states understood as “karmic obstructions” that would
block access to higher levels of attainment, and necessitate putting aside formal meditation
practice and engaging in rituals of repentance. The Chan Essentials thus reveals that the basic
assumptions about the relationship between meditation and repentance seen in Zhiyi’s
Explanation of the Sequential Path, and indeed throughout Zhiyi’s ritual corpus, were indeed
part of common Chinese understanding from at least the first half of the fifth century.

In terms of the development of these practices in China we can begin to get a glimpse of
what might have been novel about the Chan Essentials by comparing its treatment of the
relationship between meditation and repentance first with the Five Gates, which as discussed in
chapter two is a fragmentary example of the material used to compose the Chan Essentials, and
secondly with texts such as Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture.

Although as discussed in chapter one the “format A sections of the Five Gates devote
almost all of their attention to describing the visions that practitioners of meditation will or
should encounter, there is little discussion of what these visions mean, though it is certainly
implied that having the specified visions constitutes progress. There are, moreover, almost no
descriptions of negative or inauspicious visions.*' In general we find simply a serial list of what
the practitioner should contemplate (guan ) or bring to mind (rian %) followed by the things
he must see (jian L) or feel (jue ) before the master may continue with the instructions.

We do however find a few cases where, as in the Chan Essentials, the content of the
practitioner’s visions serves as a kind of divination. In one such passage, examined previously in
chapter one, the practitioner “contemplates the Buddha” (& ) so as to stimulate a vision that
the meditation teacher will then use to determine if the practitioner should follow the bodhisattva
or sravaka path:

The master should say: “Go back to your seat. Concentrate the mind on your
forehead, and single-mindedly bring to mind the buddha.”

[When the practitioner does this] images of buddhas appear on his forehead, from
one up to uncountable numbers. If the buddhas seen by the practitioner emerge from his
forehead, go a short distance away from him, and then return, the instructing teacher
should know that this person is someone who seeks [the path of] the sravaka. If [the

81 We do find a few passing references to visions that are “not true” (T.619:15.328c13-20).
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buddhas] go somewhat far away and then return, [the practitioner] is someone who seeks
[the path of] the pratyekabuddha. If they go [very] far away and then return, he is a
person of the Great Vehicle.*

Although what consequences this might have for future instruction are not explained, the basic
understanding is similar to the Explanation of the Sequential Path—preliminary meditation
triggers visions that reveal something about the practitioner’s past “good roots” or absence of
them.

In the Explanation of the Sequential Path, it will be recalled, such visions help determine
which methods of meditation the practitioner had mastered in past lives, so that it can be known
which methods will be suitable in the present. We find a similar understanding in the Five Gates.
Having first performed a preliminary meditation of “contemplation of the Buddha” the meditator
must “contemplate his own body.” This results in visions used to divine which method of chan
the practitioner should then pursue:

Then [the practitioner] should again contemplate his own body. If he sees impure pus and
blood, instruct him to perform the contemplation of impurity. If he sees white bones,
instruct him to perform the white bone contemplation. If he sees suffering sentient
beings, instruct him to perform the cultivation of love. If he does not see any of these
things, he must again contemplate a single buddha [as described in the previous passage]
and begging for pity [must] repent. This is the method whereby beginning [meditators]
contemplate the Buddha.®

Although as is typical the text does not really explain what is going on, it would seem that,
having completed the preliminary practice of contemplating the Buddha the practitioner focuses
his mind on his body with the goal of provoking a vision that will indicate what meditation
practice is most appropriate, either the contemplation of impurity, the cultivation of love, or the
white bone contemplation, three practices that, while not usually a contained set, do each appear
in the regular lists of the four or five methods of chan.®

82 See p.69.

83 BpBE o {FALIAEEL > TRITA E@E - F Lo b > TiFo b FLER KL > FIFHZOE - &
FORME o BE- s OB RRBE e EA4E REEE o (T.619:15.329b2-b6). 1 here emended the
text and insert % £ . Given the pattern of the ensuing passages this seems to be the meaning, and we may
perhaps read the text this way even without the emendation. In contrast it does not seem possible to read # p
£ % &k & to mean “then he should contemplate his body as impure, full of pus and blood,” because this
would make the ensuing “then instruct him to perform the contemplation of impurity” =¥ % it % ;% @& both
redundant and lacking any antecedent.

84 1t is, furthermore, at least theoretically possible to correlate these three with the three root defilements of lust,
hatred, and confusion respectively. Of particular note here is the Stages of the Path of Practice, which includes
the white bone contemplation (bai gu guan v ¥ ) and the contemplation of impurity (bu jing guan * % ) as
separate exercises (T.606:15.191.c17-192b10). In this case the white bone contemplation is prescribed for those
with excessive “pride” (jiao man %% ), in other texts usually counteracted by dhatu-prabheda, “analysis
according to the elements,” a method that is actually quite similar to the white bone contemplation in that it
involves dissecting the body into its constituents, grouped by the four or six primary elements, with the goal of
seeing the truth of non-self. In as much as belief in self is a prime example of ignorance, it might be possible to
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The basic idea is thus almost identical to the Explanation of the Sequential Path. In both
cases the appropriate method of chan is chosen from a standard list by examining the visions that
appear spontaneously when the practitioner focuses his mind. In the Explanation of the
Sequential Path, as in the above passage from the Five Gates, the visions in question are of
objects or scenes that, in the corresponding method of meditation itself, are what the practitioner
consciously brings to mind. Zhiyi, of course, has a developed theoretical framework in which
these visions are explained as the sprouting of seeds laid down in previous lives through the
cultivation of the corresponding meditation practice. And while the Five Gates has no such
explanation, it is certainly tempting to see its presentation as an example of the understanding
that Zhiyi drew from when formulating the Explanation of the Sequential Path.

But perhaps the most significant point here in the Five Gates is that should the
practitioner fail to experience any visions at all he must repent ({# {#). This is the only time the
Five Gates mentions repentance. Indeed though the sample size is smaller than would be ideal,
when we compare the third sutra of the Chan Essentials to the passages from the Five Gates
upon which it was apparently based (as discussed in chapter two), what is immediately
noticeable is that all discussion of repentance is absent from the corresponding Five Gates
passages. For example in the Chan Essentials we read:

The Buddha said to Ananda: When this meditation is complete, [the practitioner] must be
further instructed to fix his thoughts and contemplate the white bones. He must make the
scattered bones collect in one place forming a pile like wind-blown snow, white like a
snow-covered mountain. When he has seen this, he is not far from attaining the path.
However if he has violated the precepts in either this life or a past life, the pile of bones
will appear like ash or dirt. Or else on the surface of the pile he will see various black
things. In this case he must repent by confessing his transgressions to his preceptor.
Having repented, he will see an intensely white light surrounding the bones, which
reaches up to the formless realms. Whether in trance or not he will feel constant ease and
happiness, his former desires gradually diminishing.*

This corresponds to the following passage from the Five Gates:

Next instruct [the practitioner] to focus his mind, and after causing the bones to become
white and pure, [to make them] scatter float to the ground. On the ground they are like
snow. Or they may be like rotting earth [in color]. Above them there may be white light,
or there may be various strange creatures. Instruct [the practitioner] to continue
contemplating [the bones]. If he says: “I continue to see them like this, and within my
body I feel happiness,” then [the master] must say [to him]: “Try to imagine having

see the triad here of the contemplation of impurity, the white bone contemplation, and the cultivation of love as
counteracting lust, hatred and ignorance respectively. Note however that the more usual countermeasure for
ignorance is the contemplation of dependent origination.
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having sex with your former lover.” Having contemplated this [the practitioner] says:
“When I imagine seeing this person, she transforms into impure pus and blood and is
horrible to behold.”™

Although we must be careful not to over-read this very brief passage, I believe we can see here
evidence of an important shift that has occurred between the Five Gates and the Chan Essentials.
In both cases the practitioner begins by imagining the white bones scattering into a pile, and in
both cases the final result is a feeling of happiness and some kind of evidence that the
practitioner’s desires have been reduced. But whereas the Five Gates presents only positive
visions—first the bones, then a vision of impurity (here an auspicious sign indicating dispassion)
—in the Chan Essentials there are two possibilities, a positive vision indicating imminent
success or a negative vision indicating transgression of the precepts and the need to repent.

In short the Five Gates lacks the idea, seen so prominently in the Chan Essentials, that
karmic obstructions are revealed through the visions obtained in meditation. Indeed in the one
passage where the Five Gates mentions repentance, cited above, the need for repentance is
determined not by an inauspicious vision, but by the absence of a vision (namely the absence of
a vision indicating a suitable method of chan). The Five Gates thus basically follows the
structure of traditional Indian meditation texts, in which meditation, dhyana, is something that
can only be attempted by those who are pure with respect to their sila, the monastic or lay
precepts.

And this is the model implied in both Kumarajiva's Meditation Scripture and
Buddhabhadra’s Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata, the two fifth-century Chinese chan texts of
known Indian origin, as well as in comparable Indian works such as the Vimuttimagga, the
Visuddhimagga or the Bhavanakramas.*” In these texts the need for a formal ritual of repentance
is mentioned only once, prior to the start of meditation itself. The Vimuttimagga discusses this at
the conclusion of the introductory chapter on “virtue” (sila), just prior to the beginning of the
presentation of techniques of meditation:*

When a monk first receives instruction in meditation he must examine himself with
regard to to the seven classes [of precepts]. If he has violated a parajika then he has cut
off his monkhood and dwells in a state lacking the full precepts. And the elders have said

86 AR > A F 0 Ee o SHTUIE o A A o A AL cH P RGO KBRS, c R{BEZ o F
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3% > ¥ E A o (T.619:15.328a6-10)

87 See Sharma 1997, 57. This appears to be the only reference to repentance in the Bhavanakramas, and as in texts
such as Kumarajiva’'s Meditation Scripture the discussion is both brief and limited in scope, declaring simply
that prior to meditation one must purify any transgressions of one’s sila.

88 The precise origins of the Vimuttimagga, generally held to be a work of Sri Lankan origin and a direct precursor
to the Visuddhimagga, has been the subject of considerable debate. The full text survives now only in Chinese
translation, though some portions are also extant in Tibetan. The Vimuttimagga predates Buddhaghosa, and is
similar to the Visuddhimagga in structure and content. There are some doctrinal differences between the texts,
however, and some scholars have postulated that the Vimuttimagga derives from lineage of the Abhayagirivihara
monastery in Sri Lanka (as opposed to most extant Pali literature which stems from the Mahavihara lineage).
Further uncertainties concern whether the text was originally written in Sanskrit or Pali, and whether it was
composed in Sri Lanka or imported from North India. For a survey of the various questions, see Crosby 1999.
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that [only] one who abides in the full precepts [of a monk] will obtain the higher
attainments [resulting from meditation]. [On the other hand] if he has violated any of the
sanghdadisesa offenses then he should confess and repent by way of [the confession]
procedure involving the whole community [as is appropriate for sanghdadisesa
offenses].*

The opening section of Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture contains a similar passage:”

When a person desiring to practice dhyana first goes to the master the master must ask:
“Have you maintained the precepts purely? Do you have any heavy sins or evil
perversions?” If [the practitioner] says that he is pure in regard to the five classes of
[monastic] precepts® and has no heavy sins or evil perversions,” then [the master] may
next instruct him in the practice. If, however, he says that he has violated the precepts [the
master] must ask further: “What precepts have you violated?” If he says that he has
violated any of the grave precepts the master must say: “A person with a mutilated face
should not look in the mirror! You must go. Chant the scriptures, proselytize, or do good
deeds, and in this way you may plant the conditions for attaining the Way in a future life.
For the present life you must give up [any practice of dhyana]. Like a withered tree,
though one might water it, it will no more sprout flowers, leaves or fruits.” If [the
practitioner] has violated any of the other precepts [the master] should instruct him to
repent in the proper method.”

RO EIL B A ABE = RPN B o F[ENAIPART S5 G N o FAE LA

ek > A TE o F R H PeE 7 > R FE i E - (T.1648:32.404a10-14). The English translation
of this passage by Ehara is deficient in a number of respects. They translate: “If a bhikkhu who has accepted the

teaching of meditation and is mindful of the seven groups of offences [sic], sees another committing a Defeat-
offence (parajika) he falls from the state of a bhikkhu and lives in incomplete virtue. If he lives in complete

virtue, he will acquire the excellent virtue. If he lives in complete virtue, he will acquire the excellent truth. This

is the teaching of the predecessors. If a bhikkhu sees another committing a Suspension-offence he confesses
fully” (Ehara 1961, 24). Perhaps because in this case there was no clear parallel in the Visuddhimagga the

translators here seem to have simply misread the Chinese (and have, perhaps accidentally, included two different

translations of the same line!)

90 The opening of the Explanation of Meditation includes a similar passage, discussed below on p.262-263.

91

92

93

The “five classes of precepts” (I %.a%) are five major divisions of the pratimoksa—the parajika, sanighavasesa,
payattika, pratidesaniya, and duskrta offenses (sometimes these are further subdivided to make seven). The term

wu zhong jie T %%, however, is quite rare in this sense, though we find it in the Treatise on Great Wisdom
(T.1509:25.226a2-3). Both the Meditation Scripture and the Treatise on Great Wisdom were translated before

the introduction of relatively standardized virnaya technical terminology beginning with Kumarajiva’s translation

of the Sarvastivada-vinaya (Shi song lii -+ 3 ).

Yamabe and Sueki translate & 3t & 7% as “serious transgressions,” seeming to ignore the word & %% (Yamabe

and Sueki 2009, 7). The sense here is admittedly not entirely clear. It is possible that only a single idea is
intended: “the grave sins that are evil perversions.”
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Leaving aside the interesting and important idea mentioned both in the Vimuttimagga and the
Meditation Scripture that those who have transgressed “grave” precepts (here seeming to mean
the parajika)® are unable to practice meditation at all (a point to which I will return in chapter
five), the key point is that before beginning meditation on must ensure the purity of one’s sila by
atoning for any violations. We find this same idea in Buddhabhadra’s Chan Scripture of
Dharma.” But in these texts there is never any suggestion that the need for repentance might not
be clear or that further repentance might be necessary after meditation has begun.

This understanding of the relationship between meditation and repentance is what seems
to be presupposed by the single passage in the Five Gates that mentions repentance. The
meditator thus begins by “contemplating the Buddha” as a preliminary purification and attempts
to induce a vision that will indicate the appropriate method for entering trance. But it may also
be that no such vision occurs. This means that repentance is required. In other words the absence
of a prophetic vision about an appropriate method for chan means that the practitioner is simply
not yet ready to formally begin meditation practice at all.

There are, of course, significant differences between this presentation in the Five Gates
and more traditional texts where the need for repentance is determined simply by asking the
practitioner whether or not he has violated any precepts. The Five Gates thus shares with the
Chan Essentials the idea that such questions were potentially more opaque, and that visions
obtained during meditation might, in a certain fashion, indicate the need for repentance. But the
overall conception of how meditation will then progress still resembles earlier texts like
Kumarajiva’'s Meditation Scripture—meditation (chan 3&) and repentance (chan hui # %) are
treated as distinct tasks undertaken in a specific order.

As I discussed in the introduction the basic structure of the Buddhist path presupposes the
idea that meditation, dhyana, depends on purity of sila, a term that while often translated
vaguely as “good conduct” or “ethics” (and indeed the word does often have this meaning)
should, in this context, more properly be understood as “vows,” and should furthermore be seen
as having an inherent connection to ritual practice and institutional certification. One must, first
of all, take on a set of “vows” (sila) during the course of a formal ordination. Moreover one must
properly confess any violations of these vows and atone for them in the appropriate manner as
stipulated by the vinaya. The connection between rituals of repentance and regaining or
preserving the ability to obtain states of meditation is indeed something seen already in the
earliest known versions of the posadha, the fortnightly ritual of confession required of all monks
and nuns.”® The later Indian repentance rituals associated with the Mahayana also explicitly

94 In the Vimuttimagga passage this is clear. In the Meditation Scripture the expression “grave precepts” (£ a¢) is
potentially ambiguous, but given the reference here to the “five classes of precepts” (see above note 91) it seems
almost certain that the pardjika are intended. Although the term “grave precepts” (£ &) is actually not common
in technical vinaya literature, we do find it once in the Treatise on Great Wisdom, also translated by Kumarajiva,
where it clearly refers to the parajika (T.1509:25.226a2-3).

95 T.15:618.301c17-25

96 This idea is expressed in the formal ritual script (karmavacana) uttered during the posadha, which in the Pali
version says: “If a monk, when the transgression in question is proclaimed, does not reveal an existing
transgression of which he is aware, has committed a conscious lie. And, oh sirs, the lord has proclaimed that a
conscious lie constitutes a hindrance. Thus a monk who knows that he has fallen [into transgression] and who
desires purification should, being mindful [of his transgressions], should reveal his transgression.

233



Chapter 4: Visions of Karma

mention the attainment of samadhi as one of their benefits.”” In short from the very beginnings of
Buddhism there was an understanding that meditation depends not just on “ethics,” “morality,”
or “good conduct,” but the purification afforded by confession and repentance.

What we see in the Chan Essentials is in many ways an extension of these ideas. But they
constitute a significant development, both in terms of the dynamics of meditation practice as a
ritual performed in conjunction with others, as well as in terms of the range and meaning of the
experiences obtained during meditation. That dhyana depends on the purification of repentance
came to be taken not simply to mean that the former depended on the later, but that the
experiences obtained while meditating could be used to divine the need for and efficacy of such
repentance. And it was this understanding of the relationship that would become fundamental to
the Chinese understanding of both how meditation was to be carried out and what its fruits were
thought to mean.

Visions of Karma in the Contemplation Scriptures and their Commentaries

Although in the previous section I limited my analysis to the Chan Essentials, in the
Methods for Curing as well we find a similar understanding of the meaning of the negative
visions obtained during trance and of the use of such visions in divining when repentance is
necessary and when it has been successful.” But rather than examining all of these examples I

[Transgressions] revealed, he is happy.” Yo pana bhikkhu yavat atiyam anussaviyamane saramano santim
apattim navikareyya, sampajanamusavadassa hoti. Sampajanamusavado kho pandyasmanto antarayiko
dhammo vutto bhagavata. Tasma, saramanena bhikkhund apannena visuddhapekkhena santi apatti avikatabba;
avikata hi ‘ssa phasu hotiti (Vin, 1.103). In the word-commentary that follows the nature of the “hindrance” is
explained in more detail. It is there said that what is “hindered” by failing to reveal one’s transgressions is the
attainment of any of the higher states, beginning with the first jhdna. In contrast the “happiness” (phdsu) of one
who has revealed his transgression is the happiness of the higher states beginning with the first jhana: “What
does this gladness concern? Having attained the first jhana, one is glad. Having attained the second jhana, the
third jhana, the fourth jhana, one is glad. Having attained the wholesome states that are jhana, release, samadhi,
absorption, dispassion, escape, and solitude, one is glad.” Kissa phasu hoti? Pathamassa jhanassa adhigamaya
phasu hoti, dutiyassa jhanassa adhigamdya phasu hoti, tatiyassa jhanassa adhigamdya phasu hoti, catutthassa
Jhanassa adhigamaya phasu hoti, jhananam vimokkhanam samadhinam samapattinam nekkhammanam
nissarananam pavivekanam kusalanam dhammanam adhigamaya phasu hotiti. (Vin, 1.104). This entire section
is expressed in almost identical terms in other vinaya. For the Miilasarvastivada and Mahasanghika pratimoksa
texts, see Prebish 1975, 48—49. The pratimoksa alone does not contain the explanations, however, but in many of
the complete Chinese vinaya we see that the words of the pratimoksa are interpreted exactly as they are in the
Pali. See, for example, Dharmaguptaka-vinaya, T.1428:22.817¢20-25.

97 This idea is expressed in the Upalipariprcchd, a key text describing the basic Mahayana confession ritual, where
reference is made to using the famous Triskandha ritual that many scholars have postulated to be the earliest
form of the five- or seven-limbed “supreme worship” (anuttara-pija), the basic Mahayana liturgy. According to
the Upalipariprccha by reciting the text of the Triskandha-dharma throughout out the day and night the
bodhisattva will be able to “part from the remorse of their transgressions and obtain samadhi” (apatti-kaukrtyan
nihsarati samadhim ca pratilabhate; Bendall 1902, 171; see also Python 1973, 32-39). In general what
repentance or confession is said to eliminate is “remorse” kaukrtya, which is also one of the five hindrances that
obstructions the obtaining of dhyana.

98 See for example 5.66; 5.105; 5.106; See also 5.90, which does not explicitly involve a vision. Note also 6.5,
where nocturnal emissions are explained as resulting from the “vision” of a succubus-type demon and are said to
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will now turn to other material from the fifth- and sixth-centuries. We cannot, I hasten to add,
chart a precise path between the Chan Essentials and Zhiyi’s more systematized presentation in
the late sixth century. We can, however, demonstrate that the basic understanding seen in the
Chan Essentials concerning the relationship between meditation and repentance was widespread,
and thus can be rightly considered the common Chinese understanding during this time.

The Contemplation Scriptures are the most obvious place to begin looking for the wider
reach of these ideas. As discussed in chapter two these texts were connected, at least in the
memory of early sixth-century historiographers, to the same foreign chan masters associated
with the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, and they too seem to have appeared in south
China during the first half of the fifth century. I also suggested, however, that despite the close
connections between them the Contemplation Scriptures may have been aimed at a slightly
different audience, or have been intended for a slightly different use, than texts such as the Chan
Essentials. The Contemplation Scriptures, for example, almost never use the word chan itself to
describe what it is that practitioners should do. And unlike the Chan Essentials and Methods for
Curing they contain almost no overt references to inauspicious visions or other negative
experiences.

The Ocean-samadhi Contemplation contains the only exception to this, within a version
of the method for “contemplating the image” (guan xiang B.1%.) very similar to that discussed
above from the second sutra of the Chan Essentials. In the Chan Essentials version the Buddha
presents this practice as a special method that will allow those with many “karmic obstructions”
to meditate successfully. In the Ocean-samddhi Contemplation it is given simply as a method for
removing sins (3t ) suitable for those living in the time after the Buddha’s demise.”” Such people,
the Buddha declares, must “contemplate the image [of the Buddha],” which will “be just the
same as contemplating my [living] body” (& gL\ ¥ & & 5 £).

The method that then follows begins with a procedure for repentance,'” following which
the practitioner must sit in meditation and “fix his thoughts” (xi nian #- 4 ) on the various parts
of the Buddha’s body. From here the method closely follows the second sutra of the Chan
Essentials. The practitioner eventually imagines many buddhas filling the entire world, and their
appearance reveals whether he has any lingering transgressions that need to be purified:

[The practitioner] will then see [buddha]-images filling the worlds of the ten directions,
their bodies the color of pure gold, radiating light. But one who has violated the precepts
or committed some evil deed, be it in this life or a previous life, will see the various

be the result of past evil karma.

99 “When the Buddha is no longer in the world, upon what can living beings who commit evil actions rely so as to
remove their sins?” % 3 %2 > i 7 LE,®2RA POTERETERE o (T.643:15.690a26-27). For an
annotated translation of this chapter of the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation see Ominami 2001. Note that the
“sins” in question are later specified more precisely as including the violation of the “five unpardonables” (wu ni
I i), which are the five anantarya transgressions that normally ensure rebirth in hell, as well as the “sixteen
evil forms of discipline” (-+ = % {£), a curious expression of unknown meaning that later becomes a frequently

repeated refrain in Chinese repentance literature.
100T.643:15.690c2—-14
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buddha-images to be either black or white in color [rather than gold]."

If the practitioner sees these black or white images he must repent further until they become
gold. Thus as in the Chan Essentials the visions of the buddha that appear during meditation
serve to reveal whether or not the practitioner’s repentance has been successful. In the Chan
Essentials reference to performing other rituals occurs within the midst of something framed as
the practice of chan—one begins with meditation, and then resorts to repentance when problems
arise. In the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation the situation is reversed—one begins with
repentance and then uses the visions obtained in trance to verify its success or failure.'*” In
chapter five we will see numerous other examples of this idea.

However the Ocean-samdadhi Contemplation is the only Contemplation Scripture to
explicitly mention negative visions. Indeed even statements about auspicious visions attesting to
successful repentance are comparatively rare. Read at face value the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation, to take the most important example, seems rather to say that “visualization” of
the specified imagery will serve to eliminate evil karma, that is to say will serve as a form of
repentance. For example after the third contemplation, the “visualization of the ground [of the

pure land]” (¥ ), the Buddha says to Ananda:

You must preserve my words and preach this method of contemplating the ground [of the
pure land] for those beings in future ages who wish to escape from suffering. Those who
contemplate the ground [of the pure land] will eliminate sins [that otherwise would have
led to] eighty million kalpas of rebirth,'® and after death will definitely be reborn in the
pure land, where their minds will become free of all doubt. When one performs this
contemplation it is called “correct contemplation.” Other contemplation is called
“incorrect contemplation.”'"

01+ F > B-ifr BHEd A kP o g jod > T2 EF AL PRZ S AFd G &
229 o (T.643:15.691b12-14)

102In another passage from the same section we are told merely that, upon contemplating the face of the image, one
might “not see it clearly” (# P 7 ). In this case one must repent, following which “because one is pure with
respect to the precepts one will see the face of the image as like a golden mirror, clear and bright.” 12 5% % # »
L ffg o deE £48 0 7 7 AP o (T.643:15.690c24-25).

103The precise meaning of the expression “sins of birth and death” # > 2 3, a ubiquitous phrase in the
Contemplation Scriptures, has been the subject of a recent study by Todé Shun’ei % ¥ & # (1999). As he
observes, in the few cases where we are able to find Sanskrit or Tibetan parallels for Chinese Buddhist texts that
use this term there is no word that corresponds to “sins” (zui 3 ), and the phrase usually appears in conjunction
with practices that will allow practitioners to avoid a certain number of future rebirths in their course along the
bodhisattva path, something normally expected to take many millions of lifetimes (see also my discussion in the
notes to section 4.65 in appendix three). I thus here translate the expression in this meaning, though it should be
noted that in the Contemplation Scriptures it has sometimes been interpreted as pointing to the sins accumulated
during lengthy periods in the past. Thus Inagaki Hisao translates, in the present passage, as “the evil karma
which one has committed during eight kotis of kalpas of Samsara” (Inagaki 1994, 325).

10475 4 #3F » 5 K ke - 27 < om0 AER 2 o FREAD F *,/T‘. ALigdrd 2 %o B
2 ER O S EER T?{ﬁ%‘ LA B ELJF‘]‘ v %R BB o (T.365:12.342a26-b1)
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This refrain, repeated in a similar form throughout the text (and in the other Contemplation
Scriptures as well), is generally understood to state the benefits promised to those who perform
the prescribed “contemplation” of the pure land. It is on this basis that the Immeasurable Life
Contemplation is thought to promote a “soteriology of visualization” in which “seeing the Pure
Land [serves] . . . as a means of being reborn there.”'*

I would suggest, however, that this is neither what the text intended to say nor how it was
traditionally interpreted. Indeed in chapter three we saw an example from modern Taiwan in
which the contents of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation were taken not merely as a set of
prescriptions for “visualization,” but as a handbook that might be used to interpret the meaning
of visions. A potentially similar understanding is suggested by early commentaries to the text,
which discuss the possibility that practitioners might also encounter inauspicious visions that
will necessitate other forms of repentance. In other words in practice those who used the
Immeasurable Life Contemplation may have assumed an understanding quite similar to what is
revealed in the Chan Essentials—not that “visualization” of the specified things would
effectuate rebirth in the pure land, but that these were the visions that would attest to such a
destiny, with the corresponding understanding that other visions might reveal a less auspicious
fate, and thus signal the need for countermeasures so as to avoid it.

The best evidence for this is Shandao’s i ¥ (613-681) commentary, which though not
the earliest surviving commentary to the text is the one containing the most information about
how the text may have been used in practice.'” Consider, for example, Shandao’s description of
the famous “sun contemplation” (ri guan P ), the first of the text’s sixteen contemplations.
The Immeasurable Life Contemplation itself describes this practice in simple terms:

Sitting upright, face west and contemplate () the sun. Fix your mind firmly and single-
mindedly imagine () [the sun] without shifting [your attention]. [ You will then] see
(%) the setting sun, its form like a floating drum. Having seen the sun, make it so that it
is clearly apparent whether your eyes are open or closed.'”’

The usage here of the key terms “contemplate” (), “imagine” (#£), and “see” (L) closely
follows the many examples examined in chapter three. In light of our conclusions there this
passage would seem to say that the practitioner first tries to imagine the sun, and that this is
deemed successful when he “sees” it in the manner described. Shandao’s commentary supports

105Payne 1996, 250, emphasis mine.

106Shandao’s commentary is included in the Taishd as the Commentary to the Immeasurable Life Contemplation
(Guan wu liang shou fo jing shu & £ & # 5 g7; T.1753). We must be somewhat careful with this work, as the
only surviving textual tradition goes through Japan. Not included in any of the Chinese canons prior to the Qing
dynasty, the Taisho edition is based on three Japanese printed copies, the earliest of which dates to 1695. There
are also no Dunhuang or other early manuscript versions, though there is early bibliographic data showing that
Shandao did indeed compose a commentary of some kind. As far as I know the authenticity of the text has never
been questioned, but given its doctrinal importance in Japan and the lack of ancient textual lincages there
remains the possibility that some of the contents may stem from later hands.

1078 & & & > F@»p > S wRE - ZBIH e AP k4o e mALpe s FPRP - 4P o
(T.365:12.341¢c30-342a2)
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this idea, but also points to the existence of a more complicated process.'® Shandao first gives
instructions for the preparation of the ritual space, the posture of meditation, and an interesting
preparatory practice, not contained in the sutra, that bears a certain resemblance to the white
bone contemplation that figures so prominently in the Chan Essentials and other fifth-century
chan texts.'"” Although we have no way of tracing the lineage of this particular version of this
practice (which was not, as far as I can determine, drawn from any extant source), it is
interesting to note that Shandao begins his exposition of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation
by invoking something similar to the basic meditation method of the Chan Essentials.

Leaving aside such questions, however, let us look at how Shandao describes the sun
contemplation itself:

By performing the [preliminary] meditation [discussed previously] distracted thoughts
will be eliminated and the mind will gradually settle. Then [the practitioner] should
slowly focus his mind and carefully contemplate the sun."® Those of sharp faculties will
in a single sitting'"" see the bright form [of the sun] appear before them. When this vision
(3%) appears it will be as big as a coin, or else as big as the face of a mirror. On its bright
surface there will appear signs [indicating] the extent of the practitioner’s karmic
obstructions. The first of these is the black obstruction, like a black cloud shading the
sun. The second is the yellow obstruction, like a yellow cloud shading the sun. The third
is the white obstruction, like a white cloud shading the sun. When obscured by clouds the
sun does not shine. In a similar manner the karmic obstructions ( % fit) of living beings
shade over the vision (3% ) [that would indicate a] pure mind, preventing it from clearly
appearing to the mind.""

108This section of the commentary is discussed briefly by Pas 1995, 183—188. See also Stevenson 1987, 359-361.

109“When he first wishes to concentrate his mind [the practitioner] should be instructed to sit in the cross-legged
position . . . he must then further be made to contemplate the four elements of his body as entirely empty, not a
single one of them [part of his self]. The earth element of the body refers to the skin, the flesh, the sinews, the
bones and so forth. He must imagine these scattering into the western direction all the way to the edge of the
western horizon such that he no longer sees even a single mote of them. Then he must further imagine the water
element of his body, namely the blood, sweat, mucus, and tears, and imagine them scattering into the northern
direction . . . Then he must further imagine the wind element of his body scattering into the eastern direction . . .
Then he must imagine the fire element of his body scattering into the southern direction . . . Then he must
imagine the space element of his body merging with the space of the ten directions such that he no longer sees
even a single mote of it [within his body]. Then, having imagined the five elements of his body as all entirely
empty, there remains only the consciousness element, abiding in clarity, like a round mirror, clearly reflecting,
bright and pure.” 47 g Lo P » L et 2k . X S & > pbiET FE - Foo Bz gL 5 g
BEZCRBieT P o FE3E 2 23 Ao B2 per BE 2 kA n FAKE > © Bige it

R R B £ e I R L R BN R Rl At

IFR-BF R 24p e X BT AP o rEG R R ARRA  FAcFIS P PR P RGE .
(T.1753:37.261c15-262al)

110Although the Immeasurable Life Contemplation reads as if perhaps this involved literally staring at the setting
sun (thus replicating the method used in the kasina or corpse contemplations), Shandao definitely interprets the
meaning otherwise, and says that it can be used even by those with damaged eyes. Only the congenitally blind
(# 7 ) cannot use this method, as having never seen the sun they cannot even imagine it (T.1753:37.261c1-7).

I110r “as soon as having sat down [to meditate].”

127F BpF > G 8 1'5‘,’T‘. LB E e RIS R HRES D o 8 “}'H’:@Jﬁ P - WA ARIR T o F BRI
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Shandao then explains that the darkened sun indicates one must perform various repentance
rituals, and he alludes to the usual details about setting up a sanctuary, decorating it properly, and
wholeheartedly confessing and repenting before an image of the Buddha. One must then return
to seated meditation, and if repentance was successful the sun will appear correctly. This may
not happen right away. For example the comparatively serious condition of the black cloud may
change only to the yellow or white cloud, and in such cases further repentance is needed.

Shandao thus anticipated something far more complex than simply visualizing or failing
to visualize the sun. Most importantly he understood that there might appear other visions apart
from those described in the Immeasurable Life Contemplation, and that such visions might
indicate the presence of “karmic obstructions” to be addressed through repentance. Indeed this
seems to be how he interpreted the meaning of the words “When one performs this
contemplation it is called ‘correct contemplation.” Other contemplation is called ‘incorrect
contemplation™ (7% L4 & 5 & > % & B © & 78), an apparently innocuous refrain
found throughout the Immeasurable Life Contemplation, as well as in the other Contemplation
Scriptures, the Chan Essentials, and the Methods for Curing. Commenting on this line Shandao
writes:

For all the contemplations given below [the meaning of] incorrect and correct, attaining
and losing, is like this. When contemplating (BL) the sun if one sees ( £ ) the sun, mind
and object correspond (= 3 4p /&), and this is called “correct contemplation” (& #&). If
when contemplating the sun one does not see the sun, but rather sees various other
objects (3£ ), then mind and object do not corespond, and it is called “incorrect” (7%).'"

Shandao thus even has an explanation for how all this works. Contemplating the sun means
orienting the mind towards the sun in some manner. But the “object” or “vision” (3t ) that then
arises may fail to accord with what one wants to see, and this is called “incorrect” (xie 7).
Shandao’s understanding is thus similar to Zhiyi’s presentation of preliminary meditation
practice, particular Zhiyi’s explanation of the appearance of good or evil roots of the
“retributive” (3F ) variety that manifest as visions during meditation. Through initial calming the
mind becomes mirror-like, such that objects appear clearly within it. But precisely what appears
is another matter. For those who are pure, the “correct” object will appear. But inauspicious or
“incorrect” visions will manifest instead for those with “karmic obstructions,” who have violated
the precepts in this or past lives and have not yet been purified through repentance. Shandao
describes this simply as different “shades” (gai # ) obscuring the desired vision. For Zhiyi, and

BArg S o NArdRe S o P L > T REREL 240 - J,;]‘,%l‘ﬁ P AR Z P o = JF]"’& o * e
FZRp o= —%":’r Bhodoizd 2P P2 e 2 FPRER . K2 ERTAE D RfpEe2 8
7 ae £ R oo (T.1753:37.261¢29-262a2). For a different translation see Pas 1995, 187. Although we might
read <= P! B as “the mind shines brightly” rather than “the mind clearly reflects [its object]” as I have taken it, |
suspect that this passage should be interpreted in line with the usual Chinese vocabulary for describing mirrors,
which are “bright” (P ) when they clearly reflect the objects that “shine” (&) forth from them.

113 T MEFEL > -ty P AP SHAPE LT BRBP LD 2 LERESE
B A e &8s o (T.1753:37.262b12-14)
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for texts such as the Chan Essentials, as we have seen the visions in such cases were potentially
much more elaborate.'*

Though we cannot know the antiquity of the traditions from which Shandao drew his
interpretation, his reading of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation is consistent with closely
related fifth-century texts such as the Chan Essentials, as well as the tradition that finds
expression in Zhiyi’s early writings. In all these cases the basic understanding is that though a
calm mind will lead, in some cases, to the manifestation of auspicious “verificatory visions,”
karmic obstructions will lead to other, potentially disturbing visions. Determining the presence
of such obstructions was, moreover, not merely an abstract fact about a person’s past karma—it
was a signal that the practitioner must perform rituals of repentance, deemed successful when
new, auspicious visions arise.

The Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation

For fifth-century Chinese chan texts the visions obtained during meditation were thus
important because they served, at least in part, as windows onto the (im)purity of the
practitioner. In other words it was not simply that trance (chan #&) led to higher attainments—as
a state of acute visionary sensitivity it also served to reveal the fruits of other practices, notably
repentance, which in practice seem to have been joined together with meditation in a complex
ritual form. We have also seen that Zhiyi expresses a similar understanding in the late sixth
century. For the period lying in between, however, there are fewer relevant sources. But there
does survive one important example helping to confirm that throughout this period Chinese
Buddhists continued to think about chan in these terms.

This text is the short, apocryphal Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation."" Both Zhiyi

114Indeed the opposition between “correct” (& ) and “incorrect” (?%) is not merely a matter of right and wrong, and
xie 3%, though chosen by Buddhist translators for such terms as “wrong view” (3% £L), further carries
connotations of malevolent demonic forces or beings, a meaning that seems particularly appropriate for some of
the wilder visions in the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing. As Strickmann notes the term “applies
equally to the human and the spectral worlds, to pathology and demonology and even to theology” (Strickmann
2005, 73—74), and he goes on to observe that the Chinese Buddhist use of xie *% and zheng i+ to refer to heresy
and orthodoxy respectively implicitly invokes the general Buddhist (and Daoist) criticism of the gods of Chinese
popular religion as, in truth, demonic forces.

115The Scripture on the Supreme Excellency of Meditation (Zui sheng miao ding jing # 254> T_% ). Although one
might be inclined to read this title as “scripture on most supremely excellent meditation” (that is, as a text
providing a specific, superior form of meditation practice), its content suggests that the title should be read as a
statement about the general supremacy of meditation practice, for in contrast to other practices “cultivating chan
is what is most excellent, what is most supreme” (% 3 £ 4> $.2% ). The Scripture on the Supremacy of
Meditation was first brought to scholarly attention by Sekiguchi Shindai in 1950 (reprinted in Sekiguchi 1969,
379-395), who prepared an edition based on a single Dunhuang manuscript that was subsequently lost. More
recently other copies have been found among the Dunhuang manuscripts in the Beijing library, and on their basis
a new edition was prepared by Fang Guangchang > A 45 (1995). However the most complete edition is now
that of Inosaki Jikido 5% & ig (1998), who has used both the Beijing manuscripts consulted by Fang and
Sekiguchi’s edition, and further suggested emendations. The Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation has also
recently been studied by Paul Magnin, who has translated Sekiguchi’s edition into French (2002). Below I use
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and his teacher Huisi £ % (515-568) cite this text in their writings, showing that it was in
circulation by the middle of the sixth century at the latest.'' Its importance among sixth-century
chan specialists is further revealed by a story from Huisi’s biography crediting this text with
having encouraged him to abandon doctrinal studies and wholeheartedly devote himself to
meditation.""” Indeed the text itself aggressively asserts the primacy of meditation, chan #, over
and above doctrinal study, which it claims can be downright dangerous.'"* However what seems
to have elicited the most interest among later writers was the connection this text draws between
chan and repentance.'"”’

The Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation explains that chan is “the fastest way to
obtain the supreme path of the Buddha.”'® It is the most supreme practice, as the title suggests,
and to “enter trance ( » %) for a single day and night” is more meritorious than building a
monastery made of the seven precious substances, making buddha-images, copying scriptures,
preaching scriptures, preaching scriptures while actually understanding them, or even preaching
so skillfully that listeners obtain the five magic powers.'*' Meditation is most supreme because
while the learned but arrogant go to hell, one who obtains chan is “able to eliminate the evil
karma and heavy sins of birth and death.”'* Indeed cultivating chan for between one and seven
days will entirely eliminate “the five kinds of grave sin” (I #& £ 3 ), explained here as all the
most evil deeds, including the anantarya sins that necessarily lead to hell, the parajika
transgressions that normally entail expulsion from the monastic order, and even the sin of
disparaging the Mahayana sutras, an offense often considered the one truly heinous crime for
which there can be no atonement. No other practice has the power to remove these sins, because
only by stilling the mind through chan can one perceive the emptiness of all phenomena, which

Inosaki’s edition, but refer also to Fang’s, which is likely to be more widely available as it has been incorporated
into the newer versions of CBETA. I have also consulted Magnin’s French translation, but my understanding of
many of the key passages differs considerably. For introductions to the text and the question of its probable
composition in China, see Sekiguchi 1969, 379—395; Inosaki 1998, 312-319; Magnin 2002, 229-271. There is
also a Tibetan translation, made from the Chinese (Tanaka and Shinohara 1980, 355).

116The text is not mentioned in the Records of the Canon, suggesting that it appeared no earlier than the first half of
the sixth century.

L17Further Biographies of Eminent Monks, T.2060:50.562¢c26-27

118The Buddha tells a story of a past life in which he and another monk (MafijusrT in a past life) argued about
whether the “highest truth” (di yi yi % — &) was “being” (you F ) or “non-being” (wu #. ). Clinging to their
answers, neither of which is correct, both monks fell into hell for innumerable kalpas. The trope of excessive
doctrinal study leading to hell, in contrast to meditation practice which is of more certain merit, is also found in
a famous story preserved in the mid sixth-century Records of the Monasteries of Luoyang (Luo yang jia lan ji /%
H e 7). In this story the monk Huining & % (or in some versions Huiyi £ ) visits the courts of hell and
returns to tell that monks devoted to exegesis are routinely sent to hell while those devoted to “meditation and
recitation” (#£37 ) are destined for a better fate. Hearing of this story the Wei empress invited “one hundred
meditation monks” (¢ 4& i — F 4 ) to live in the palace and receive her offerings. From this point on, the story
concludes, all the monks of Luoyang devoted themselves to meditation and recitation and abandoned doctrinal
exegesis (Wang 1984, 73-75). The notion that doctrinal study might lead to hell (and was thus best avoided) was
later taken up by the so-called Three Levels (san jie = Fy) movement (Greene 2008, 92).

119See for example Explanation of the Sequential Path, T.1916:46.487a14-15.

120825 ¥ & + #ig (Inosaki 1998, 321; Fang 1995, 340).

121Inosaki 1998, 322; Fang 1995, 342.

1225% % 4 EEE % (Inosaki 1998, 322; Fang 1995, 342).
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is what allows these sins to be extirpated.'*

That proper understanding of emptiness can eliminate sin is by no means a novel idea,
being a key trope in many Mahayana sutras,'** and something mentioned in a key passage from
the Samantabhadra Contemplation, one cited by many later Chinese authors.'” But the
Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation is notable for saying not merely that meditation or the
contemplation of emptiness may be used for such a purpose, but that this is main reason for
engaging in such practices. Though as Sekiguchi Shindai pointed out in his initial study'*
declaring meditation to be the supreme Buddhist practice is clearly one of this text’s principal
messages, what may be even more significant is how it argues this point, namely by declaring
chan to be a superior method of repentance.

The description of how to actually practice chan confirms that eliminating “sins” (3 ) is
the main goal of this practice:

Oh monks, there are many ways to enter trance. [For example] if performing the
contemplation of impurity, at that time one will see the four elements within the body—
the spleen, stomach, bones and joints, the blood which flows like turbulent water, the
nine openings which leak impurities, and noxious urine and feces. While within trance
one might see all kinds of things, some moving, some still, some blue, some yellow,
some white, some black. Such strange sights agitate the mind. Having seen them, one
must restrain the mind and bring it back [to its object of contemplation]. Then the white
bones will radiate light [and trance will be obtained]. Breath meditation should be carried
out in this same manner.'?’

123Inosaki 1998, 322-232; Fang 1995, 342-343. This list of the “five kinds of grave sins” (I #& £ ¥ ) is an unusual
one. Pace Magnin (2002, 256), it is not really a variant of the traditional five anantarya sins, and most of those
are included in the first item here. Sekiguchi suggested that this should rather be seen as one of many novel lists
of precepts developing in China at this time as part of the codification of the bodhisattva precepts (Sekiguchi
1969, 382).

1240ne early and famous example of this is the Ajatasatru-kaukrtya-vinodana, which judging from its translation
by Lokaksema (T.626, classed by Nattier as among the “third-tier” texts attributed to him; Nattier 2008, 85)
must be among the earliest of Mahayana sutras (very early Sanskrit fragments of this text have also now been
found; see Hartmann and Harrison 1998). This text is effectively a rewriting of the famous episode from the
early sutras in which Ajatasatru confesses his crime of patricide to the Buddha. In the Nikaya/Agama version of
this story, the Buddha accepts Ajatasatru’s confession but declares to his monks that Ajatasatru will still be
reborn in hell after death, since the crime of patricide, an anantarya transgression, necessarily yields that fruit. In
the Mahayana version, however, through the contemplation of the ultimate emptiness of karma Ajatasatru
escapes this fate.

125“The ocean of karmic obstructions / arises from false thinking. / Those who wish to repent / should sit upright
and bring to mind the true nature of things, / for sins (3t ) are like frost or dew / that melt away in the sun of
wisdom.” - > ¥k » PEIEL %’&"Iéé‘?’f;%‘ CRL AR RERE o Ep ‘,f °
(T.277:9.393b10-12). This passage was much cited by Zhiyi in his discussions of repentance (see for example
Great Calming and Contemplation, T.1911:46.39¢14-16, a passage where Zhiyi also cites the Scripture on the
Supremacy of Meditation).

126Sekiguchi 1969, 395

1278 F > B> > B rEE - FEAER > FLL e < > 8§ ~F H S ek 0 4 3R
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AR Loaggt o R E e o2 A B 9 Bk o WIRLIR S A e R o (Inosaki 1998, 324; Fang
1995, 344).

242



Chapter 4: Visions of Karma

The language here draws directly from fifth-century chan texts.'”® The expression “the white
bones radiate light” (& # /i 5&), for example, first appears in Kumarajiva’s Meditation
Scripture, and as we have seen this idea is also taken up in the Chan Essentials. In the Scripture
on the Supremacy of Meditation the basic idea closely follows the Meditation Scripture, where in
the exposition of the contemplation of impurity the attainment of the first stage of trance is
revealed when “the white bones radiate light, like white ke-jade.”'® The Scripture on the
Supremacy of Meditation here similarly says that one should first concentrate the mind on the
impure body, refocusing it if necessary, and that attainment is revealed when the bones radiate
white light."® However if the practitioner has violated any of the precepts things will occur
differently:

If [a monk] has violated the four grave precepts [the pardjika], or if a nun breaks
the eight grave precepts [eight pardjika for nun], or a layman breaks the five precepts, or
a Sramanera [novice monk] breaks the ten precepts [of a sramaneral], or if a probationary
nun"' breaks the six grave precepts [of a probationary nun], [or if one] steals the
property of the Buddha, the property of the Dharma, the property of the universal
Sangha,'** the property of one’s teachers or parents, or the property of the monastic
community, or if one slanders the Mahayana sutras by saying that they have no awesome
power, then when in trance this person will see his body as follows: his breath will be
like a black cloud, his blood like a raging fire, his bones like mountains or rocks, his
vessels like a forest of trees, his five viscera like poisonous snakes.'** His hands [will
burn] as if holding a torch against the wind. [He will see] a great mountain upon his
head, ready to collapse on him. Lions will emerge from his mouth, raksasa-demons from
his eyes, cobras from his nose, and jackals and wolves from his ears. An ocean of water
will flow out from his penis and anus. If the buddhas of the ten directions have appeared
to him, they will all become black.

128In addition to the points mentioned below the phrase “restrain [the mind] and bring it back” (#&z2. 4 &) is
standard in Kumarajiva’s meditation texts, and indicates refocusing the mind after it has been distracted (cf.
Magnin 2002, 286n194). Very similar expressions also appear in the Chan Essentials (1.10; 2.14; 3.6).

1299 4 7k 4re 7@ (T.614:15.272a21). A similar procedure is discussed in the Treatise on Great Wisdom
(T.1509:25.215b16-23). On this passage from the Meditation Scripture, see p.56.

130Note that the three editions (those of Sekiguchi, Fang, and Inosaki) and Magnin’s French translation all
punctuate the final lines so as to read: “Having seen these things, concentrate the mind. [The practices of] the
flowing light of the white bones [and] breath meditation should also be like this.” Although this is certainly
grammatically possible, in light of the parallels with other fifth-century chan texts it seems more likely that the
glowing bones do not refer to a separate practice, but to the sign indicating the attainment of trance while
performing the contemplation of impurity (see previous note).

131“Nun in training” (¥ #¢ £ ) is a translation of Siksamana, a special two-year probationary status that female
postulants must undergo prior to full ordination.

132The word zhao ti 2. %% is a transcription of caturdisah, “the four quarters.” In Chinese Buddhist texts this word
was retained as a transcription when referring to property belonging to the Sangha “of the four quarters,” that is
to say the universal community of Buddhist monks (or nuns) as opposed to the local community of a given
temple.

133Here the idea seems to be that one’s intended objects of meditation, such as the breath or the body-parts, will
manifest in improper ways.
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If [the meditator] sees these signs he should get up from meditation and go to the
forest [or another] deserted place and chant scriptures to repent his former sins. When,
after between one and seven weeks his sins have been removed, he should enter trance
[again]. If his sins have been sucessfully weakend he will gradually see his body as
[pure] like a mountain of beryl. If he has purified himself of his transgression of the four
grave precepts'** [or the others up to] the five precepts [of a layperson] then while in
trance he will see the buddhas of the ten directions simultaneously preach the Dharma.'*

This description of the terrible visions experienced by violators of the precepts is reminiscent of
comparable passages from the Chan Essentials and Methods for Curing, particularly a passage
from the first sutra of the Methods for Curing where it is a question of those who have violated
the grave precepts.'*® We have also seen similar examples from the Chan Essentials and other
texts in which “karmic obstructions” (% i) cause one to see buddhas of the wrong color. Thus
even though the Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation does not appear to directly borrow
from the texts explored above, the basic idea is the same—the initial stages of meditation
practice provoke visions that serve to reveal when the practitioner has transgressed. Moreover as
in the many examples discussed above the meditator is apparently not supposed to know whether
or not he has “violated of the precepts” (po jie 7L #* ) before he begins his practice.

In short when the Scripture on the Supremacy of Meditation says that chan practice can
remove even the heaviest of transgressions, this does not mean that meditation itself removes
such sins, or at least this is not the only meaning. Rather chan practice allows the practitioner to
learn the nature and extent of his karmic obstructions because such obstructions manifest as
impure visions when attempting to enter trance. Learning of his condition the practitioner
performs repentance rites, and then returns to his meditation where the success of these rites is
certified by a vision, either his own body transformed into pure beryl (another image that
appears frequently in the Chan Essentials) or a manifestation of the buddhas.

Meditation, Dreams, and Deathbed Visions

In fifth- and sixth-century China chan was thus understood as a way of gaining access to
an acutely sensitive state wherein one would readily experience visions understood as signs of

134Literally “if he does not break the four grave precepts,” but the expression “break the precepts” (£ ) can also
be an adjective describing a person “with broken precepts,” that is someone who has violated the precepts and
who has not yet properly repented.

135 pre it Rt~ BHEIRT AN DFERALA CBRRB AT TS R SRR
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136See section 5.66. Note also section 5.102.

244



Chapter 4: Visions of Karma

either karmic obstructions or, conversely, the purification and elimination of such obstructions.
And as discussed in chapter three these were indeed presented as visions, not visualizations.
Accordingly they can be seen as qualitatively similar to a variety of other experiences, such as
dreams or deathbed visions, that for the medieval Chinese were often invested with a similar
prophetic significance.

The importance of dreams and other prophetic visions in Buddhism needs no repeating.'*’
And while such visions are often similar in content to the experiences obtained by meditators,
scholars usually distinguish Buddhist meditation, at least in its orthodox or canonical forms, as a
technique for reproducing or inducing such states in a controlled manner. As I have suggested,
however, this contrast between “visualization” and “vision” is often not as clear as has been
supposed, and many of the texts that supposedly provide techniques for Buddhist meditation are
quite comfortable with the notion that its fruits may be very dream-like indeed. We see this
already in the so-called Pratyutpanna-samadhi, first translated into Chinese in the second
century, which is the earliest extant source for buddhanusmyti meditation in its “Mahayana”
mode. Although like the later Contemplation Scriptures with which it is often compared this text
is usually described as providing instructions for the “visualization” of the Buddha’s form, the
text actually promises a vision of the buddhas either while practicing meditation or in a dream.’*

Indeed in this text even waking visions of the buddhas, obtained while in meditation, are
eventually analogized to dreams. Of course the dream analogy in Mahayana texts is usually
taken as a philosophical reflection on ontology—just as dreams are produced by the mind (and
hence “empty”) so too are all things, including the buddhas. Interestingly, however, the
Pratyutpanna-samadhi also uses the analogy in a different way, explaining that similar to a
dream this meditation practice allows one to actually see and hear faraway things in defiance of
the normal laws of space and time.'*’ But apart from what the text explicitly says about why
meditation and dreams are similar, the background assumption here seems to be that the two
experiences can mean the same thing—both kinds of visions attest to success in the meditation
practice in question.

The Contemplation Scriptures too often assume a semiotic equivalence between dreams
what I have called “verificatory visions,” and in many cases it is said that either result will attest

137For an overview of Indian approaches to dreams (including Buddhist ones), see O'Flaherty 1984. On dreams and
their interpretation in China, see Ong 1985 and the papers collected in Brown 1988. For dreams in Chinese and
East Asian Buddhism, see Strickmann 1996, 291-336; Faure 1991, 209-230 and 1996, 114-143.

138Harrison 1990, 32 (3B)

139Thus the ability of the practitioner to encounter the buddhas of the ten directions without yet possessing the
supernatural powers (abhijiia) that would allow physical travel to their realms is explained as similar to the way
that dreams afford veridical reports of far away places and people (Harrison 1990, 3C, 31, 3J). Here the dream
analogy is used to explain that this practice does indeed allow the practitioner to hear authentic teachings from
the buddhas while in samadhi. But elsewhere in the text the comparison is used differently, and the point is that
the buddhas seen in samadhi, like all phenomena, are ultimately empty, like dreams (Harrison 1990, 3H). These
two approaches correspond to what Harrison has suggested is the main thrust of the Pratyutpanna-samadhi as a
whole, namely the reconciliation of prajiaparamita-style emptiness with “shamanistic” practices that sought to
bring practitioners into the presence of a deity (Harrison 1978).
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to the success of one’s practice.'* Sometimes a dream is the only result mentioned.'*' Indeed in
one passage the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation seems to suggest that because confirmation can
be obtained through dreams formal chan practice is unnecessary:

One who wishes to see the signs [described above] must give rise to compassion,
maintain the precept against killing life, and work for the benefit of all living beings in
the universe. One who cultivates this practice, though he does not practice seated chan,
will always see the many forms described above in his dreams.'**

In yet other cases the desired visions first occur during a dream, thereby verifying that karmic
obstructions have been removed, following which the practitioner will obtain even more
advanced visions during trance.'*® While there thus appear to have been a variety of opinions
about the precise relationship between them, dreams and the visions obtained during trance were
considered equivalent in a fundamental way.

But perhaps most interesting of all is the notion that successful meditation practice was,
simply put, dream-like. Such an understanding is suggested by the biography of the nun Tanhui
B W (var. 8 #; 431-514), a Chinese disciple of Kalayasas § 2 2% £ | one of the many foreign
chan masters living and teaching in south China during the Song dynasty and eventually
remembered as the translator of the Immeasurable Life Contemplation.'** Tanhui spent most of
her life in Chengdu = ‘f;’i, Sichuan, where according to her biographies she met Kalayasas as a
youth.'” Even before her death Tanhui had become known as famous practitioner of meditation,

1404kasagarbha Contemplation, T.409:13.677¢8-9. In other cases dream visions are reserved for those with
weaker mental faculties, such as in the Ocean-samadhi Contemplation where it is said: “If the mental power of
the one performing this contemplation is weak he will see [the above signs] in a dream [rather than in trance].”
T gE F w3 F F¢ 7 A - (T.643:15.663a10). In the Avalokitasvara Contemplation (see appendix two),
Avalokitasvara appears during a dream rather than during meditation for those with particularly strong sins from
past lives (T.1043:20.37b2-3).

1410cean-samadhi Contemplation, T.643:15.665¢29—666a4; 666b12—16; c9—11; c26-29. See also Samantabhadra
Contemplation, T.277:9.391b1-2. Note also sections 5.68 and 5.72 of the Methods for Curing, both of which
occur in the context of the ritual for repentance of grave transgressions.

1422}(2—5@}5% - N IR I A e f?{ﬁﬁ v BEA L o et F Y (B A RS Yo
#73 o (T.643:15.667a23-25).

143Medicine King Contemplation, T.1161:20.663a19-21; c4—7. See also Samantabhadra Contemplation,
T.277:9.390b27—c4, where it is not a question of removing sins.

1441n addition to the Signs from the Unseen Realm, cited below, the principal source for Tanhui’s life is her
biography in Baochang’s ¥ *8& Biographies of the Nuns (Bi giu ni zhuan * ¥ & &, T.2063:50.945¢20-946b12).
The Biographies of the Nuns was most likely compiled between 516 and 519. For an English translation, see
Tsai 1994. On biographies of nuns in Chinese Buddhist hagiography, see Georgieva 1996.

145Like Kalayasas many foreign monks of the Song dynasty spent time both in the southern capital of Jiankang &
£ and in Sichuan, or Shu § as it was then called. Indeed for most of the fifth century Sichuan served as the
major conduit for people, goods, and information from Central Asia to south China, as after the Gansu corridor
was captured by the Northern Wei in 439 travel between the Tarim Basin and south China could only take place
via the so-called “south of the river route” (;7 % if ), which went south-east from Shanshan #83% into the Tibetan
occupied lands of the Qinghai § /% plateau (known in Chinese sources as Tuyuhun =+ % &), and then
descended into the Sichuan basin, allowing river travel from there to the southern heartland (Chen 2002).
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and the late fifth-century Signs from the Unseen Realm (Ming xiang ji ® #£3%)"* contains the
following anecdote about her early proclivity for this practice and her initial meeting with
Kalayasas:

When [Tanhui] was six years old she began to enjoy practicing chan meditation.
Whenever she meditated she effortlessly attained verificatory visions (jing jie . % ).
However she did not understand what these were, and thought them to be merely dreams.
Once, when sharing a bedroom with her elder sister, [Tanhui] entered trance during the
night. Her elder sister came upon her behind the screen,'*” but her body was like wood or
stone, and she was drawing no breath. Her elder sister became alarmed and roused the
household. Together they picked her up [in an effort to extract her from her trance] but
she did not wake until morning. They hurried to consult various male and female
shamans, who all said that [Tanhui] was possessed by demons. When [Tanhui] turned ten
the foreign chan master Kalayasas came to Shu [Sichuan]. [Tan]hui inquired with him
about what she had seen [while in trance], whereupon [Kalaya$as] and the nun [Fa]yu,'*®
realizing that [Tan]hui already had attainment in chan, encouraged her to ordain as a
nun.'*

The story goes on to relate Tanhui’s struggles to gain parental permission to ordain and a few
details of her later life as a nun. I am more interested, however, in this initial passage which
provides, I believe, a number of important indications about how meditation was understood in
fifth-century China.

First, Tanhui’s chan practice was apparently seen as the ability to enter a trance state that
her family interpreted as demonic possession. Although in Indian Buddhism meditation in which
one remains completely insensitive to the outside world was formally associated with the
advanced but soteriologically useless “trance of cessation” (nirodha-samapatti), Chinese
Buddhist hagiography frequently speaks positively of monks and nuns who reached such states,
which seem to have been considered broadly indicative of advanced meditative attainment.'*

But in terms of our discussion in this and the previous chapter the most interesting point
is Tanhui’s attainment of “verificatory visions” (jing jie . % ), a term whose importance in

146For a translation of the surviving fragments of the Signs from the Unseen Realm, see Campany 2012, which I
have not been able to consult.

147Translation tentative.

148The line 2% £ & is not readily comprehensible. The Ming canon as consulted by the Taisho editors reads —‘ﬁ
for &, but this is likely a later attempt to make sense of the passage. In Tanhui’s biography from the
Biographies of the Nuns Kalaya$as eventually entrusts Tanhui to the nun Fayu ;* 5 for training, and this nun is
also mentioned later in the story here. I would thus suggest that here the character = (or even ;% ¥ ) has been
dropped from the text, and I emend accordingly.

149# - g Bkl o BB A > L AP T > THEAF R o G EYERES Y 2T WWER EEF2Z
Pder o mgF Lo WA FE oL FA T ke TWmAE c ER TR P A G T ESL
- 0 F hREET R AR A —‘F'f Kr oo HGEEITRL o PRE{T LR o HER G A 0 GE T4 D R
(T.2122:53.453220-26). The Signs from the Unseen Realm does not survive as an independent work, and this
passage is preserved in the Forest of Pearls from the Garden of the Dharma. This miracle tale was almost
certainly one of the sources for Tanhui’s longer biography in the Biographies of the Nuns (Tsai 1994, 108).

1500n the trance of cessation in Indian Buddhism, see Griffiths 1983 and 1986.

247



Chapter 4: Visions of Karma

fifth-century Chinese chan texts we have seen amply demonstrated. This vision appeared to
Tanhui without any particular effort, and certainly was not something that she tried to
“visualize.” It was, in a word, dream-like, and indeed Tanhui mistook her own meditative
attainment for a dream because its meaning was unknown to her. For this story “verificatory
visions” attesting to success in meditation thus differ from dreams only in terms of their
meaning, and not at all in terms of one being a spontaneous, passive vision and the other an
active, controlled visualization.

Meditative experiences were thus understood as dream-like visions whose significance
often lay in what they revealed about a practitioner’s “karmic obstructions” or lack thereof. And
this makes them similar to deathbed visions, another kind of experience about which Buddhist
texts have much to say. To analyze the ritual and symbolic connections between Buddhist
meditation and death would be a monumental undertaking, certainly not my intention apart from
noting such connections did exist in Buddhism from the beginning. What concerns me here is
rather the moment of death, both the experiences that were thought to occur at this time and the
rituals that Buddhists prescribed to deal with and influence them. This too is a vast topic into
which I will take but a few hesitant steps.''

Before examining the material from China, however, I want to look briefly at
Buddhaghosa’s famous account of the moment of death from the Visuddhimagga. As discussed
in chapter one the Visuddhimagga is best thought of as a near-contemporary of our fifth-century
Chinese meditation texts, albeit one from a very different part of the Buddhist world. I thus
consult it here not as an early Indian model, but in order to see how similar issues were
addressed in other contemporaneous Buddhist traditions.

According to Buddhaghosa at the moment of death a person experiences a vision of
either (1) their past actions (karma) that will now determine rebirth, or (2) a premonitory vision
of the location of rebirth itself, such as a vision of the fires of hell or the gardens of heaven.'*
These two kinds of visions are called the “sign of karma” (kammanimitta) and the “sign of
destiny” (gatinimitta) respectively, and both are said to be caused by whatever previous karma is
now determining rebirth. What precisely determines which previous karma will impel one’s
rebirth is a complicated question, one to which the Buddhist tradition rarely gave a categorical
answer. Here Buddhaghosa explains merely that the karma in question is “weighty” (garuka),
“habitually performed” (samasevita), or done “close [in time to death]” (@sanna).'”

Interestingly Buddhaghosa makes a special point of describing what happens for those

151Studies of Buddhist deathbed ritual have proliferated in recent years (Stone 2004, 2007a, 2007b; Shinohara
2007). For recent studies of Buddhist death rituals more generally, including funerary rituals, see Langer 2007
and Gouin 2010. In general it would appear that one of Buddhism’s major selling points wherever it went was as
a ritual technology for dealing with the spirits of the dead. This was true even in India (DeCaroli 2004, 55-86),
and no doubt contributed to the development of rich and varied traditions of deathbed ritual practice.

152Vism, 549-550; Nanamoli 1976, XVII.136—142. The appearance of either the “sign of karma” or the “sign of
destiny” at the moment of death is also discussed in the corresponding section of the Vimuttimagga
(T.1648:32.451a10-29; Ehara 1961, 264-265). As far as I can determine the terms kammanimitta and
gatinimitta used in this meaning first appear only in the Pali commentaries. For some other examples, see Ehara
1961, 264nS5.

153Vism, 554.11. The final category, “close [in time to death” would seem to be that which explains the efficacy of
deathbed ritual practice.
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who, owing to their attainment of trance, are destined for rebirth in the jhana heavens. In such
cases the “sign of karma” that appears to the dying person is that object upon whose basis jhana
was obtained during life, and the example is given of the earth kasina."* In other words the
deathbed vision of a dying meditator is the same object that appeared to him during life while
practicing meditation. As far as I know the classical Pali tradition does not further elaborate on
this potential connection between the “verificatory vision” that one obtains during meditation,
the “counterpart sign” (patibhaganimitta) as the Pali sources call it, and the “sign of karma”
(kammanimitta) that appears at the moment of death.

Other Buddhist traditions, however, also seem to have acknowledged, at least implicitly,
similar theoretical and conceptual connections between the visions obtained during meditation
and the manifestation of one’s past karma or a sign of future rebirth at the moment of death.
Buddhist monastic law codes, as is well known, prohibit monks or nuns from speaking to others
about their attainments. While most concretely this refers to claims to sanctity (that is, any of the
four fruits), extant vinaya actually give a broad list of “superhuman states”
(uttarimanusyadharma), the first of which are the trances (dhyana). Claiming to have reached
such states, even when true, was considered an offense.'>® There were nevertheless various
exceptions, most notably a general exemption, found in all vinaya, when such claims were made
in good faith, under the influence of “pride” (abhimana; Pali, adhimana)."

Also listed here in many vinaya are claims to know one’s future state of rebirth.
Interestingly, however, at least one vinaya, that of the Mahi$asikas, takes the trouble to include
an exception to this in the case of deathbed visions, introduced through a story of a monk who
experiences, and then describes to others, “auspicious signs of imminent birth” (J& 2 35 49),
something that seems to correspond to the “sign of destiny” from the Pali commentaries."’
While the issue is not developed any further by this text, whose concern is only to establish what
counts as a transgression of the monastic rules, deathbed visions attesting to one’s future rebirth
are here implicitly correlated with these other kinds of attainment, and this seems to show that
such experiences were seen as having a similar significance.'*®

As we would expect Chinese Buddhists too seem to have universally believed that the
dying will experience visions attesting to their state of future rebirth. We find this mentioned
already in Buddhist texts translated into Chinese in the late third century, though it is likely that
such ideas were known whenever and wherever Buddhist deathbed ritual was employed. It is

154Vism, 550.33-551.3; Nanamoli 1976, XVII.143. Interestingly the Vimuttimagga’s presentation in this section
(see above note 152) does not include an explicit discussion of the rebirth process in this case. It is tempting to
correlate this with the fact that the Vimuttimagga also does not discuss “visual” counterpart signs in the same
way as the Visuddhimagga (on this point see chapter one, note 183).

155The rules here are complex, and it was only considered an offense to make true claims of attainment to
laypersons. See for example the Pratimoksa of the Sarvastivadins (Shi song bi giu bo luo ti mu zha jie ben -+ 3
R B AR g4 A), T.1436:23.474a25-27.

1560n these rules see Hirakawa 1993—-1994, 1:298-323.

157 Mahisasika-vinaya (Wu fen lii T » &), T.1421:22.184¢18-22

158A vision of the rebirth process is also one of the standard events included in the narrative of the Buddha’s
awakening. There, however, the vision experienced is that of the karmic destinies of other people, not of the
Buddha himself, who is of course about to escape this process altogether. Nevertheless it is clear from such
stories that there was a longstanding connection between advanced meditation and visions of the workings of
karma and rebirth.
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interesting, however, that in Chinese sources the most developed early discussion of these ideas
occurs in a text nominally devoted to meditation practice, the Stages of the Path of Practice (Xiu
xing dao di jing 1% {7 3¢ # ) translated in the late third century and the most comprehensive of
the “chan scriptures” (chan jing & %) prior to the fifth century. The relevant passage is worth
translating in full:

At this time in the [dying person] the material elements surrounding the heart
decay away. His life-force remains but it is as weak as a dying flame. Within his heart
there [still remains] his mind-organ. All the good or evil that he did during life suddenly
comes to his mind and he becomes aware of the way that evil and good in this life lead to
blessing and misfortune in the next. Those who have carried out good will [at this
moment] have a relaxed and happy countenance, while those who have done evil will
appear unhappy. For when a person is happy their countenance appears beautiful, as they
know they go to a good rebirth. On the other hand an ugly face reveals that the person is
thinking about the evil [they have done] and are thus going to an unhappy rebirth.

This is just as when an old person looks at himself in a mirror and sees all the
features of his body—white hair, wrinkles, missing teeth, boils or stains [on his skin], a
dour face, flabby skin, a hunched back, and the jittery hands of old age. When he sees
these things he feels ashamed, and putting away the mirror [thinks]: “I am not long for
this world!”” With old age upon him his heart grieves and he is no longer at ease, for he
has reached the end. One who has habitually done evil sees these evil visions'” at the end
of his life and is sorrowful, frightened, and deeply regretful, [thinking]: “Without a doubt
I go to an unhappy rebirth!” This situation is just as when an old person looks in a mirror
and seeing his body knows he has reached decrepitude.'®

159The word bian %, “transformations,” seems here to indicate an unusual vision. We may note the similar use of
the word “transformed scene” (bian zhuang % %) in the Chan Essentials in reference to a frightful vision during
trance (1.82). The same word appears in the Methods for Curing (5.102). Other examples from Chinese
Buddhist texts confirm the meaning of bian zhuang more generally as “frightful vision.” For example in a
passage from the Mahisasaka-vinaya it describes Siddhartha’s vision of his harem as a graveyard on the eve of
his departure from the palace, supposedly a vision effectuated by the gods ( T.1421:22.102a14-16). It is also
used in Kumarajiva’s translation of the Lotus Sutra to describe the horrid appearance of the burning house
(T.262:9.14a3). Such references may further be relevant to the use of bian % or bian xiang % 4p in the meaning
“transformation tableau,” paintings or sculptures illustrating scenes from Buddhist scriptures. Victor Mair insists
(rightly so) on the Indian origin of the pictorial representations that in China were called bian xiang, but
acknowledges that the name bian xiang itself seems to be a Chinese coining (Mair 1986, 43). Judging from the
content of the paintings known as bian or bian xiang Mair concludes that these were basically “a kind of
narrative art.” However he also notes a late (18" century) example where, he suggests, bian xiang has a new
meaning: “Where in the past bian xiang often meant ‘transformational representation [of hell in the form of a
painting],’ it has come here to mean ‘horrible sights [in hell itself]’” (Mair 1986, 24). As we can see, however,
bian % was used in Buddhist texts beginning from the third century in this meaning of “visions.”
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In the case of good rebirth the text has less to say, and we read simply that such a person will
feel great happiness.'®' The Stages of the Path of Practice thus mentions only visions of past
good or evil deeds (what the Visuddhimagga calls kammanimitta), not premonitory signs of
impending rebirth (gatinimitta in the Visuddhimagga).

But what I find most interesting here is the analogy invoked to explain how these visions
appear—the evil-doer will see his past deeds just as old person holding up a mirror and grieving
at the sight of his own decrepit face. Transgressions thus negatively impact one’s person, but
under normal circumstances these defects are invisible, like one’s own face. At the moment of
death, however, the mind becomes like a mirror and clearly reflects them.

Although in the context of the Stages of the Path of Practice the image of the disfigured
person gazing into a mirror may simply emphasize the pain one feels at beholding signs of
imminent rebirth in a lower realm, it is interesting to note that early fifth-century meditation
texts use a very similar image to explain why purification of sila, that is to say confession and
repentance of transgressions of the precepts, must precede any attempt to enter trance. Thus in
the opening passage of Kumarajiva’s Meditation Scripture (see above p.232) to those who have
violated the grave transgressions for which their can be no atonement the master should refuse to
teach meditation, saying: “A person with a mutilated face should not look in the mirror!”
Buddhabhadra’s Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata invokes this same image, along with several
others, to explain why pure of sila is an essential prerequisite for meditation practice:

Just as a bird without its two wings who might wish to soar [but cannot] or a person
without his two feet who might wish to roam far [but cannot], having destroyed his virtue
of purity with regard to the precepts a practitioner will never be able to produce the two
wings of concentration and insight, and though he might wish to escape the cycle of
rebirth he will never be able to do so [while his sila remains impure]. Just as a broken vase
will not hold water even for a moment, so too for a monk with broken precepts the waters
of samadhi do not endure even for one moment of mind. Like a magic vase of the gods
that when protected from damage would produce jewels to one’s heart’s content, so too a
practitioner with undamaged pure precepts is always able to produce the jewels of the holy
virtues. Just as the jewels would disappear should the magic vase be mistreated and
damaged, so too one who damages the vase of the precepts will forever lose the jewels of
the dharma. Just as one with a severed nose would not delight upon gazing into a mirror,

so too upon inwardly examining himself the mind of a monk with broken precepts will not
delight.'®

Although the Chan Scripture of Dharmatrata here gives many other analogies as well, that the
trope of the mutilated or otherwise disfigured person gazing into a mirror appears both here and

161T.606:15.186a18-25
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in the Meditation Scripture suggests that this was a common way of explaining why, and more
importantly how impure $i/a might hinder meditation.'®*

Of course that the practice of meditation makes the mind “mirror-like” is a well-known
idea found throughout the Buddhist tradition.'* The Dharmatrata Chan Scripture itself on
several occasions explains the appearance of the object of meditation to the mind of the
meditator as like a mirror reflecting the object towards which it is directed.'®® A similar idea is
seen in the Chan Essentials where the clear apprehension of the desired object of meditation is
likened to gazing at one’s own face in a mirror.'®

In terms of basic Buddhist meditation theory the analogy of the mirror usually refers to
the idea that a mirror, like the mind, properly reflects its object only when free of dirt; or, in the
often interchangeable image of a surface of water, when unmoved. Found in Chinese discussions
of chan as early as the third-century, this is the most common meaning ascribed to this image in
East Asian Buddhism.'®” Similar to the image of seeing through to the bottom of a pool when the
water is calm and free of dirt (the preferred image from early Buddhist sutras), the reflective
ability of clean mirrors and still water expresses the fundamental principle of Buddhist
meditation theory—that wisdom will manifest only in a calm, purified mind, that is when the
conditions of sila and samddhi are both present.

But as we have seen in detail throughout this chapter texts such as the Chan Essentials
and Methods for Curing do not say that the minds of those with impure sila will fail to reflect
anything, like dirty mirrors or wind-blown water. Rather such people will clearly see impure
things that attest to their transgressions:

The precept-breaker . . . though he practices trance he falsely claims the verificatory
vision (jing jie 3. % ) of breath-counting appears [to him]. But from the very beginning
[of his meditation he in fact] sees a blackened buddha that looks like the leg of a black
elephant, like a person covered in ash; he sees monks with their heads smashed and legs
broken, but sees nuns adorned in flower garlands; he sees various heavenly elephants
who transform into monkeys who approach him and try to touch him, the tips of the hairs
of their bodies burning; or else he sees a wild fox, or a wild jackal, with a hundred
thousand tails, and on the tip of each tail there are innumerable insects and various other
assorted vile things; or else he sees starving camels, pigs, or dogs; or he sees a monk
being attacked by kumbandana demons, evil yaksa spirits, and murderous raksasa

1631t may also be relevant that the severing of the nose and/or ears (as well as the hands and feet) was administered
in India as judicial punishment, and vinaya codes prohibit the ordination of such individuals on the grounds that
it would be tantamount to harboring escaped criminals (Mahasanghika-vinaya, T.1425:22.418b14—c27,
Mahisasaka-vinaya, T.1421:22.119a29-b9).

164The classic study is Demiéville 1973. See also Wayman 1974.

165T.618:15.319¢23-26. The exact same expression, as if it were a fixed phrase, occurs later during a discussion of
the contemplation of pratityasamutpada (T.618:15.323¢c15-16).

166See section 1.138. The same phrase with the same wording occurs several times in the Ocean-samadhi
Contemplation (T.643:15.650a2; 654c7; 660a27-28; 692b20-21.) See also Immeasurable Life Contemplation,
T.365:12.341¢20-21; 343al5.

167See for example Kang Senghui’s % # ¢ preface to the An ban shou yi jing % 4= § 1, written sometime
during the middle of the third century (Records of the Canon, T.2145:55.43a21-24).
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demons each wielding various weapons and vicious fires.'*®

Transgressions of the precepts thus do not simply prevent the mind from “reflecting” images
during meditation—they cause the wrong images to be reflected.

I would thus suggest that, at least in fifth-century China, the image of the mind of the
meditator as like a mirror is best understood primarily in terms of the revelatory power of
mirrors—mirrors reveal to those who gaze upon them otherwise hidden things, and the key
example of the mysteries thus revealed is karma. Among the other images that should thus be
considered here is the so-called karma mirror (ye jing % 4t), which in the Chinese tradition
greets the dead in the court of King Yama, revealing one’s good or evil deeds from the past and
thus functioning exactly as does the mind of the dying person in the accounts described above.'®
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169Concerning the “karma mirror” in the courts of hell, see Teiser 1994, 175. In many paintings depicting this scene
it is clear that the principal viewer of the karma mirror is the deceased person himself, and this is mentioned
explicitly in the so-called long recension of the Scripture on the Ten Kings studied by Tesier. Upon arriving
before King Yama, “With their hair yanked and their heads pulled up to look in the mirror of actions (% 4t) /
They begin to know that affairs from previous lives are rendered distinct and clear” (ibid, 214). The trope of the
karma mirror as an instrument of judgment in purgatory appears to have been a Chinese invention, and seems to
first appear in its eventually standard form sometime after the eighth century. But the notion that mirrors have
the power to reveal one’s karma is far older than this. Indeed the image is used in the Methods for Curing, where
in order to cure his transgressions the practitioner must imagine a mirror within which he sees his own evil deeds
(5.6-5.7). Although this is not exactly the karma mirror of later Chinese Buddhism, we have here the basic
image of the mirror as reveler of karmic truth. A slightly different example can be seen in the Ocean-samadhi
Contemplation, where a mirror reveals to a dying person a vision symbolizing his place of imminent rebirth (in
hell), in other words something akin to the gatinimitta of the Pali commentaries: “As retribution for this
person’s sins, when he is near to death his mind will be like glue, sticking to everything. He will then think: ‘My
mind is held in bondage by attachment. Whatever it encounters it is unable to relinquish, and thus does it crave
for liquor and hanker after sex. Though my body is near to death, still my mind does not cease! Would that I had
a sharp sword with which to sever this attachment!’ Just then a hell guardian demon, responding to these words,
comes before him in the guise of an attendant and holds up a bright mirror for him to see. He says to the sinner:
“Your mind suffers from attachment. Look into this mirror.” When [the sinner] looks into the mirror there
appears the image of a sharp sword. He then thinks: ‘My body is now weak, and does not allow me to do what I
wish. Would it not thus be pleasant to use this sharp sword so as to sever [the attachment of] my mind?’ As soon
as he has this thought he dies and is then reborn in the body of a hungry ghost in the midst of sword-trees [in the
sword-tree hell].” #* 4 Bt 47 » T % pF > wdedr 9o Auled F o TIERL A T A EF > T B
U EARIEE =¥ AP - R LR S *}'J 7o HBL T o RERA BETIMIEE O HPET o FR
AT B S FE T RMSE - BB i*“ﬁ“"*p‘} [ wiIT R L 1A S E > 2 BHE > F
k] > BT 0 R PR 9 (R4 EL% FREHE - ZARLED S BT LRICE o (T.643:15.672b3—
11). Several similar examples also appear in the Saddharma-smrtyupasthana-sitra, a massive compendium of
lore concerning the realms of rebirth, particularly the hells, translated into Chinese in the early sixth century. In
this text we find the earliest occurrence in Chinese of the word “karma mirror” (% 4¢). The expression “karma
mirror” occurs in only a single passage describing how the god Indra uses “karma mirrors” to teach the other
gods of the Trayatrims$a heaven the dangers of indulgence (Zheng fa nian chu jing & i 4 i,
T.721:17.177a27-180a20). The recently discovered and as-yet unpublished Sanskrit version of the text here
reads karmadarsa. (1 thank Dan Stuart for examining the photographs of the manuscript and finding this phrase
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It is thus perhaps not surprising to find, in a seventh-century Chinese meditation text, the word
“karma mirror” (# 4¢) used to describe the mind of the meditator.'” The mind of the meditator
is thus just like the mind of a dying person—what appears therein attests to either purity or
impurity, and like death meditation could bring not only liberation, but also more sinister
encounters.

In later Chinese Buddhism deathbed visions attesting to one’s location of rebirth were a
frequent topic of discussion, most commonly in the case of “good” deaths and typically
involving a vision of a buddha or bodhisattva understood as an envoy from the pure-land or
heaven into which the dying person was to be reborn. In hagiographies these visions are usually
presented as attesting to the purity that the person had already obtained during life, and a large
number of Chinese Buddhist scriptures promise such auspicious deathbed visions to those who
follow their practices.'” Not least among such texts was the Immeasurable Life Contemplation,
though almost all the Contemplation Scriptures mention it.

But in practice the moment of death was more complicated, and Chinese Buddhists were
not content to simply wait for such visions. Rather they attempted to induce them or enact them
ritually. Thus in the standard Buddhist deathbed ritual in medieval China the dying were to be
placed in the presence of an image of Amitabha or another buddha, and a five-colored string was
to be tied between the dying person and the statue.'”” The statue facing west, the dying person
was supposed to imagine being led to the western pure-land, and this would thus seem to have
served as a ritual enactment of the ideal deathbed vision. Although this was the standard
Buddhist deathbed ritual in medieval China, as I have suggested elsewhere there may also have
existed rituals involving rather different scenery, such as paintings of skeletons, perhaps intended
to represent (or enact) the expected deathbed visions of advanced meditators.'” Whether the
dying person was surrounded by images of buddhas or skeletons, ritual and meditative
technologies here seem to fuse with divination, and the moment of death becomes not only a
time when visions will attest to the purity achieved during life, but a last chance to effectuate a
more favorable destiny.

At work here is the idea that the final moment of consciousness is extremely important,
something seen above in Buddhaghosa’s comment in the Visuddhimagga that karma done “close
[in time to death]” (@sanna) might serve as the proximate cause for one’s next rebirth. Such
ideas are the doctrinal basis, or perhaps the scholastic refraction, of the widespread, even
universal Buddhist understanding that through careful ritual and meditation at the moment of
death one can counteract even a lifetime of evil deeds, either through a few moments of pure
faith and devotion, or a last burst of mental concentration and insight.

Though not found explicitly in the Pali sutras this idea is quite old, and it shows up in the

for me.) Note however that here what the mirror reveals is not the karma of each individual person but rather the
rebirths of beings generally. However elsewhere in this same text mirrors or pools of water are used to reveal the
karmic destiny of the viewer himself, though here the term “karma mirror” is not used (T.721:17.128a17-
129a10; 247b6-248al17).

170Jing xin jie guan fa %~ 3 g%, T.1893:45.819¢11-13

171Fujita identifies over a dozen such sutras in both Sanskrit and Chinese translation (Fujita 1970, 566-567).

172Shinohara 2007, 108—109

173Greene 2013
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Chinese Agama translations and the paracanonical Questions of Milinda (Milindapaiiha)."™ In
both cases the favored practice is “recollection of the Buddha” (buddhanusmrti). Attempts to
mitigate a lifetime of evil deeds in this way are, of course, potentially in conflict with the idea
that rebirth is determined by the (im)purity achieved during life. Buddhist doctrines of karma,
however, were complex, such that this conflict could be resolved to the satisfaction of some. But
it was an ongoing topic of discussion among traditional commentators as to precisely how one
might account for the efficacy of deathbed rituals without negating the more basic Buddhist
teachings on karma.'”

When considered in these terms the different ways of handling the moment of the death,
and the possible meaning and function of deathbed visions, are in many ways parallel to what we
have seen in the case of meditative visions in general. Thus in Zhiyi’s explanation objects of
meditation such as the various kinds of corpses or the internal body parts might appear to a
practitioner in one of two ways, either as the result of new meditative attainments actively
pursued in the present or as the manifestation, upon reaching a state of preliminary calm, of
“roots of good” cultivated in the past. In a similar manner though deathbed visions were, in
principle, signs attesting to one’s imminent rebirth earned through the cultivation of good deeds
during life, these signs could, using ritual and meditation, be manipulated. Their function was
thus not only revelatory, but diagnostic.

This idea can be seen clearly in a famous passage from Shandao’s Method for the Seven
Day Samadhi of the Recollection of the Buddha,"’® a ritual manual for intensive seven-day rites
of “recollection of the Buddha” (4 ™) analogous to those that still take place throughout the
Chinese Buddhist world. According to Shandao’s description, having arranged the proper ritual
space, while either sitting or standing one “recollects the Buddha” (nian fo % #) for seven days
with the goal of obtaining “verificatory visions” (jing jie 3. % ), a term now familiar to us from
the Chan Essentials, Methods for Curing, and other fifth-century meditation texts. And as in
those texts the verificatory visions may be either good or bad, though as Shandao explains “one

174“One who does evil for a hundred years and yet at the moment of death produces a single moment of
mindfulness with regard to the Buddha will be reborn in heaven” (Mil, 80: yo vassasatam akusalam kareyya
maranakdale ca ekam buddhagatam satim patilabheyya so devesu uppajeyyati). In the Chinese Agama
translations the most frequently cited source for these ideas is a passage from the Ekottaragama (Zeng yi a han
jing ¥ % ® 7 &): “Moreover those beings who do evil through body, speech, and mind, but who at the moment
of death bring to mind the virtues of the Tathagata will part from the three unhappy realms of rebirth and will be
reborn in heaven. That he causes even extremely evil people to obtain rebirth in heaven is the sixth virtue of the
Tathagata” =X c B2 & v R FE > REFY > BIckH @ P2 EH& - T4 3 o P @REE2 4
@A P F Aok g o (T.125:2.725229-b2).

175See for example the Treatise on Great Wisdom, where an interlocutor argues that karma would loose its meaning
if the final moment of death were really able to determine rebirth (T.1509:25.238b15—c1).

176The full title is Method for the Seven Day Ritual Recollection of the Buddha as Elucidated in the Inquiry
Chapter of the Pratyutpanna-samadhi Scripture (Ban zhou san mei jing qing wen pin ming qi ri qi ye ru dao
chang nian fo san mei fa 44 = pg R &P =P - e rEFE i = pkj#), and is contained in Shandao’s
larger collection of rituals, the Guan nian o mi tuo fo xiang hai san mei gong de fa men BLA ¥ 3 I= @ 4p % = pk
#AEE ™ (T.1959). This entire collection has been translated into English by Inagaki Hisao (1999-2001). The
passage cited here on deathbed ritual procedures was eventually made famous in Japan through Genshin’s /& 3
(942-1017) Collection on the Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure-land (Ojo yoshii 11+ & 8 ). For another
translation of the passage here, see Stevenson 1995, 377-379.
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must not casually tell others about the verificatory visions that you obtain. If they are good, rest
content. If they are bad, [deal with them through] repentance.”!”’

Shandao concludes his manual with an explanation of how this same procedure may be
used for deathbed ritual, and here we see the essential continuity between deathbed visions and
the appearance of “verificatory visions” during trance:

Further a when a practitioner or anyone else is about to die, whether he is sick or or well .
.. [he should] contemplate Amitabha Buddha. His mind [contemplating] and his mouth
[chanting] in harmony, the sound [of his chanting] should not cease, and he should
resolutely imagine being reborn in the pure-land and [imagine] the host of holy ones atop
the lotus pedestal arriving to lead him yonder. If the sick person sees these visions (3t ),
he must tell his caregiver, who hearing this must note it down. If the sick person is unable
to speak, the caregiver must repeatedly question the sick person about what visions (3

7 ) he sees. If he says that he sees signs of sin (3t 4p), then those nearby must recollect
the Buddha on behalf [of the sick person] and aid him in repentance, for the sin [in
question] must be eliminated. If [through these means] the sin is successfully eliminated,
the host of holy ones atop the lotus pedestal will appear [to the dying person] as soon as
he brings it to mind.'"™

Thus according to Shandao the dying person should imagine both his imminent rebirth in the
pure-land and the descent of Amitabha and his retinue. On the one hand this can be thought of as
an act of meditation designed to create, through the imagination, the kind of visions that would
ideally occur naturally, thereby effectuating the desired rebirth. But a closer look suggests that
this is not an entirely accurate way of thinking about what Shandao anticipated. Indeed he does
not seem to think that successfully imagining these things will cause the practitioner to be reborn
in the pure land. His notion of the causality is rather the reverse, and the meditation practice here
seems to have functioned diagnostically. Good “verificatory visions™ in response to his mental
application reveal that the practitioner is already destined for salvation, while “signs of sin” (3t
#p) indicate the reverse. Though no detailed explanation is given of these “signs of sin,” it is
probably not far off the mark to see these as vis