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In modern Chinese Buddhism, Dizang 
is especially popular as the sovereign of 
the underworld. Often represented as 
a monk wearing a royal crown, Dizang 
helps the deceased faithful navigate 
the complex underworld bureaucracy, 
avert the punitive terrors of hell, and 
arrive at the happy realm of rebirth. 
The author is concerned with the for-
mative period of this important Bud-
dhist deity, before his underworldly 
aspect eclipses his connections to oth-
er religious expressions and at a time 
when the art, mythology, practices, 
and texts of his cult were still replete 
with possibilities. She begins by prob-
lematizing the reigning model of Di-
zang, one that proposes an evolution 
of gradual sinicization and increasing 
vulgarization of a relatively unknown 
Indian bodhisattva, K∂itigarbha, into a 
Chinese deity of the underworld. Such 
a model, the author argues, obscures 
the many-faceted personality and ico-
nography of Dizang. Rejecting it, she 
deploys a broad array of materials (art, 
epigraphy, ritual texts, scripture, and 
narrative literature) to recomplexify 
Dizang and restore (as much as pos-
sible from the fragmented historical 
sources) what this figure meant to Chi-
nese Buddhists from the sixth to tenth 
centuries. 

Rather than privilege any one genre of 
evidence, the author treats both materi-
al artifacts and literary works, canoni-
cal and noncanonical sources. Adopt-
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ing an archaeological approach, she 
excavates motifs from and finds reso-
nances across disparate genres to paint 
a vibrant, detailed picture of the medi-
eval Dizang cult. Through her analy-
sis, the cult, far from being an isolated 
phenomenon, is revealed as integrally 
woven into the entire fabric of Chinese 
Buddhism, functioning as a kaleido-
scopic lens encompassing a multiva-
lent religio-cultural assimilation that 
resists the usual bifurcation of doctrine 
and practice or “elite” and “popular”  
religion.

The Making of a Savior Bodhisattva
presents a fascinating wealth of mate-
rial on the personality, iconography, 
and lore associated with the medieval 
Dizang. It elucidates the complex cul-
tural, religious, and social forces shap-
ing the florescence of this savior cult 
in Tang China while at the same time 
addressing several broader theoretical 
issues that have preoccupied the field. 
Zhiru not only questions the use of 
sinicization as a lens through which 
to view Chinese Buddhist history, she 
also brings both canonical and nonca-
nonical literature into dialogue with 
a body of archaeological remains that 
has been ignored in the study of East 
Asian Buddhism. 

Ordained as a Buddhist nun in the 
Chinese order, Zhiru is currently as-
sociate professor of religious studies at 
Pomona College.

Buddhism / Chinese religion

“This is a welcome, important, and very helpful study of a hitherto 
poorly understood topic, and will remain a standard work of refer-
ence on the distinctively Chinese development of this important bod-
hisattva figure for years to come.”

    —Robert Campany, University of Southern California

“The bodhisattva Dizang’s place in Western-language scholarship 
has heretofore corresponded to the traditional position of his image in 
the dimly lit periphery of Chinese Buddhist temples. Zhiru’s ground-
breaking work moves this cultic figure to the center of our attention, 
where she illuminates his medieval past, showing him to be much 
more than a sinicized folk divinity that oversees the underworld. Her 
study is a model of Buddhist scholarship, not simply for the richness 
of its content but especially for its interdisciplinary sophistication and 
theoretical balance.”

    —Dan A. Getz, Bradley University   
 
“The Making of a Savior Bodhisattva: Dizang in Medieval China ex-
amines Dizang during his formative period—before he settled into his 
modern role as the beneficent sovereign of the underworld, ensconced 
when above ground at Mount Jiuhua—back when his iconography 
and hagiography were still rife with possibilities. Shi Zhiru discusses 
all of the major sources for the history of Dizang from the sixth to the 
tenth centuries, including scripture, epigraphy, art, ritual texts, and 
narrative literature. The result is the most thorough treatment to date 
of one of the most important deities in Chinese Buddhism.” 

    —John Kieschnick, University of Bristol

Jacket illustration: Cui Shande’s stele engraving of Dizang, dated seventh 
century. Author’s line drawing based on a photograph published in

Kobijutsu 18 (1967): 43. 

Jacket design by Santos Barbasa Jr.
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Introduction

Problems and Perspectives

My first encounter with the Bodhisattva Dizang 地藏 (Kºitigarbha) took 
place more than two decades ago at the Chinese temple of a lay Buddhist 
society in Singapore called the Buddhist Lodge (Jushi lin 居士林). It was 
the last night of the seventh lunar month of the Chinese calendar, a month 
traditionally consecrated to the welfare of deceased relatives, especially 
those reborn in the unfortunate realms of hungry ghosts and hell beings.� 
An elaborate festival brought to a close the month-long communal recita-
tion of the Dizang pusa benyuan jing 地藏菩薩本願經 (Scripture on the Past 
Vows of Dizang Bodhisattva).� At the heart of this festival was a ritual dra-
matization of the feeding the hungry ghosts ceremony (shishi 施食).� The 
monk who headed the performance wore fine, colorful robes and a golden 
five-buddha crown to signify his sovereignty over the infernal realm. A 
small statue of Dizang Bodhisattva sat on the ritual table.� Uttering a se-
quence of dhâraÿîs and liturgical prayers, the monk sprinkled water on the 

�. The thirtieth day of the seventh lunar month is celebrated as the day when Dizang 
Bodhisattva achieved awakening during his incarnation as the Silla monk the Golden Di-
zang (Jin Dizang 金地藏). Jin is said to have resided at Mount Jiuhua (Jiuhua shan 九華山), 
now famed as the pilgrimage site for the Bodhisattva Dizang. Throughout the seventh lunar 
month rituals are held at Mount Jiuhua, culminating in mass ceremonies on the last day of 
the month. Devotees and pilgrims flock to the mountain to participate in the final rites. 
Local temples and monasteries around China, as well as immigrant societies outside of the 
country, also observe the rituals of the seventh lunar month honoring Dizang Bodhisattva. 

�. Dizang pusa benyuan jing, T412:13.777c–790a, attributed to Šikºânanda (Shicha’nantuo 
實叉難陀, 652–710). Today Chinese Buddhists frequently employ this scripture at Dizang rit-
ual assemblies. However, in premodern times, a small body of Dizang liturgical works was 
used in conjunction with confession rites addressed to Dizang Bodhisattva. For a discussion 
of these premodern repentance rituals, see Wang 1999. 

�. This is basically the ritual performance of an esoteric ceremony introduced in the 
Tang period (618–907). For studies on shishi, see Orzech 1994; Lye 2003. The earliest versions 
in the corpus of ritual texts on feeding the hungry ghosts as it exists today date to the Yuan pe-
riod (1280–1368). However, the ritual can be traced to esoteric Buddhist practices of the 
eighth century. For a translation of the portion of the ritual that can be traced to the Tang pe-
riod, see Orzech 1996; for a translation of a version dating to the Yuan, see Stevenson 2004. 

�. The ritual specialist wears the red and yellow ritual robes of an abbot. On the symbol-
ism of monastic robes, see Kieschnick 1999. At the Buddhist Lodge, a statue of Dizang is always 
placed on the ritual table. (However, a statue of Guanyin may also be used.) One ritualist I in-
terviewed informed me that the statue represents the principal deity (benzun 本尊) for the rit-
ual, which is determined by the choice of deity for the visualization. However, as I will clarify 
later, in the ritual text Guanyin is the principal deity.
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ground to sanctify the ritual space then symbolically enacted the closing of 
the gates of hell. Engulfed in incense smoke, candlelight, and mesmerizing 
incantations, the room was dramatically transformed into the desolate un-
derworld of the damned. Excitement ran through the crowd of lay partici-
pants and observers as they stood on their toes and craned their necks to 
catch sight of the ritualist’s every hand gesture (Ch. shouyin 手印; Skt. 
mudrâ). I heard it murmured that he was impersonating Dizang returning 
the spirits of the deceased to their subterranean confines after a month in 
the world of the living. This then was my introduction to Dizang Bodhisat-
tva—an impressive, shaman-like figure who oversees the affairs of the 
dead, an afterlife deity inextricably bound to the terrifying ethos of the un-
derworld, a symbol of light and salvation for the lost and condemned souls 
of the deceased. 

Years later I realized that the ritual I had witnessed was a modified en-
actment of a long ritual text, the Yuqie jiyao jiu Anan tuoluoni yankou guiyi jing 
瑜伽集要救阿難陀羅尼焰口軌儀經 (The Scripture from the Essentials of Yoga 
Teachings on the Dhâraÿî Flaming-Mouth Rites for Saving Ânanda), as-
cribed to the esoteric Buddhist teacher Amoghavajra (Bukong jingang 不空
金剛, 705–774).� This eighth-century text represents an esoteric articulation 
of a Buddhist rite conjured up to accommodate the indigenous Chinese 
practice of presenting offerings to honor ancestors. It is commonly known as 
the liberating the flaming-mouths (fang yankou 放焰口), or feeding the hun-
gry ghosts, ceremony. According to Amoghavajra’s text, the purgatories are 
crushed, the hungry ghosts summoned, and their transgressions evaluated. 
Following their confession and redemption, the ghosts receive sweet nectar, 
and the scorching flames in their throats are quenched. In the ritual text the 
main deity is Guanyin 觀音 (Avalokitešvara), not Dizang. It contains only a 
short segment where the ritualist, having first visualized himself as Guanyin, 
briefly transforms into Dizang.� 

The theme of feeding hungry ghosts (frequently understood as ancestral 
ghosts) is present in Tang (618–907) and Song (960–1279) afterlife rituals 
like the Avalambana, or Ullambana (Yulanpen 盂蘭盆), a ceremonial offer-
ing to the monastic establishment on the behalf of one’s deceased ancestors; 
the Daoist version of the Avalambana, the Middle Primordial (zhongyuan 中
元) festival; and the Buddho-Daoist purgatorial rites known as Universal Sal-
vation (pudu 普度).� In a popular temple setting like the Buddhist Lodge, 

�. Yuqie jiyao jiu Anan tuoluoni yankou guiyi jing, T1318:21.468c–472b; cf. Yuqie jiyao yankou 
shishi yi 瑜伽集要焰口施食儀, T1320:21.473c–484a. Also see n. 3. 

�. Hun Yun Lye first brought to my attention the lack of textual support for the relation-
ship between the ritual and Dizang Bodhisattva. The visualization procedure is more clearly 
delineated in the Yuqie jiyao yankou shishi yi, where the ritualist first envisions Guanyin 
(T1320:21.476b–c), then, having assumed the form of Guanyin, visualizes Dizang, who has 
aspired to release all beings from hell (T1320:21.476c). 

�. The Sanskrit word avalambana (ullambana in Pâli) literally means “hanging upside 
down” and is associated with a physically afflictive condition in hell. The Chinese term yulan-
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these various rites of feeding and liberating ancestral ghosts are drawn into 
the final rites of fang yankou, over which is transposed the imagery of Dizang 
Bodhisattva, who is invoked especially in scriptural and liturgical recitations 
throughout the seventh lunar month. In temple observances of holy days, the 
thirtieth day of the seventh lunar month is today celebrated as Dizang Bodhi-
sattva’s birthday.� Lay Buddhists make monetary donations to have the names 
of their departed loved ones written on pieces of paper, which are then pasted 
on makeshift memorial tablets housed in tents erected on the temple grounds 
during the seventh month.� Upon completion of the rites on the last day of 
the month, the paper tablets are burned in a bonfire, and the lay sponsors re-
turn to their homes satisfied with the knowledge that they have taken care of 
their deceased family members. 

Dizang is best known in Chinese religion today as the savior par excel-
lence of the dead, especially of those undergoing torments in hell because of 
their wicked ways. In Chinese monasteries and temples, Dizang Bodhisattva 
is frequently enshrined separately—away from the main shrine hall—in an 
adjunct Merit Cloister (Gongde yuan 功德院), which houses the memorial 
tablets of the dead ancestors and relatives of lay patrons. Dizang is often por-
trayed as a crowned sovereign, wearing monastic robes and a five-petaled 
golden crown (see Figure 1). He is also represented as a golden-bodied monk 
with a shaven head dressed in somber robes, his face serene and eyes down-
cast in silent contemplation (see Figures 2 and 3).10 

In both cases Dizang is usually shown holding a staff in one hand and a 
jewel in the other, a configuration of attributes connected to his role as “Lord 

pen is a euphonic transliteration of the Sanskirt words and does not quite communicate the se-
mantics of the Indian phrase. For a study in English of the Ghost Festival in medieval China, 
see Teiser 1988b; also see Teiser 1986. The Avalambana focuses on ceremonial offerings to the 
saægha after the rain retreat. Especially in China, the ceremony focuses on transferring merit 
to dead ancestral ghosts who can partake of food offerings as a result of merit from making of-
ferings to the monastic community. The mythological foundation for the Ghost Festival is 
based on the legend of Maudgalyâyana (Ch. Mulian 目蓮; J. Mokuren), who through the Bud-
dha’s aid and by virtue of offerings made to the monastic community, saved his deceased 
mother from the sufferings of hell. For a translation of one Japanese version of the legend and 
a discussion of the Ghost Festival in Japan known as urabon, see Glassman 1999.

On the fifteenth day of the seventh lunar month, Daoists hold a festival similar to the Ul-
lambana known as zhongyuan, designating the day on which the Middle Primordial (that is, 
zhongyuan) descends to earth to judge the deeds of the people. Offerings are made to gods and 
ancestors by way of the Daoist temple and its priests, and consequently hungry ghosts are able 
to eat their fill on this day. For a discussion of the medieval sources on the zhongyuan festival, 
see Teiser 1988b: 35–40. On Daoist purgatorial rites in connection with a twelfth-century Dao-
ist visualization text that discusses the interrelation between Buddhist and Daoist expressions 
of the rites of feeding the hungry ghosts, see Boltz 1983 (esp. 508–509). For a comparative 
study of fang yankou and pudu, see Orzech 2002. 

�. For a listing of buddha and bodhisattva birthdays, see Zhong 2000: 186. 
�. This practice is commonly known as chaodu 超度, or “to bring [the deceased] over [to 

better states of rebirth].”
10. Dizang is first depicted as a monk in the Shilun jing 十輪經, a text discussed in 

Chapter 1.



Figure 1. Crowned 
Dizang. Tiantai shan 
Fangguang si, Zhejiang.

Figure 2. Dizang, modern 
statue. 
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Teacher of the Desolate Darkness” (youming jiaozhu 幽冥教主). Hence, the 
Hymn to Dizang (Dizang zan 地藏讚) states:

His resplendent jewel illumines completely the road to heaven;
His golden staff quakes open the gates of hell.
He welcomes and leads inexhaustible generations of families and relatives;
And on the bank of [the lake of] the throne of the nine [grades of] lotus,11

they prostrate themselves to the compassionate lord.

明珠照徹天堂路	 金錫振開地獄門

累世親姻蒙接引	 九蓮臺畔禮慈尊12

Given Dizang’s dominance in the cult of the dead in modern Chinese reli-
gion, it is only natural that participants and observers alike equate Dizang 
with the ritualist in his monastic robes and crown enacting the scene of clos-
ing the gates of hell. He is, in short, the sovereign of the underworld.13 

11. The nine grades of lotus occur in the Foshuo guan wuliangshou fo jing 佛說觀無量壽佛

經 (also known as the Guan jing), T365:12.344c–346a. The Guan jing enumerates sixteen vi-
sualizations that a practitioner should observe to attain rebirth in Amitâbha’s Pure Land in 
the west. In visualizations 13–16, the practitioner envisions himself being reborn on a differ-
ent grade of lotus (superior, middling, or inferior of the superior grade; superior, middling, 
or inferior of the middling grade; superior, middling, or inferior of the inferior grade). 

12. The Hymn to Dizang is recited during liturgies addressed to Dizang Bodhisattva. 
13. In oral interviews, one ritualist at a rural temple in Xinzhu 新竹 (Taiwan), an expert 

in performing the fang yankou, informed me that it is possible to visualize Dizang or Guan-

Figure 3. Dizang, modern 
statue. Buddhist Lodge 
Memorial Hall, Singapore. 
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In present-day Chinese Buddhism, Dizang is moreover known as one of 
the four great bodhisattvas (si da pusa 四大菩薩), together with Guanyin, Pu
xian 普賢 (Samantabhadra), and Wenshu 文殊 (Mañjušrî). Each bodhisattva 
presides over one of four mountain cults, which constitute the tradition of 
Buddhist pilgrimages hailed as the “four famous great mountains” (si da 
mingshan 四大名山).14 Dizang Bodhisattva reigns over the Mountain of Nine 
Flowers (Jiuhua shan 九華山), where he supposedly resided in the late eighth 
century in his earthly incarnation as a Korean prince-turned-monk known as 
the Golden Dizang (Ch. Jin Dizang 金地藏; Kor. Kim Chijang).15 The pilgrim-
age cult of Mount Jiuhua and its mythology are today considered central to 
the Dizang cult. 

The iconography, myths, sites, rituals, and roles associated with Dizang 
as they are known today developed over several centuries; they do not always 
render the complex and shifting vicissitudes this deity has undergone, espe-
cially during the medieval period. For instance, Mount Jiuhua emerged visi-
bly as the cultus locus of Dizang devotion only in the late imperial period, long 
after Dizang’s introduction into Chinese society no later than the sixth cen-
tury.16 It is thus important to study the emergence of the Dizang cult in its his-
torical and social reality to recomplexify Dizang and so help to restore to life 
(as much as possible from the surviving fragmented historical sources) what 
this figure meant to Chinese Buddhists from the sixth to tenth centuries. 

Unveiling the Presuppositions

Modern scholarly perceptions of Dizang Bodhisattva are shaped largely by 
two sets of assumptions, each linked to a methodological presupposition in 
the study of Chinese Buddhism. On the one hand, scholars tend to contrast 
the early obscurity of this bodhisattva in India, where he was known as 
Kºitigarbha, with his subsequent ascendancy in China as a major Buddhist 
deity commanding widespread veneration. This contrast of roles in the two 
geographical regions leads to the assumption that a radical transformation 
must have taken place during the introduction of Kºitigarbha as Dizang to 
China. For scholars, the radical changes that this bodhisattva seems to have 
undergone in China make him a natural candidate for studying patterns of 
sinicization in Chinese Buddhism. The history of Dizang is then a tale of 
how and why he fired the Chinese imagination, and the reconstruction of 

yin as the principal deity. The choice of deity is decided by the daochang 道場, or ritual sanc-
tuary, that is, the monastery or temple hosting the ritual. 

14. The four pilgrimage centers are: for Guanyin, Putuo shan 普陀山 (Zhejiang); for Di-
zang, Jiuhua shan 九華山 (Anhui); for Puxian, Emei shan 峨嵋山 (Sichuan); for Wenshu, Wutai 
shan 五台山 (Shanxi). For a study of the four mountain sites in Chinese Buddhism, see Kamata 
1987. The phrase “four famous great mountains” evidently was used only during the reign of 
the Qing emperor Kangxi 康熙 (1662–1722); see Pan 2000: 820. For further discussion on the 
emergence of the tradition of the four famous great mountains, see the Conclusion. 

15. For studies on Mount Jiuhua, see Powell 1987, 1993; Wang-Toutain 2001. 
16. See the Conclusion for further discussion on Mount Jiuhua and Dizang worship. 
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his cult becomes an opportunity to demonstrate the Buddhist assimilation 
of indigenous Chinese elements—just as scholars have shown Guanyin to be 
a Chinese transformation of the Indian Avalokitešvara.17 In other words, Di-
zang is regarded as the Chinese bodhisattva par excellence, and the study of 
Dizang is inevitably linked to the model of Buddhist sinicization that has 
characterized much of modern scholarship on Chinese Buddhist history. 

Studies of Dizang also tend to emphasize his role as “Supreme Lord of 
the Underworld,” the function for which he is most widely known today. 
Scholars have for the most part accepted this unidimensional portrayal of 
Dizang as true not only in the modern period, but also earlier. Conse-
quently, the study of Dizang’s history is presented largely as tracing a tra-
jectory culminating in his consecration as the Buddhist sovereign of the 
underworld—a process that necessarily casts Dizang a product of folklor-
ization or vulgarization (minjian hua 民間化) through which Buddhism in-
filtrated into the heart of everyday religion in medieval Chinese society. 
Viewed through this lens, Dizang has all but lost the character of a bodhi-
sattva. Instead he has joined the complex bureaucracy of Chinese afterlife 
deities who maintain the records of life and death, judge the actions of the 
deceased, and pass sentence on their next rebirth. 

Furthermore, scholars tend to synthesize the two sets of assumptions and 
so regard the culmination and success of the sinicization process to be the 
transformation of the Indian Kºitigarbha Bodhisattva into the Chinese Dizang, 
Lord of the Underworld, and his penetration into the everyday religion of me-
dieval Chinese society, which emphasizes the family structure in religion, par-
ticularly the obligations of descendants to procure salvation for deceased 
ancestors and relatives and to pacify those restless spirits threatening domestic 
bliss. In other words, Dizang, as Lord of the Underworld, is considered a para-
digmatic sinicized bodhisattva. Certainly, broaching the study of Dizang 
through questions of sinicization and folklorization of Buddhism in China 
does offer salient insights into the rise of Dizang worship. But because these ap-
proaches exclude other roles Dizang may have played in medieval Chinese reli-
gion, they in fact restrict our understanding of the Dizang cult in China. 

A Sinicized Bodhisattva? 

First, let us examine the assumption that this bodhisattva underwent a rad-
ical transformation after his introduction to China and that he should be 

17. The sinicization of the bodhisattva ideal has been discussed in past scholarship. For 
example, Robert Gimello (1978) examined the early medieval Chinese amalgamation of the 
Confucian sage and the bodhisattva ideal through figures like Vimalakîrti. Jan Yün-hua 
(1981) studied the sinicization of the bodhisattva in Chinese Buddhist literature through its 
typology and significance. Lewis Lancaster (1981) analyzed the bodhisattva doctrine as pre-
sented in the Chinese Buddhist canon. Studies have also focused on specific bodhisattvas, 
especially the savior bodhisattvas. A recent example (2001) is Yü Chün-fang’s Kuan-yin: The 
Chinese Transformation of Avalokitešvara. Also see Yü 1992, 1994.
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regarded as a sinicized bodhisattva. When tracing his origin to pre-Chi-
nese sources, one immediately encounters an anomaly: The earliest evi-
dence for Kºitigarbha in India dates no earlier than the eighth century, by 
which time, as documented in textual and visual materials, Dizang worship 
was already present in China, replete with iconography, mythology, texts, 
and practices. In fact, the earliest scripture on this bodhisattva is a Chinese 
text, the Shilun jing 十輪經, or the Dašacakra-sûtra (Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels), purported to be an anonymous translation from the Northern 
Liang (397–439) but only dated firmly to the sixth century. (See Appendix 
1 for arguments on the text’s dating.) In addition to the paucity of Indian 
sources, scholars have also called attention to the fact that, in travelogues 
of the sixth and seventh centuries, Chinese pilgrims make no mention of 
the worship of Kºitigarbha at the Indian sites they visited.18 In the pan-
theon of Indian Mahâyâna, moreover, little is known about Kºitigarbha be-
yond his appearance as one of the eight bodhisattvas. Hence, scholars have 
concluded that Kºitigarbha was either a minor figure or had only a nomi-
nal existence in Indian Buddhism. From this perspective, the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels is accepted as a plausible pre-Chinese source for Kºitigarbha 
that functioned as the “substratum” for the sinicization processes that pro-
duced the Bodhisattva Dizang. Another hypothesis argues that Dizang 
originally existed as an audience bodhisattva—that is, a bystander present 
at a buddha’s sermon—in the long directories of bodhisattva names pre-
served in Mahâyâna scriptures.19 Shortly after his introduction in China in 
the fourth century, Chinese Buddhists appropriated the name and fleshed 
out Dizang’s character so that he became a major object of Buddhist wor-
ship, second in popularity only to Guanyin. The origin of the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels remains uncertain. The Tibetan version was translated from 
a Chinese text, so one cannot completely rule out the possibility that this 
scripture was composed in China.20 From such a perspective, Dizang is bet-
ter understood as a Chinese bodhisattva who, except perhaps for his name, 
was engendered almost entirely in Chinese culture and society. Thus it is 
assumed that the character of this bodhisattva, as well as the iconography, 
mythology, rituals, and texts of his cult, was largely elaborated in China. 

Both of these hypotheses accentuate sinicization as the process that cre-
ated the Bodhisattva Dizang we know today. Yet examining Dizang through 
the lens of Buddhist sinicization locks us into a stalemate because his rela-

18. Both the Datang xiyu ji 大唐西域記, by the famous Chinese pilgrim-monk Xuanzang 
玄奘 (602–664), and the Nanhai jigui neifa zhuan 南海寄歸內法傳, by Yijing 義淨 (634–713), 
contain no mention of Kºitigarbha worship. 

19. Lancaster 1981: 155–156. For a discussion of examples, see Appendix 2. 
20. In Sanskrit, the title is reconstructed as *Dašacakrakºitigarbha-sûtra. A colophon ap-

pended to the extant Tibetan translation announces it to be based on a Chinese original. 
The Tibetan title is given as Dus-pa chen-po las Sa’i snyning-po’i ’khor-lo bcu-pa zhes-bya-ba then-pa 
chen-po’i mdo. The colophon mentions that the text was translated from the Chinese by Ho-
shang zab-mo, Rnam-par mi-tog, and others. 
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tionship to his Indian counterpart, Kºitigarbha, is fraught with ambiguity 
(see Appendix 2). The Šikºâsammucaya, attributed to the eighth-century Na-
landa monk Šântideva, cites passages from one Aryakºitigarbha-sûtra, which 
was evidently some version of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.21 Šântideva knew 
of Kºitigarbha Bodhisattva and he explicitly invokes Kºitigarbha as a mem-
ber in the retinue of great bodhisattvas.22 By the eighth century in India, 
Kºitigarbha was incorporated into the cult of the eight great bodhisattvas 
(Ch. ba da pusa 八大菩薩; Skt. Aº¡amahâbodhisattva), which was in turn inte-
grated into esoteric Buddhism. However, the paucity of dated evidence 
means that the process by which Kºitigarbha became one of these eight bod-
hisattvas is lost to us. Some scholars suggest that this bodhisattva may have 
originated in Central Asia, but again the evidence is hardly conclusive. There 
is a dearth of datable evidence of Kºitigarbha in Central Asia, and the earli-
est materials date no earlier than the eighth century.23 The early history of 
Kºitigarbha in India and Central Asia remains largely unknown to us, so the 
task of ascertaining what elements of the Dizang cult were originally derived 
from India and Central Asia is necessarily doomed from the beginning. 
Thus it is impossible to determine conclusively whether Dizang is a sinicized 
bodhisattva. 

Sinicization Problematized

In addition to the problems of the evidence, there are also the methodologi-
cal problems associated with studying Chinese Buddhist history through the 
lens of sinicization. The traditional approach to sinicization can be polar-
ized into the “transformation” and “conquest” models, represented respec-
tively by Erik Zürcher’s The Buddhist Conquest of China and Kenneth Ch’en’s 
The Chinese Transformation of Buddhism.24 The conquest model argues that 
from the beginning of the common era, Buddhism began to infiltrate China 

21. The Aryakºitigarbha-sûtra is no longer extant. The Chinese text obviously predates 
the Šikºâsammucaya. 

22. Šântideva invokes Âkâšagarbha and Kºitigarbha, together with Samantabhadra, 
Mañjughoºa, and Avalokita, as the great bodhisattvas; see Bodhicaryâvatâra 3.52, translated 
in Crosby and Skilton 1996: 18. 

23. One argument for the Central Asian origin is the attribution of the Benyuan jing to 
the Khotanese monk Šikºânanda. However, because the textual history of the Benyuan jing is 
itself problematic, it offers little confirmation of the Central Asian origin for Kºitigarbha. 
See the discussion on the Central Asian sources in Appendix 1. 

24. Zürcher 1972; Ch’en 1973. Several studies have examined various aspects of Chi-
nese Buddhist history through the perspective of Buddhist sinicization in China. An early 
example is by Tso Sze-bong (1982), who traced the Chinese transformation of the vinaya. 
Peter Gregory (1991) investigated the sinicization of Buddhist doctrine in the major Huayan 
thinker Zongmi 宗密 (780–841). In a dissertation study, Kyoko Tokuno (1994) explored the 
patterns of sinicization that produced the indigenous Chinese scripture Tiwei boli jing 提謂波

利經 . Kuo Li-ying (1994a) discussed patterns of sinicization in Buddhist confession and con-
trition rites from the fifth to the tenth centuries. As mentioned earlier, Yü Chün-fang’s re-
cent study (2001) examined the transformation of Guanyin in China. 
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so pervasively that what was originally a foreign religion became part and 
parcel of Chinese culture and society. The transformation model asserts that 
indigenous culture and institutions so radically changed Buddhist teachings 
and practices in China that Chinese Buddhism must be recognized as a 
product of sinitic civilization. Robert Sharf has challenged both of these ap-
proaches, which, as he accurately points out, have cast the study of Chinese 
Buddhism permanently in the shadow of Indian Buddhism so that Chinese 
Buddhist expressions are always evaluated against some pristine Indian orig-
inal. Sharf argues that the Buddhism medieval Chinese encountered in the 
translated texts was “already sinified if only by virtue of being rendered . . . 
into the native tongue.”25 The Chinese, moreover, “approached translations 
of Buddhist texts not as glosses on the Indic originals, but as valuable re-
sources that addressed their own immediate conceptual, social, and existen-
tial concerns.”26 When Chinese Buddhism is understood in these terms, 
knowing the Indian antecedents proves far less urgent than knowing the 
questions Chinese readers of Buddhist texts were asking—“questions whose 
historical, linguistic, and conceptual genealogy was largely Chinese.”27

At first glance, my study seems to adopt Sharf’s perspective as its frame-
work because it opens directly with Dizang’s manifestations in Chinese con-
texts and explores this bodhisattva cult from the perspective of medieval 
Chinese culture, religion, and society. I want to clarify at the outset that this 
study does not share Sharf’s presumptions or conclusions about the nature 
of Chinese Buddhism. Sharf’s perspective has salient merits—not the least 
of which is questioning the scholarly use of Indian Buddhism as the authori-
tative standard for evaluating Buddhist developments in China as well as reit-
erating the urgency to study and contextualize Chinese Buddhism within 
the local social and institutional structures and what he calls the “local epis-
teme.”28 Nonetheless, brought to its logical implication, Sharf’s polemical ar-
guments run the risk of implying a Chinese Buddhism that is culturally 
self-contained, impermeable, and relatively isolated from other Buddhist 
geographical regions. This is surely a problematic reductionist rendition be-
cause it belies the regular contacts and mutual influences across the land 
and sea routes that continued throughout the history of Chinese Buddhism, 
long after the initial transmission.29 Medieval Buddhists in China for the 

25. Sharf 2002a: 19. 
26. Ibid.: 12. 
27. Ibid. 
28. Ibid.: 23.
29. On the transcultural interactions along the Silk Road and other trans-Himalayan 

trade routes, see Strickmann 1982. For examples of northwestern Chinese monks heading 
for the western regions in early medieval China and the resultant exchanges, see Du 1995: 
103–113. Sharf acknowledges the routes of exchange connecting South and Central Asia to 
China but immediately dismisses their significance because “travel between these two re-
gions was difficult if not impossible.” Furthermore, he argues that “foreign monks with mas-
tery over Buddhist scripture and doctrine . . . were relatively few in number, and their 
command of Chinese was often wanting. And while some Chinese pilgrims did successfully 
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most part did not see themselves as so culturally isolated that they could not 
comprehend Buddhism as it was understood in India, even if they were read-
ing only Chinese translations of Indic scriptures. In fact, early Chinese Bud-
dhists were frequently dissatisfied with translations of Buddhist texts and 
sought to improve translation techniques.30 Although it is senseless to speak 
of an unchanging core of Buddhism perpetuated across cultural and geo-
graphical boundaries, it is equally problematic to negate the meaningful re-
lationships and rich interchanges that existed among different Buddhist 
cultures and end up implying the existence of pockets of relatively isolated 
“Buddhisms” that were culturally severed from one another and virtually in-
accessible to one another. 

My investigation begins directly with Dizang’s appearance in fifth-cen-
tury China. However, the Indian and Central Asian evidence of Kºitigarbha is 
discussed in the appendices so that meaningful connections (or their lack) 
can be considered in relation to the making of Dizang Bodhisattva. This 
structural organization is a strategy to circumvent the kind of “master narra-
tive” Sharf critiques, which always opens the historical account of Chinese 
Buddhism with its Indian origins, followed by its subsequent domestication in 
China. On the other hand, modern scholarship has already witnessed the 
critical flaw of sinological readings that do not sufficiently attend to the pre-
Chinese Buddhist elements and are overly quick to seize on the indigenous 
cultural conditionings in Chinese Buddhism. A classic example is the case of 
Buddhist filial piety, touted for a time as a Chinese Buddhist innovation, until 
Indologists called attention to antecedent practices in Indian Buddhism and 
shattered the myth that Buddhist filial piety was unique to China.31 By pre-
senting relevant Indian and Central Asian Buddhist examples in the appen-
dices, I attempt to avoid the pitfalls of either studying Chinese Buddhism in a 
contextual void or overly emphasizing the role of earlier Buddhist cultures. 

Although the danger of indiscriminately filtering Chinese Buddhism 
through Indian lenses should be acknowledged, the encounter metaphor is 
really problematic only when it presumes a linear one-way evolution of Bud-

journey to India . . . only a handful are remembered in the historical record for their contri-
butions to the transmission of Buddhism to China” (2002a: 18). Hence he concludes, “[T]he 
educated Chinese elite, not to mention the unlettered masses, remained largely ignorant of 
the vast linguistic and conceptual divide that separated them from the world of Indian Bud-
dhism” (ibid.: 21). 

30. For a discussion in Chinese on issues in the translation of texts in early Buddhist 
China, see Tso 1992. Tso Sze-bong explores the extent and quality of Sanskrit language 
skills, the dynamics of translation teams, and the evolution of translation practices over 
time. For English discussions of translation activities in early Chinese Buddhism, see 
Boucher 1996, 1998; Zürcher 1977, 1991. 

31. For classic treatments of filial piety as a patently Chinese Buddhist practice, see 
Ch’en 1968; 1973: 14–64; Jan 1995. Schopen (1984) and Strong (1983) countered the as-
sumption that Buddhist filial piety was largely a sinitic development by highlighting exam-
ples of filial behavior in Indian Buddhism. On the cult of filial piety in medieval China, see 
Knapp 2005. On filial piety in Chinese history, mythology, and thought, see the essays in 
Chan and Tan 2004; Ching and Guisso 1991. 
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dhist history whereby Chinese Buddhist developments are always traced to 
some Indian original. As previous scholarship has pointed out, the medieval 
interaction between non-Chinese and Chinese Buddhist cultures involved 
movements in multiple directions that included “retroactive” influxes of arti-
facts, ideas, practices, and texts traveling out from China along the Silk 
Road.32 One example is the Prajñâpâramitâh¿dâya-sûtra (Bore poluomiduo xin 
jing 般若波羅密多心經, Scripture on the Heart of the Perfection of Wisdom), 
which Jan Nattier has argued could have been composed in China and trans-
mitted “back” along the Central Asian trade routes.33 Vestiges of Chinese 
Buddhism were present in Turfan during the ninth century, and cave art in 
Khara Khoto (Heishui cheng 黑水城), dating from the eleventh century on-
ward, further documents sinitic presences.34 Any discussion of the Dizang 
cult should thus account for relevant elements in this fertile cross-cultural in-
terchange, even while acknowledging that Dizang’s mythology and individu-
ality were largely defined in the cultural and social contexts of China. For 
example, Indian elaboration of Kºitigarbha in the form of esoteric Buddhist 
iconography, practice, and texts made its way into China around the eighth 
century, after the Dizang cult had gained a firm foothold in the Chinese en-
vironment. Originating outside of China, these expressions of the bodhisat-
tva evidently intermingled and melded with the extant art, history, mythology, 
ritual, and texts of the Dizang cult. Ultimately, these diverse religio-cultural 

32. See Nattier 1990. Also see Du 1995: 142–150, for the impact of Northern Liang Bud-
dhism on religion in Kharakhoja (Gaochang 高昌). Kharakhoja was the capital of the Üi-
ghurs when they moved into the Xinjiang region from Mongolia in the ninth century. 

33. Nattier (1992) points out that the Heart Scripture gained popularity in China well be-
fore it became the subject of commentarial attention in India and that it has maintained a 
central role in East Asian Buddhism from the seventh century to the present. Reconstruct-
ing its textual history, Nattier argues that the Heart Scripture may be “a Chinese apocryphal 
text” composed of an extract from the Large Sûtra of Kumârajîva (itself a translation of the 
Indian Pañcaviœšati-prajñâpâramitâ-sûtra) together with an introduction and conclusion 
composed in China. According to Nattier, the scripture might have made its way back to the 
Sanskrit milieu through Buddhist pilgrims to the west.

34. The existence of snippets of a Üighur manuscript that contain excerpts from the Di-
zang pusa benyuan jing suggests that this scripture made its way from China to Turfan; see Zieme 
1990: 379–384; facsimiles: plates I–II. Leaflets from a Tangut manuscript of the scripture were 
also found recently in the northern section of the Mogao 莫高 caves at Dunhuang. Maria Ru-
dova (1993) argues that Chinese-style paintings from Khara Khoto in the State Hermitage Mu-
seum, especially those associated with the Amitâbha and Guanyin cults, were executed under 
the influence of Chinese art of the Song period, when relations between China and the Tangut 
empire were at their peak. Khara Khoto (Mongolian for “Black City”) was an important city of 
the Tanguts, a tribe of Tibetan origin whose homeland was originally in the highlands of west-
ern Sichuan. In the eleventh century the Tanguts took control of the Hexi corridor, the section 
of the Silk Road leading west from central China; by the 1070s, Tangut rule had extended to 
Dunhuang. Khara Khoto was excavated from the sands of what is now a largely uninhabited re-
gion of the Gobi by Russian expeditions led by P. K. Kozlov in 1908–1909 and 1923–1926. 
Among the city ruins was a large stûpa; its base contained a treasure trove of Buddhist sculpture, 
scriptures, and painted silk banners, all of which are now in the collection of the State Hermit-
age Museum in St. Petersburg. For a study of Khara Khoto, see Piotrovsky 1993.
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strands became so tightly interwoven into the complicated fabric of the Di-
zang cult that they can seldom be clearly differentiated into disparate cul-
tural threads. Hence, when references in this study are made to Indian, 
Central Asian, or Chinese elements, they should always be understood to be 
embedded in the expressions of Chinese Buddhism. 

Lord of the Underworld 

Dizang’s connection with the infernal realm is taken so much for granted in 
Chinese religion today that, as we saw, the ritual participants and observers 
at the Buddhist Lodge simply assumed that the ritualist was enacting Di-
zang’s descent into hell. For many Chinese, Dizang Bodhisattva holds out the 
promise of divine intercession for the welfare of deceased relatives and for 
the pacification of the dead in general. At the same time, because of Dizang’s 
intimate association with the realm of the dead, this bodhisattva is regarded 
with some ambivalence. In temples, his isolation in a separate cloister re-
served for the tablets of the deceased, away from the main shrine hall, spa-
tially symbolizes the curious stigma attached to him. Despite his evident 
popularity, he is rarely enshrined in household altars, and lay Buddhists are 
hesitant when it comes to reciting the Scripture on the Past Vows in their 
homes.35 It is feared his presence might invite into the household malignant 
forces causing illness, mishap, death, and ghost possessions.36 

35. So dominant is the underworld Dizang in contemporary Taiwan that Buddhist lead-
ers have taken measures to “correct” what they deem to be misconceptions about him. In an 
effort to reinstate his proper status as a bodhisattva, Buddhist modernist intellectuals in Tai-
wan have reinterpreted Dizang in terms of the this-worldly ideals of so-called Humanistic 
Buddhism (renjian fojiao 人間佛教). A prominent example is Yinshun 印順 (1906–2005), one 
of the foremost proponents of Humanistic Buddhism, who composed an essay titled “Dizang 
pusa zhi shengde ji qi famen 地藏菩薩之聖德及其法門”. His writing seeks to dispel “wide-
spread misconceptions” about Dizang and reasserts the bodhisattva’s vows and altruism; see 
Yinshun 1989. Another example is the nun Zhengyan 證嚴 (1937–), the founder of the Bud-
dhist Compassion Relief Meritorious Association (Fojiao Ciji gongdehui 佛教慈濟功德會), a 
transnational Buddhist charity organization. Under her leadership, an image of Dizang is 
placed together with those of Šâkyamuni Buddha and Guanyin in the main shrine at Ciji’s 
monastery, the Abode of Still Thoughts (Jingsi tang 靜思堂), located in Hualian 花蓮, east-
ern Taiwan. In Zhengyan’s interpretation, Dizang represents the great vows of the bodhisat-
tva mentioned in the Scripture on the Past Vows and is intimately related to this world; see 
Zhengyan 2003. Elsewhere I have argued that the appearance of the so-called Sahâ Triad 
(suopo sansheng 娑婆三聖), consisting of Šâkyamuni flanked by Guanyin and Dizang, in con-
temporary Taiwan, should be understood as furnishing appropriate visual imagery and de-
votional practice to embody the “this-worldliness” of Buddhist saints; see Zhiru 2000.

36. On the phenomenon of avenging ghosts in Chinese religion and society, see 
Feuchtwang 2003; Nickerson 1997; Poo 1998: 41–68. Vengeful spirits (yuanhun 冤魂), that is, 
the spirits of those unjustly killed who return to seek vengeance on their killers, is a pre-Bud-
dhist Chinese concept. With the coming of Buddhism, this indigenous belief in vengeful 
spirits was combined with the doctrine of karma and retributive rebirth. Stories dealing with 
avenging spirits appear early in the Soushen ji 搜神記 composed in 335–345. For a study of 
the Soushen ji, see Dewoskin and Crump 1996. An important compilation of stories on aveng-
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Uncritical acceptance of this underworld imagery on the part of mod-
ern scholarship is partially responsible for the curious paucity of research on 
Dizang in China. Except for Marinus Willem de Visser’s now-dated survey 
(1914), no book-length study was undertaken until the last decade.37 Dizang 
has received minimal attention from Buddhologists, even though he is an 
exemplar of the bodhisattva ideal, a core Buddhist doctrine. His association 
with the realm of the dead places Dizang, more so than the other major bod-
hisattvas, in an uncomfortable fuzzy zone that crosses the threshold of grass-
roots Chinese religion, tying him inseparably to the afterlife and the 
pacification of restless spirits and fiendish demons.38 

Consequently, Buddhologists tend to relegate Dizang to the category of 
folk or popular religion, where Buddhism has lost its distinctive contours and 
exists more or less as amorphous phenomena frequently subsumed under in-
digenous religions.39 They view the Dizang cult as a marginal topic—a “step-
child” of Buddhology—irrelevant to the study of “orthodox” or “mainstream” 
Buddhism and only pertinent to studying diffused religious culture in China. 
This attitude harks back to the distinction between so-called great and little 
traditions first proposed in 1956 by the anthropologist Robert Redfield. The 
great tradition is considered a construct of the elite and literate, who con-
sciously transmitted it to their successors, whereas the little tradition is per-
petuated unwittingly by the largely illiterate peasants in traditional society. 
This two-tier paradigm is associated with a bifurcation of culture and society 
and enforces a polarization of the religion of the elite versus that of the popu-

ing ghosts, the Yuanhun ji 冤魂記, is attributed to the sixth-century writer Yan Zhitui 顏之推 
(531–591). For an English translation of these stories, see Cohen 1982.

37. I will return to survey trends in modern scholarship on Dizang Bodhisattva later in 
this chapter. In China, Dizang is the most popular Buddhist deity next to Guanyin, but he 
has attracted relatively few studies compared to the voluminous scholarship on the Guanyin 
cult. In western scholarship alone, several studies on Guanyin exist: for example, the early 
overview by de Mallman (1948); a close investigation of the Miao-shan legend by Dudbridge 
(1978); a cross-cultural study of the thousand-armed Guanyin by Chandra (1988); and the 
previously mentioned work by Yü (2001). Guanyin is also an exceedingly popular subject in 
art history; for a recent study in English, see Karetzky 2004; for a study of the water-moon 
Guanyin, see the unpublished dissertation by Chan (1996) and the unpublished paper by 
the German art historian Petra Rösch (2006). Also see Guoli gugong bowuyuan 2000 for the 
catalog of a special exhibition of Guanyin images held at the National Museum of Taiwan in 
Taipei. Several important monograph articles on Guanyin have been published: for exam-
ple, Stein (1986) investigated the emergence of Guanyin as a female deity; Angela Howard 
(1990) studied Guanyin iconography during the Tang and Song periods; Robert Campany 
(1996b) translated early miracle tales on Guanyin. There also exists an overwhelming body 
of research on Guanyin in Chinese and Japanese that cannot be listed here.

38. To a greater or lesser extent, the major bodhisattvas perform functions connected with 
death and the afterlife. For example, Guanyin appears frequently as a savior in the realm of 
death and the afterlife. In the Xiangshan baojuan 香山寶卷, dated to the sixteenth century, Guan-
yin is led on a tour of hells. See Dudbridge 1978; Yü 2001: 320–333; Overmyer 1999: 34–47.

39. For discussions of folk religion, especially in relation to Buddhism, see Overmyer 
1990; Teiser 1995, 2004. On popular religion in China, see Bell 1989; Feuchtwang 2001.
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lace.40 Scholars have repeatedly flagged this problematic bifurcation and the 
stereotypical characterization of religion and culture it engenders, but the 
rippling effects continue to be felt in the study of religion. One example is the 
tacit assumption that the Dizang cult is some form of “religion for the masses” 
and not quite on the same footing as “elite” Buddhism. This perspective over-
looks the crucial fact that Dizang is a bodhisattva who has retained through-
out his career obvious orthodox doctrinal overtones. Dizang thus defies any 
attempt to segregate elite doctrine from cultic practice; rather, he exemplifies 
and demonstrates continuity not only between doctrinal and devotional ele-
ments, but also between so-called elite and folk religion. Although it is true 
that Dizang is the focus of cultic practice, it is also the case that he draws 
power from his association with core doctrinal concepts of elite Buddhism. 
To label him univocally as either “elite” or “folk” cannot convey fully the com-
plex dynamic in the making of the Dizang cult—or for that matter, the mak-
ing of any Buddhist cult. For example, as discussed in Chapter 5 of this study, 
Dizang’s underworld character may have initially appeared in narratives asso-
ciated with Yogâcâra and Avataœsaka (Huayan 華嚴) teachings, in which the 
three realms of existence, including hells, are created by the mind alone. 

Representing Dizang solely as an underworld sovereign reduces the 
complex dynamic of his cult’s history to a more or less linear development of 
his underworld aspect. From this perspective, the rise of Dizang worship is 
interpreted as a folklorization of the bodhisattva ideal. But the image of Di-
zang as savior of the damned hardly exhausts his many functions in Chinese 
religion and society. In medieval religion, he was a multivalent figure situ-
ated at the nexus of religious experimentation, and the medieval cult of Di-
zang embodied a broad spectrum of elements extrapolated from diverse 
religious sources.41 

Even in the modern period, Dizang, as savior of the damned, cannot ac-
count for the range of practices associated with his cult. The tremendous 
output of Buddhist literature in Taiwan today includes a series of liturgical 
manuals known as the Fojing xiuchi fa 佛經修持法 (Method of Upholding 

40. Note that Redfield himself cautiously qualified his paradigm with an observation 
that in many traditional societies, China included, there existed overlaps and mutual ex-
changes between the two traditions. For application of this two-tier paradigm to Chinese re-
ligion, see Sangren 1984 and Jochim 1988. Applying the paradigm to Theravada Buddhism, 
Spiro (1970) distinguishes between “kammatic Buddhism” and “nibbanic Buddhism,” which 
are then correlated to folk and elite expressions.

41. In fact, several short studies have already called attention to salient aspects of Di-
zang Bodhisattva apart from his underworld function: Yabuki (1927) argued for an early 
connection with the medieval Buddhist school Sanjie jiao; as part of his investigation of eso-
teric Buddhism, Osabe (1982) studied a hybrid Buddho-Daoist exorcism formula attributed 
to Dizang; Powell (1987, 1993) investigated the pilgrimage cult of the Golden Dizang on 
Mount Jiuhua; Lai (1990) and Kuo (1994b) analyzed the Zhancha jing 占察經 to illustrate 
Buddhist integration of indigenous Chinese practices; most recently, Zhiru (2001–2002, 
2005) traced the medieval associations of Dizang worship with the cults of Amitâbha and 
Maitreya. 
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Buddhist Scriptures), formulated for daily Buddhist practice. Volume 12 in 
this series focuses on the Bodhisattva Dizang.42 The prescribed daily prac-
tice consists of a liturgical sequence commonly found in Chinese Buddhist 
rituals plus a two-step meditation procedure of calm and insight (Ch. zhiguan 
止觀; Skt. šamatha-vipašyanâ) featuring Dizang as the object of meditation.43 
In addition, contemporary Buddhist preachers in China continue to deliver 
sermons on the Zhancha shan’e yebao jing 占察善惡業報經 (Scripture on Divin-
ing the Retribution of Skillful and Negative Actions), a sixth-century text on 
Dizang worship, popular divination, and karma composed prior to the emer-
gence of his underworld aspect.44 Esoteric echoes of Dizang also reverberate 
in religious milieux where Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism are increasingly 
interfused; Tibetan monks in exile, for example, preside over Dizang repen-
tance ceremonies when addressing the needs of Taiwanese society and immi-
grant Chinese communities in Southeast Asia. The savior of the damned 
image thus obscures the multivalent character of Dizang worship. 

The Study of Bodhisattva Cults

Although monographs have occasionally appeared—for instance, Marinus 
Willem de Visser’s studies of Dizang (1914) and Âkâšagarbha (1931); Raoul 
Birnbaum’s study of Mañjušrî (1983); and Alan Sponberg and Helen Hard-
acre’s edited volume on Maitreya (1988)—the investigation of bodhisattva 
cults and their significance in Buddhist history has been curiously marginal-
ized in Buddhist studies and remains largely the province of art historians.45 
In recent decades, however, an exciting shift in the study of Chinese Bud-
dhism has brought about a welcome surge of scholarly interest in Buddhist 
cults. Endeavoring to apply cross-disciplinary approaches, Buddhologists 
have increasingly engaged in dialogue with art historians and undertaken 
serious investigation of Buddhist art and epigraphy in their research and 
writing. In the subfield of Chinese Buddhism, this trend is further expedited 
by the growing opportunities for scholars outside of China to conduct field 
investigations at Chinese archaeological and cave sites. One heartening result 

42. The volume is titled Ruhe xiuchi Dizang jing 如何修持地藏經; see the listing of pri-
mary sources in Works Cited. This manual invokes the Scripture on the Past Vows of Dizang Bod-
hisattva—not for its connection with the cult of the dead, but for its presentation of the 
bodhisattva ideal and the practice of filial piety.

43. Ruhe xiuchi Dizang jing, 56–60, 67–71.
44. Zhancha shan’e yebao jing, T839:17.901c–910c, ascribed to Putideng 菩提燈 (Bo

dhidîpa?). I will return to discuss this scripture in Chapter 3. A contemporary Chinese 
preacher, widely known as the monk elder Mengcan 夢參, delivered a sermon on the text, 
which has been recorded, printed, and circulated under the title Zhancha shan’e yebao jing 
jiangji 占察善惡業報經講記. One of his lectures is also printed in the form of a tract manual 
titled Dizang zhancha lun xiuxing shouce 地藏占察輪修行手冊, which comes with a packet of 
nineteen hexagon-shaped wheels to be used for Dizang divination.

45. Buddhist art history produces the bulk of the studies on buddha and bodhisattva 
cults. For early studies of Avalokitešvara and Mañjušrî, see de Mallmann 1948, 1964.
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is a flowering of scholarship on the bodhisattva cults, many of whose histories 
are best documented using visual and material evidence. Yü Chün-fang’s 
tome on Guanyin, Françoise Wang-Toutain’s monograph on the Bodhisattva 
Dizang, and Robert Gimello’s research on Mañjušrî and Cundî (Zhunti 準
提) all include investigations of visual materials.46 

The significance of studying bodhisattva cults is perhaps best understood 
in light of the reasons for its relative neglect in past scholarship. One reason is 
the previously mentioned tendency to regard religious history as the progres-
sion of ideas and texts.47 From this perspective, the bodhisattva is viewed 
largely as a doctrinal expression and the focus is on mapping typologies for 
its changing explications in scriptural writings and philosophical treatises.48 
This regnant tendency in older Buddhist studies scholarship also meant that 
the bodhisattva category attracting the most scholarly attention was the jâtaka 
bodhisattva (bensheng pusa 本生菩薩) and the stages on the path entailed in its 
conceptualization.49 The superhuman savior bodhisattva was treated only as 
the culmination of bodhisattva practice. Moreover, textbook accounts too 
often bifurcate the presentation of the bodhisattva ideal into doctrinal state-
ments of the bodhisattva path and devotional practices pertaining to the 
cults of savior bodhisattvas, mistakenly engendering the impression that doc-
trine and devotion are mutually exclusive aspects of religion.50 In fact, the 

46. Yü 2001; Wang-Toutain 1998; Gimello 1997, 2004.
47. On the primacy of text in the study of culture and religion, see Sullivan 1990: 41–59. 

The necessity to integrate the study of Buddhism in China more fully within Chinese studies as 
a whole has been noted by several Buddhologists; see Buswell 1990: 1–3; Gregory 1999: 19–20.

48. One typology of the bodhisattva doctrine is Lewis Lancaster’s fourfold stratifica-
tion, enumerated as follows: (1) the jâtaka bodhisattva, or the aspiring bodhisattva on the ar-
duous path to buddhahood; (2) the phantasma bodhisattva, represented as a savior figure 
larger than life; (3) the audience bodhisattva, who graces the buddha assemblies; and (4) 
the living bodhisattva, who appears as an incarnation in this world. See Lancaster 1981: 153–
161. To some extent, the four categories often overlap. In early medieval China, Dizang 
seems to have appeared first as an audience bodhisattva, who then fired the religious imagi-
nation of Chinese Buddhists so much so that he was rapidly transformed into a focus of wor-
ship, a savior bodhisattva. The Scripture on the Past Vows contains “flashbacks” into the past 
lives of this bodhisattva—that is, his career as a jâtaka bodhisattva. Finally, the cult of the 
Golden Dizang at Mount Jiuhua is centered on his manifestation as an “incarnated,” or liv-
ing, bodhisattva, the Korean ascetic Kim Chijang. 

49. For a classic example, see Jaini 1988. Drawing from different texts, Jaini pieces to-
gether a cogent presentation of Maitreya’s bodhisattva path. For a survey of textual presenta-
tions on the bodhisattva doctrine, see Dayal 1970. The same can be said for most of the 
papers in the volume on the bodhisattva doctrine edited by Kawamura (1981).

50. The classic example is Paul Williams’s (1989) excellent survey of Mahâyâna Bud-
dhism. In Chapter 9, titled “The Path of the Bodhisattva,” Williams highlights the doctrinal 
aspects of the bodhisattva ideal, whereas Chapter 10 is titled “Faith and Devotion: The Cults 
of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.” Another textbook survey of Buddhism (Harvey 1990) dedi-
cates seven chapters to Buddhist doctrine and four chapters to Buddhist practice. The cults 
of Avalokitešvara, Amitâbha, and Bhaiºajyaguru are treated in a chapter titled “Buddhist 
Practice: Devotion.” In an essay, F. V. Tiso (1993) discusses the emergence of the bodhisattva 
in terms of the Mahâyânist systematized presentation of the bodhisattva path. 
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very phenomenon of the savior bodhisattva already implies a relationship be-
tween bodhisattva doctrine and cultic practice.51 

In part, the marginalization of religious devotion can be traced to Prot-
estant rhetoric that condemns “Catholic excesses” meant to satiate the ritual-
istic and emotional needs of the “uncritical masses” in presumed opposition 
to the “basic spirituality” of Protestant Christianity.52 This disdain of devo-
tional practice and the bifurcation of doctrine and devotion are hardly true 
of medieval Christianity, much less of Buddhist cultures, and western schol-
ars have increasingly called attention to the Protestant biases in western 
scholarship on Buddhism.53 David Snellgrove, for instance, has identified 
the problem of exaggerating the historical Buddha’s humanity, cautioning 
that the Buddha is always “more than human” to his followers in Asia, who 
do not view the humanity and transcendence of the Buddha as mutually 
incompatible.54 In other words, the Buddha does not fit the polarized para-
digm of “human” and “divine” that underlies Christian discourse. Accord
ingly, scholars must exercise caution in applying to the Buddha those 
religious categories styled after western models of religion. 

I would argue that the same should be said for the savior bodhisattvas: 
The tendency to separate the doctrine of the bodhisattva ideal from the devo-
tional cult of the savior bodhisattva is misleading. Confining these cults to the 
overarching category of “devotionalism” as understood in modern western 
discourse fails to capture the complex array of religious attitudes associated 
with this Buddhist phenomenon or its historical significance. Interpreting the 
deification of the bodhisattva largely as a strategy to broaden the appeal of the 
bodhisattva ideal reduces the concept of the savior bodhisattva to a secondary 
expression.55 Instead, the concept of the savior bodhisattva should be under-

51. Bielefeldt (2005) surveys the term “practice” (including “cultic practice”) as under-
stood by the Buddhist traditions and Buddhist studies; his observations on the nuanced 
(and often embedded) relationships between practice on the one hand and theory (prin
ciple) or ideal on the other are also applicable to the problem of separating the bodhisattva 
doctrine from the cult of the savior bodhisattva.

52. Art historians studying American Protestant art have shown that despite Protestant 
criticisms of icons and devotionalism, the use of religious art persisted in church and domes-
tic settings in conjunction with worship; see Morgan 1996, 1998, 2001; Morgan and Promey 
2001. Also see Finney 1999 for essays on the role of visual arts in the Calvinist tradition.

53. Anthropologists first called attention to the Protestant (and Orientalist) biases in 
the study of Buddhism; see Almond 1988; Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988: 202–240. Subse-
quently, scholars in Buddhist studies have discussed Protestant implications in the study of 
Buddhism in the west: see Schopen 1991a; Lopez 1995; Strong 2004: 1–5.

54. Snellgrove 1987: 29–35. On the representation of the Buddha, particularly in the 
west, see Lopez 2005.

55. The demythologization of the savior buddha and bodhisattva is certainly present in 
Buddhist discourse, particularly in modernist Buddhist discourse that emphasizes the goal 
of buddhahood as a humanistic endeavor, but also in Chan Buddhist rhetoric. However, as 
Faure (1991, 1992) has shown, Chan Buddhists were associated with cultic practices in the 
mummification and veneration of awakened Chan teachers. On the ritual aspects of Chan 
Buddhism, see Foulk 1993; Foulk and Sharf 1993–1994. On the role of Confucian ritual and 
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stood as richly complex, drawing its power precisely from juxtaposing multiple 
strains of religious expression (art, doctrine, institution, myth, praxis, ritual) 
and thus rendering the bodhisattva ideal accessible to an audience of diverse 
backgrounds and applicable to a variety of social contexts. Rather than a “de-
generation” of Buddhist doctrine into some kind of secondary religion for the 
gratification of the masses, the cult of the savior bodhisattva transforms the 
abstraction of the bodhisattva doctrine into a concrete, everyday reality—a 
“living presence” that believers can tangibly experience through iconography, 
myth, ritual, and social institutions.56 Doctrine and devotion, transcendence 
and humanity, are inextricably entwined to create a potent religious expres-
sion that cannot be reduced to any single dimension of religion. 

Another reason for past scholarly neglect of bodhisattva cults is also a 
component of the “master narrative” of the history of Chinese Buddhism to 
which Sharf calls attention, namely, undue fixation on lineages, schools, and 
sects and the persistent representation of Chinese Buddhist history in terms 
of their vicissitudes.57 Sharf argues, first of all, that the boundaries were 
never as clear as once thought; and second, that in several cases the lineages 
and schools do not correlate to actual social institutions but are products of 
sectarian polemics and loose retrospective classifications, many of which de-
rive from the sectarian structure of Japanese Buddhism. More often than 
not, bodhisattva cults are looked upon as marginal forms that evolved on the 
periphery of doctrinal explication, relevant only insofar as they render the 
teachings of a lineage or school more accessible to a larger audience. More-
over, cultic expressions often undermine the reified demarcations of lin-
eages and schools. In fact, precisely because bodhisattva cults are prone to 
blur such proposed boundaries, the study of these cults should have correc-
tive ramifications for the “old” understanding of Chinese Buddhist history. 
Cults better document the complex dialectics and interrelationships under-
scoring East Asian Buddhism than do the loose typologies traditionally de-
ployed. For instance, as the present study shows, the medieval cult of Dizang 
presented an array of relationships with diverse forms of Buddhism at vari-
ous junctures in its history. In the eighth and ninth centuries, the Dizang 
cult appears to have possessed simultaneous alliances with Teaching of 
Three Levels (Sanjie jiao 三階教) and Pure Land (Jingtu 淨土), although po-
lemical literature pits these two schools as rivals with clearly demarcated ob-
jects of worship and practices.58 Buddhist cults thus provide material evidence 
for Sharf’s argument that lineages, schools, and traditions did not exist as 
discrete entities. However, one must be careful not to overstate the case and 
deconstruct the lineages in China altogether. They did exist insofar as they 
represented accepted doctrinal or soteriological distinctions for particular 

ancestor worship in Chan Buddhism, see Jorgensen 1987. For the veneration of images in 
modernist expressions of Taiwanese Buddhism, see Zhiru 2000.

56. See Campany 1993b. 
57. Sharf 2002a: 7–8.
58. See Zhiru 2001–2002: 80–85.
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groups of Buddhists in China (especially after the Song period), even if they 
did not always correlate with institutional or social realities. 

The Study of Dizang Bodhisattva

Until the late 1990s, Japanese scholars produced the bulk of scholarship on 
Dizang Bodhisattva. In his manifestation as Jizô 地蔵, Dizang pervades Japa-
nese society to such an extent that his fame surpasses that of Guanyin, known 
as Kannon in Japan, who is usually the more popular of the two in East Asia. 
From the late Heian period (898–1185), Jizô worship increasingly permeated 
Japanese culture and society, generating a broad range of Jizô manifesta-
tions endowed with specific names and sometimes peculiar iconographies. 
Hence, the religious landscape of Japan is dotted with shrines and temples 
dedicated to Anzan Jizô 安産地蔵 (“Easy Birth” Jizô), Hara-obi Jizô 腹帯地蔵 
(“Belly-girdle” Jizô), Enmei Jizô 延命地蔵 (“Life Prolonging” Jizô), Indô Jizô 
引導地蔵 (Jizô Who Guides [the Deceased to Their Afterlife Destinations]), 
and Roku Jizô 六地蔵 (Six Jizôs), to name just a few.59 Although Dizang ico-
nography in medieval China was wide-ranging—sometimes he appears as a 
monk, a sovereign, or even a royal householder—medieval Japanese exhib-
ited an early preference for Jizô the monk, who over time became Jizô the 
novice. In a sense, Jizô in Japan was deliberately downscaled from the re-
mote, otherworldly bodhisattva to the friendly, approachable little monk 
whom one could expect to run into on the next street corner.60 Given the 
preeminence of Jizô in Japanese culture, religion, and society, it is not sur-
prising that Japanese scholars should be fascinated with this bodhisattva and 
should have produced a wealth of excellent research on him.61 This large 
corpus of scholarship, however, is interested in the Chinese development 
only insofar as it relates to the origins of the Jizô cult. Given that the Japa-
nese Jizô and the Chinese Dizang are in many respects quite different, this 
tendency frequently alters the Japanese presentation of the Chinese histori-
cal reality. An important exception is the pioneering scholarship Japanese 
have produced on Dunhuang art that includes studies of Dizang iconogra-
phy, notably the seminal contributions of Matsumoto Eiichi (1933, 1937).

Although there has been a lack of scholarship on Dizang Bodhisattva in 
China, the past decade has witnessed a welcome shift in scholarly interest that 
reflects a heightened awareness of the significance of this bodhisattva in Chi-
nese religion. Besides a multiplying collection of articles, mostly on Dizang art 
in China, four book-length publications have appeared: (1) Françoise Wang-
Toutain’s Le Bodhisattva Kºitigarbha en Chine du Ve au XIIe siècle; (2) Pan Liang
wen’s 潘亮文 Zhongguo Dizang pusa xiang chutan 中國地藏菩薩像初探; (3) 
Zhuang Mingxing’s 莊明興 Zhongguo zhonggu de Dizang xinyang 中國中古的地

59. For studies on Jizô in Japan, see Fuji 1974; Hayami 1975; Ishikawa 1995; Tanaka 1989.
60. Lafleur 1992: 47.
61. See Manabe 1960; Sakurai 1983; Mochizuki 1989; Ishikawa 1995.
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藏信仰; and (4) Zhang Zong’s 張總 Dizang xinyang yanjiu 地藏信仰研究.62 Al-
though these studies on Dizang were all published within a five-year period, 
they were apparently conducted independently and in relative isolation—with 
the exception of Zhang’s study, which does cite the other Chinese works. 

Trained as an art historian, Pan Liangwen has collected the visual evi-
dence and produced a slim volume surveying Dizang art and inscriptions in 
China. Zhuang Mingxing’s publication, based on his M.A. thesis, discusses a 
range of materials that are often treated more substantively in the other pub-
lications. Zhang Zong, a mainland Chinese scholar, exhibits a superb mas-
tery of the archaeological and art-historical materials, and he provides an 
exhaustive survey of Dizang sculpture, paintings, and cave art in China and 
Central Asia. His contribution is especially important for its inclusion of re-
cent archaeological findings that have not been published outside of China. 
In addition, his survey of texts includes a section in which he discusses the 
Dizang baojuan 地藏寶卷 (Precious Scrolls on Dizang), a relatively unstudied 
collection of literature especially crucial for exploring Dizang in late impe-
rial China.63 Of the studies on Dizang, Zhang’s work is the most ambitious in 
scope—not only in terms of geography and chronology, but also in the stag-
gering wealth of literary and visual sources he has assembled.64 

The French scholar Françoise Wang-Toutain traces the development of 
Dizang Bodhisattva up to the twelfth century. Possessing an excellent com-
mand of Buddhist art, philology, and history, she analyzes a substantial cor-
pus of canonical and noncanonical literature, the bulk of which is scriptural. 
A major contribution is her extensive cross-comparison of Dunhuang manu-
scripts, which sheds light on the complicated and often ambiguous histories 
of Dizang texts. Her cataloging of Dunhuang manuscript copies of scrip-
tures on Dizang will remain an immensely valuable resource for all subse-
quent studies. Wang-Toutain’s monograph is divided into four sections: texts 
(scriptures), personality, cult, and iconography. The chapter on Dizang ico-
nography is based largely on Dunhuang art, although examples from other 
regions are included where relevant. For Wang-Toutain, Dizang iconography 
is chiefly used as collaborative evidence for the conclusions she has already 

62. Art historians, mostly from China but also from Taiwan, have increasingly studied Di-
zang art, particularly from Chinese Buddhist cave sites. Meriting special mention is an essay by 
Paul Katz (2003), who offers an anthropological study of the growth of the Dizang temple (Di-
zang an 地藏庵) in Taiwan during the period of Japanese occupation. His study is largely a sta-
tistical investigation that focuses on economic and political conditions shaping the local 
development of the Dizang temple and does not treat Dizang Bodhisattva or the religious 
practices in any significant manner. But its focus on the modern period takes Dizang study in 
a new direction.

63. The literary genre baojuan, or “precious scrolls,” is relatively less studied in western 
scholarship. For an important volume on the precious scrolls in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, see Overmyer 1999.

64. Although his principal focus is China, Zhang also surveys historical evidence from 
Central Asia, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, and Tibet. His work thus serves as an invaluable guide 
to the resources for studying Dizang Bodhisattva.
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reached in her textual analysis.65 Although the monograph is not organized 
chronologically, her solid investigation does map a more or less linear trajec-
tory whereby venerating Dizang originates in the cult of eight bodhisattvas 
in Central Asia and culminates in its Chinese underworld expression. One 
can thus isolate three phases in her mapping of Dizang’s history. The first 
phase is a connection with the concept of the decline of Buddhism, apparent 
in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, which she traces to Central Asia through 
scriptures ascribed to the translator Narendrayaša (Naliantiyeshe 那連提耶
舍, 517–589). The second phase is the dissemination of Dizang worship in 
the seventh century due to Sanjie jiao’s promotion of the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels and the teaching of the Final Dharma. The third phase is the ascen-
dancy of Dizang worship after Sanjie jiao’s disappearance from the religious 
scene in the ninth century, at which time the Dizang cult increasingly 
blended with other cults, notably those of Amitâbha and Guanyin. Within 
this context, Dizang steadily emerged as the Buddhist savior of the damned, 
superceding claims to this role by other bodhisattvas, including the popular 
Guanyin Bodhisattva. It is telling that the chapters in which Wang-Toutain 
discusses Dizang’s personality and cult focus largely on his underworld role. 
Although I hesitate to oversimplify what is an exceedingly rich investigation 
of complex developments surrounding the three phases of Dizang’s history, 
Wang-Toutain’s study clearly assumes that the development of Dizang was a 
steady folklorization resulting in his role as savior of the damned. 

Why this sudden scholarly interest in the Dizang cult? Given the consid-
erably smaller corpus of writings on Dizang relative to those on other major 
bodhisattvas, archaeological and art-historical findings have been especially 
instrumental in illuminating neglected aspects of his cult and expanding 
our understanding of Dizang’s history. Although the potential of Dunhuang 
art and texts in this regard has been acknowledged for some time, the wealth 
of evidence found at other Buddhist sites has been relatively unstudied until 
recently. The art at these sites turns out to reveal fascinating and rarely re-
corded manifestations of Dizang worship. For instance, I have shown else-
where that art and epigraphy at Sichuan and Dragon Gate (Longmen 龍門) 
indicate Dizang’s link to the Amitâbha Pure Land, while Shaanxi iconogra-
phy hints at a plausible connection to the Maitreya cult.66 As an object of 
study, Dizang worship constitutes a window for glimpsing the interrelation-
ships between divergent religious expressions, otherwise mistakenly regarded 
as discrete and separate strands. Hence, the study of Dizang potentially has 
larger implications for the study of Chinese Buddhist history. 

Because modern scholarship analyzes Dizang Bodhisattva largely from the 
single perspective of his popularized role as savior of the damned, it achieves 
only a partial reconstruction of the medieval Dizang cult.67 The need for a study 

65. Wang-Toutain 1998: 259.
66. Zhiru 2000–2001; 2005. 
67. Wang-Toutain introduces her study as an investigation of the Bodhisattva Dizang as 

the “Teacher of the Desolate and Dark [Region]”—or, in other words, the savior of the 
damned (1998: 5–7). 



Problems and Perspectives		23

of Dizang in medieval China that explicitly addresses the implications of the 
richly varied expressions of Dizang worship and so reconsiders its role in Chi-
nese Buddhism is thus imperative. The Dizang cult intersected not just with dif-
ferent forms of indigenous religion (religious Daoism, Confucianism, Chinese 
divinatory and shamanic practices), but also with diversified strands of Chinese 
Buddhism (esoteric Buddhism, Maitreya mythology, Pure Land, Sanjie jiao). 
The process of cross-cultural assimilation that the Dizang cult embodies was 
frequently punctuated by tension and conflict. Against this complicated reli-
gious background, the image of Dizang as Lord of the Underworld came to the 
forefront in the late eighth or early ninth century. Yet this aspect never com-
pletely subsumed the others, which persisted into the tenth century and after. 

Methods and Sources 

Whereas historical documentation is scarce in India, scholars of Chinese 
Buddhism are fortunate to have at their disposal an abundance of histori-
cal records, ranging from catalogues to Buddhist historical writings. Risk-
ing an overgeneralization, one may say a preoccupation with historical 
documentation has always been an outstanding feature of Chinese culture. 
Nonetheless, the substantive corpus of literary materials is a mixed bless-
ing, for it quite frequently conceals as much as it reveals.68 The majority of 
surviving written records in the various archives of the Chinese Buddhist 
canon were composed by elite clerics, who defined “normative” or “main-
stream” Buddhism and oversaw its transmission. These “official” historical 
records should thus be perused with caution, and the task of the modern 
historian is much like that of an archaeologist, excavating the embedded 
layers of discourse with an eye to extricating silenced or misrepresented el-
ements. The scholar must endeavor to explore variant expressions that un-
folded outside the “orthodoxy” articulated in the transmitted archives of 
canonical works.69 

In this regard, the recent flowering of activities and studies based on ar-
chaeological and art-historical material is a boon to the study of Chinese 
Buddhist history. The recovery of Dunhuang archival manuscripts and art 
has already taught us that what we know about Chinese religious history is 
precious little in the face of what we do not know. It is not an overstatement 
to say that scholarly understanding of Chinese Buddhist history has drasti-
cally changed since the landmark discovery of the hidden archival chamber 

68. As Erik Zürcher put it, “Our view of Chinese Buddhism as a historical phenomenon 
is greatly obscured by the abundance of our source materials” (1982b: 161). 

69. Erik Zürcher also highlighted this point when he cautioned that “the Buddhist 
Canon is the final product of many centuries of clerical censorship” after “a constant process 
of expurgation (or even wholesale destruction) of . . . ‘heretical’ texts” (1982a: 168). As a cor-
rective, Zürcher emphasized the need to investigate Chinese Buddhism in relation to indige-
nous religion particularly through the study of what he calls “Chinese apocryphal literature.” 
For a discussion on the polemical intentions that underscored and critically shaped the ar-
ticulation of “normative” stances in Chinese Buddhist history, see Sharf 2002a: 12–13. 
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in Dunhuang’s Mogao grotto 16 alone. For instance, our views of Sanjie jiao 
would still be confined to the glimpses available through polemical Bud-
dhist literature if the Dunhuang manuscripts had not yielded a stack of San-
jie jiao writings. A recently discovered cave in Shaanxi where Sanjie jiao texts 
are inscribed on the walls promises to shed crucial light on the practices of 
that movement.70 Although we may not chance on another cache of manu-
scripts, scholars can look to the steady stream of reports on archaeological 
and art-historical findings from elsewhere in China that are regularly pub-
lished by the regional academies. The numerous Buddhist sites that house 
enormous collections of iconography and epigraphy furnish a wealth of data 
that can expand, or even revise, our perception of Chinese Buddhist history. 
As material embodiments of religion, archaeological and visual artifacts en-
capsulate actual religious practices in ways that written texts rarely do and 
frequently elucidate patterns of religion apart from the “orthodoxy” pre-
served in the received archives of transmitted writings. 

Accordingly, the principal thrust of my study of Dizang is to use extra-
canonical and visual materials to recover relatively neglected aspects of the 
cult’s history. This reconstruction is based on a close analysis of three cate-
gories of evidence: 

1.	 Scriptures are undoubtedly a “staple” item in the study of religion. In 
my study, however, I have broadened the scope of “scripture” to include 
extracanonical as well as canonical texts. Especially central to this 
project is a genre of para- or noncanonical texts referred to as “indig-
enous scriptures.” The majority of texts about Dizang Bodhisattva, 
according to scholarly consensus, were composed in China. Particularly 
important are those scriptures recovered in the twentieth century from 
Chinese archaeological sites and from the archives of Japanese monas-
teries. Fortunately, some of these manuscripts are now published and 
accessible in modern editions.71 One key text is the Dizang pusa jing 地
藏菩薩經 (Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang). Another important 
but less studied scripture is the Dizang dadao xin quce fa   大道心驅
策法 (The Exorcism Method of Dizang’s Aspiration Toward Great 
Awakening).72 

2.	 As mentioned previously, Buddhologists have only recently paid 
attention to art and epigraphy. An important source of Buddhist art is 

70. The cave is located at Jinchuan wan 金川灣 in Chunhua 淳化, Shaanxi, and is dis-
cussed in Chapter 2. For a preliminary investigation of the cave and its contents, see Zhang 
and Wang 2003. 

71. Many of the texts recovered from Japanese monastery archives have been printed in 
modern editions of the Chinese Buddhist canon: the Dainihon zokuzôkyô 大日本続蔵経 and 
the Taishô shinshû daizôkyô 大正新修大蔵経. 

72. The Dizang dadao xin quce fa has often escaped the attention of Dizang specialists be-
cause the text uses deviant characters for the name of Dizang invented during Empress Wu’s 
武 rule (r. 684–704).
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Dunhuang, which has yielded a sizeable collection of art pertaining 
to the underworld Dizang. For a more comprehensive understanding 
of the forms of Dizang worship, however, other art-historical sites 
must also be studied. For example, Longmen is important as a site 
housing the earliest Dizang art, while Shaanxi has yielded evidence of 
early visualizations of Dizang in connection to the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels and possibly the medieval Buddhist movement Sanjie jiao. The 
art and epigraphy at Sichuan, a region that has attracted considerable 
attention from art historians in recent decades, conveys the broadest 
range of Dizang worship, some examples of which are exceptionally 
significant because they embody religious strains documented in 
neither Dunhuang art nor textual sources. 

3.	T he genre of popular narratives known as miracle tales, both Bud-
dhist and non-Buddhist, allows us to reconstruct medieval attitudes 
toward Dizang in the larger religious milieu. In this regard, the non-
Buddhist miracle tales are especially valuable because they reflect 
both a religious sensibility common across different segments of 
society and a diverse array of religious elements associated with Dizang 
worship. Especially important among the Buddhist collections of 
narratives is the canonical tenth-century compilation of Dizang 
miracle tales titled Dizang pusa xiang lingyan ji 地藏菩薩像靈驗記 (A 
Record of Numinous Verifications of Images of Dizang Bodhisattva; 
henceforth, A Record of Numinous Verifications), completed in 989 by 
a member of the clerical elite.73 Compilations of miracle tales play a 
unique role in the religious canon by functioning as sub-texts articu-
lating—albeit in an edited and domesticated form—the beliefs and 
practices of the larger populace as they existed alongside the domi-
nant traditions of elite orthodoxy.

Although these three genres of evidence are by no means exhaustive, 
they do constitute the major sources for the study of Dizang Bodhisattva in 
medieval China. Other sources of documentation, such as liturgical works 
and gazetteer records, are also mentioned when relevant. Although the pres-
ent study adopts a historical framework as the main organizational principle, 
my approach is essentially interdisciplinary and explores the topic from as 
many perspectives as the scope of examined evidence allows. 

Organization and Terminology

This study is divided into two parts and a concluding chapter. Part 1 intro-
duces and analyzes the early manifestations of Dizang in China from the 
sixth to eighth centuries based on the early scriptural representations of Di-
zang in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Xumizang fen 須彌藏分 (Section 

73. The English translation of the title is derived from Teiser 1994: 43.
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on the Sumeru Treasury). The Scripture on the Ten Wheels inspired the basis 
for early cultic beginnings, including links to Sanjie jiao. In this early phase 
of the Dizang cult, the Chinese religious imagination was already at work 
crafting the identity and history of the bodhisattva, particularly in response 
to the socio-political conditions of fifth- and sixth-century China. The Scrip-
ture on the Ten Wheels inspired innovative visual imagery, including the Shaanxi 
representation of Dizang as a buddha surrounded by the six paths of rebirth. 
Part 2 explores new directions in Dizang worship from the sixth to the tenth 
centuries, arguing that the array of Dizang images places him at the inter-
stices of multiple religious trends during that period. Three categories of 
sources (scriptural writings, art and epigraphy, narrative literature) are in-
vestigated. Scrutiny of the evidence reveals that Dizang’s history was hardly a 
straightforward evolution of his underworld function. Although this func-
tion was growing more visible, it remained one of several—a testament to the 
vibrant diversity and rich complexity of Dizang cults. The Conclusion criti-
cally reexamines Dizang’s role as Lord of the Underworld and affirms that 
Dizang was connected to several afterlife cults—not just that of the under-
world. In addition, Dizang formed important alliances with other religious 
expressions that did not fall under the rubric of afterlife practice, which sug-
gests that Dizang may have had a larger role in the medieval history of Chi-
nese Buddhism.

Before embarking on the study proper, a few clarifications concerning 
terms and concepts used in this study are in order. First among these is the 
potentially problematic designation “medieval China.” The phrase is em-
ployed simply as a term of convenience to avoid cumbersome repetitions of 
centuries or dynasties and should not be taken too literally.74 It does not in-
tend any stance concerning the thorny issue of when the medieval period 
ended and the premodern, early modern, or late imperial periods began in 
China. Also, as may by now be clear, Dizang and Kºitigarbha are alternative 
names for the same bodhisattva: The former name is used in the Chinese 
context; its Sanskrit counterpart is used with reference to Indian and Cen-
tral Asian contexts. 

The chronological overlap of Part 1 (from the sixth to eighth centuries) 
and Part 2 (from the sixth to tenth centuries) also requires some explanation. 
Historical studies of religion tend to oversimplify the dynamic complexity of 
actual historical circumstances by presenting religious phenomena in a se-
quence of successive developments. A linear chronology does not do justice to 
the fact that older and innovative religious trends frequently share the same 
time and space. The arrangement of Parts 1 and 2 is thus intended to ac-
knowledge the temporal overlap between the early expressions of Dizang wor-
ship, centered on the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, and their eventual extension. 

74. The term is not intended to reflect a kind of teleological view of history—that is, his-
tory “on the way to” some destined “modernity.” Nor is it intended to imply a western model 
that conceives of “medieval” as “postclassical” and “prerenaissance.”
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chapter 1

Early Scriptural Representations
Texts and Contexts

Imagine being transported across vast expanses of time to early medieval 
China. What would be one’s initial impressions of the Bodhisattva Dizang? Lit-
erary sources suggest that Dizang first appeared in China sometime in the late 
fourth or early fifth century, first as an audience bodhisattva—that is, a mem-
ber of the entourage gracing the Buddha’s assemblies in the scriptures.� One 
also finds examples of Dizang’s appearance as an interlocutor posing questions 
to the person preaching a scripture.� However, in these passing references, Di-
zang exists only in name and no significant information is disclosed about him. 
The first substantive glimpses of Dizang should thus be traced to the images in 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, both of 
which can be firmly dated to the second half of the sixth century.� 

The Scripture on the Ten Wheels sets forth the foundational mythology and 
iconography for Dizang Bodhisattva and remains today one of the core scrip-
tures for the Dizang cult. The Section on the Sumeru Treasury contains further 
glimpses of Dizang that resonated with the representation in the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels. The two texts share a set of common themes that at first may 
not seem connected to Dizang Bodhisattva but, on close scrutiny, turn out to 
be crucial indicators of how Dizang worship initially gained a foothold in the 
religious and socio-political environment of the sixth century. 

The Scripture on the Ten Wheels

This scripture exists in two versions. The earlier version is titled Da fang-
guang shilun jing 大方廣十輪經 (The Great Extended Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels), which traditional Buddhist scholarship characterizes as an anony-
mous Northern Liang translation. However, an investigation of the catalogs 
of Buddhist scriptures reveals that this title was first assigned to the North-
ern Liang period only toward the end of the sixth century. Further examina-

�. For examples of Dizang as an audience bodhisattva, see Appendix 2. 
�. The Vajrasamâdhi-sûtra, or Jingang sanmei jing 金剛三昧經 (T273), dated to the North-

ern Liang, is cited as an early example of Dizang in the interlocuter’s role. However, Robert 
Buswell (1989) has argued that this text is more likely a seventh-century Korean composition 
that was retroactively ascribed Chinese authorship and reintroduced to China. 

�. For the problem inherent in the traditional dating of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, 
see Appendix 1. 
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tion of Sanjie jiao’s use of the scripture confirms that this version of the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels was known to north central Chinese no later than 
the early part of the second half of the sixth century. The second version, 
titled Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing 大乘大集地藏十輪經 (The Scripture on Di-
zang and the Ten Wheels in the Great Mahâyâna Compendium), is a revised 
translation attributed to the famous pilgrim and translator monk Xuanzang 
玄奘 (600–664). Broadly speaking, because the two versions are sufficiently 
similar in content, my analysis is based largely on the Da fangguang shilun 
jing; however, the Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing is also discussed when rele-
vant. Thematically, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels can be divided into two 
parts: the preface (Chapters 1–2 in the anonymous edition; Chapter 1 in the 
Tang edition), which introduces and eulogizes Dizang Bodhisattva, and the re-
maining core of the text (Chapters 3–15 in the anonymous edition; Chapters 
2–8 in the Tang edition), which elucidates the teaching of the Ten Wheels. 

The preface to the Scripture on the Ten Wheels serves as the chief source 
of information on the Bodhisattva Dizang. The scripture was preached on 
Mount Khalatika (Kharostha?), and it was said to have taken place after a 
discourse on the Candragarbha-sûtra.� Dizang comes with his retinue from 
the south, his arrival accompanied by a dazzling spectacle of wondrous 
rain, sounds, and lights.� The members of the audience find themselves mi-
raculously adorned, each hand grasping a luminous wish-granting jewel 
(Ch. ruyi zhu 如意珠; Skt. cintâmaÿi) that emits rays of light illuminating 
various buddha-lands, and accompanied by miracles of healing, allayed 
suffering, and so forth.� (This scene may have inspired the wish-granting 
jewel in Dizang’s iconography.)� The text introduces Dizang as a šramaÿa 
(shamen 沙門) or šrâvaka (shengwen 聲聞), an image of the bodhisattva that 
would later flourish in East Asian art.� The Scripture on the Ten Wheels fur-
ther points out that for countless aeons Dizang has been liberating living 
beings in the “vile age of the five turbulences” (wuzhuo eshi 五濁惡世).� 

�. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a; cf. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.721a. 
It is odd that a specific reference is made in one scripture to the preaching of another. Did the 
author of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels feel the need to authenticate his composition by refer-
encing another extant scripture? As I will show later in this chapter, the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels reflects concerns similar to those found in other scriptures, including the Candragarbha-
sûtra, which is also associated with the Central Asian monk Narendrayašas. Also see Appendix 2. 

�.  Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a–b; cf. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.723b.
�. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a–b; cf. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411: 

13.721a–b.
�. As discussed in Chapter 4, the earliest extant Dizang art is found at Longmen and 

dates to the second half of the seventh century. The wish-granting jewel already appears in this 
early phase of Dizang art, and it remains typical of Dizang iconography to this day. Usually the 
bodhisattva is shown with a jewel in one hand, but some representations (for example, at Si
chuan) depict him with a jewel in each hand. 

�. The Da fangguang shilun jing states that Dizang appears as a šramaÿa (T410:13.681c); 
in the Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing he is depicted as a šrâvaka (T411:13.721c).

�. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681c; cf. mention of the “buddha-less world” 無佛世界 
in the Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.721c. The five turbulences are: (1) jiezhuo 劫濁 
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Except for a few distinctive attributes, this portrayal of Dizang is de-
rived mostly from stock descriptions of the bodhisattva ideal in early 
Mahâyâna literature. The text strings together a protracted list of analo-
gies in praise of Dizang’s salvific abilities:

He is just like a wish-fulfilling pearl that satiates all of one’s desires . . . the 
great earth that can produce good roots. . . . He is the sun or the moon that 
illuminates the path. . . . He is the source of the field of great merits. . . . He 
cures all maladies like a wondrous medicine king. . . . For the fearful he is the 
great relative or friend, warding off all foes and enemies like a solid city moat. 
He is able to quench one’s thirst like cool purified water, relieve all hunger and 
starvation like sweet fruits, and is also the best garment for the naked.10

Because of his inconceivable merits, Dizang has mastered a range of samâ-
dhi: At each dawn, he enters into different forms of meditative concentration 
to assist living beings in an array of buddha-lands.11 As with other great bod-
hisattvas, the intonation of Dizang’s name will bring numinous efficacies 
when encountering hardship (starvation, thirst, etc.), perils (attacks by ven-
omous snakes or insects, spirit possession, etc.), or calamities (fire, floods, 
etc.).12 And like other savior bodhisattvas, Dizang is able to assume any one 
of a number of forms, beginning with the gods (from Brahmâ down to the 
Four Lokapalas) and the Buddhist saints, continuing through the human hi-
erarchy to demigods or demons, and entering the realm of animals and fi-
nally the underworld bureaucracy.13 In short, Dizang is cast as the 
paradigmatic savior, and the merit of making offerings to him far exceeds 
that of making offerings to other great bodhisattvas like Avalokitešvara, Mai-
treya, Mañjušrî, and Samantabhadra.14 This allusion to other great bodhi
sattvas suggests that Dizang was a latecomer to the Mahâyâna pantheon, 
probably appearing after the others were introduced to China. 

The text then tells us that the teaching disseminated by the various ema-
nations of Dizang is the Three Vehicles (Ch. sansheng 三乘; Skt. Triyâna). As 

(kalpakaºâya), the turbulent aeon when wars, natural disasters, famines, and pestilences occur; 
(2) jianzhuo 見濁 (d¿º¡ikaºâya), the turbulence of viewpoints, when confused and deluded con-
cepts prevail; (3) fannaozhuo 煩惱濁 (klešakaºâya), the turbulence of mental defilements due to 
greed, hatred, and ignorance; (4) zhongshengzhuo 眾生濁 (sattvakaºâya), the turbulence of living 
beings, when the body is wracked with misery, the mind is weak, and one is plagued with infir-
mities; and (5) mingzhuo 命濁 (âyuºkaºâya), the turbulence of life span, when it diminishes to 
ten years. 

10. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681c–682a.
11. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.683a–684a; Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, 

T411:13.723b–724b.
12. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.684c17–685b; Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, 

T411:13.724b–725c.
13. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.684a–c; Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, 

T411:13.725c–726a. 
14. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.685a; Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.726a.
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defined in the Saddharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra (Miaofa lianhua jing 妙法蓮華經, 
Scripture on the Lotus of the Wondrous Dharma), the Three Vehicles refer 
to the teachings shared by šrâvakas, solitary buddhas (Ch. bizhifo 辟支佛; Skt. 
pratyekabuddhas), and bodhisattvas—as opposed to the Great Vehicle (Ch. 
dasheng 大乘; Skt. Mahâyâna) or One Vehicle (Ch. yisheng —乘; Skt. Ekayâna), 
that is, the teachings exclusive to the bodhisattva. Unfortunately, the Scrip-
ture on the Ten Wheels does not elaborate on the significance of its association 
with the Three Vehicles. An apparent link is Dizang’s manifestation as a 
monk in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, which certainly aligns him with the 
šrâvaka ideal at the heart of the Three Vehicles teachings, and perhaps with 
a phase of Mahâyâna development when the šrâvaka and bodhisattva are not 
regarded as contrary goals.15 Research on Indian Buddhist history has estab-
lished that Mahâyâna most probably originated in monastic communities 
that elaborated and promoted the ideals of the monastic and lay bodhisat-
tva.16 However, the ambiguous origin of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels makes 
it difficult to make any conclusive connection in this respect. 

Finally, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels ascribes a dhâraÿî to Dizang:

Da fangguang shilun jing (T410)	 Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing (T411)
In the past, at the abodes of 	 In the past, at the abodes of buddhas	
buddhas [numerous as] the 	 [numerous as] the grains of sand in 
grains of sand in the Ganges 	 the Ganges [River], I personally 
[River], I received from all and 	 received and practiced this dhâraÿî
practiced a dhâraÿî like this:	 that can [cause to] increase and
It can increase and [cause to] 	 grow all white dharmas.
grow pure, white, and complete
dharmas. 

15. Scriptures like the Vimalakîrtinirdeša-sûtra tend to polarize the šrâvaka and bodhisattva 
ideals, arguing that the bodhisattva is far superior to the šrâvaka. However, recent scholarship 
has shown that this polarized representation is not characteristic of all early Mahâyâna texts. As 
mentioned above, the Saddharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra espouses a more reconciliatory view. Another 
scripture in this vein is the Ugraparip¿cchâ; see Nattier 2003a: 73–102. Also see Harrison 1987. 

16. Akira Hirakawa (1963) has argued that early Mahâyâna arose in connection with 
stûpa worship inspired by lay participation in Buddhist cultivation and salvation. Within this 
framework, the bodhisattva doctrine was intended to replace the monastic renunciant ideal of 
early Buddhism. Studying Indian Buddhism, especially through epigraphy, Gregory Schopen 
refutes the basic assumption underlying Hirakawa’s interpretation of the origin of Mahâyâna; 
instead Schopen argues that the stûpa cult did not originate in lay movements but had strong 
associations with the monastic communities (see Schopen 1985, 1989, 1991b). Moreover, Scho-
pen has further challenged the proposition that the stûpa cult was integral to Mahâyâna devel-
opment, proposing a link, instead, to the cult of the book; see Schopen 1975. In a similar vein, 
recent scholarship on early Mahâyâna is more inclined to emphasize its monastic, or rather re-
nunciant, roots; see Williams 1989; Harrison 1987, 1995a, 1995b, 2000; Ray 1994; Silk 1994; Sa-
saki 1997; Gombrich 1998. Pagel (1995) has studied the ascetic tendencies in the bodhisattva 
discipline, while Nattier (2003a) has examined the strands of lay and monastic bodhisattvas in 
the Ugraparip¿cchâ. It should be noted that older scholarship also treats the monastic bodhisat-
tva; see Dutt 1930: 290–299; La Vallée Poussin 1930: 25, 32–33; Robinson 1965–1966: 25–56. 
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It can increase and 	 It can increase and [cause to] grow
[cause to] grow seeds, roots, 	 all seeds, roots, sprouts, stems, 
stems, flowers, fruits, [all] kinds 	 branches, leaves, flowers, fruits, 
of medicines, and grains.	 medicines, grains, refined vapor,
	 and savory taste.
It can increase and [cause to] 	 It can increase [and cause] rain and 
grow clouds, rain, earth, water, 	 marsh to grow and increase [and 
fire, and wind.	 cause] beneficial earth, water, fire,
	 and wind to grow.
It can increase and [cause to] 	 It can increase [and cause] joy and
grow fortune and happiness.	 happiness to grow.
It can increase and [cause] 	 It can increase [and cause] properties
property and material goods 	 and treasures to grow.
to grow.
It can increase and [cause to] 	 It can increase[and cause] supreme
grow boundless supreme 	 abilities to grow.
retributions.
It can increase and [cause] 	 It can increase [and cause] all useful
rudimentary actions to grow.	 resources and facilities to grow.
This dhâraÿî can beneficially 	T his dhâraÿî can bring about all
eliminate all suffering, afflictions, 	 wisdoms and thoroughly sever
and bondages.17	 the bondage of mental afflictions.18

In esoteric Buddhism, which flourished in eighth-century China, the 
dhâraÿî, or spell, was highlighted as one of the standard accoutrements of 
the esoteric deity, used interchangeably with mantra, a string of mostly se-
mantically senseless syllables regarded as spiritually potent sounds. Dhâraÿî 
(tuoluoni 陀羅尼) had already appeared in early Mahâyâna scriptures, and 
Central Asia witnessed a flourishing of scriptures from the fifth to the 
eighth centuries collectively referred to as dhâraÿî literature.19 Scholars 
have proposed that dhâraÿî cults flourished as a transitional phase to eso-
teric Buddhism in China.20 Use of dhâraÿî, like the practice of medicine, re-
flected broad religious concerns stemming from an abhorrence of death, 
poverty, ailments, natural catastrophe, and evil spirits, as well as a desire for 
a blessed life and a favorable rebirth.21 The association of Dizang with the 
dhâraÿî in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels thus mirrors these larger Buddhist 
trends, and this early association provides a thread of continuity for subse-
quent Dizang developments. 

17. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.685b; cf. T410:13.685c.
18. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.726b; cf. T411:13.726c–727a.
19. Dhâraÿîs appear, for instance, in early Mahâyâna scriptures like the Sad

dharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra and the Suvarÿabhâsottama-sûtra. On dhâraÿîs in early Mahâyâna 
scriptures, see Strickmann 2002: 103–109. 

20. Waley 1931: xiii–xiv.
21. Schopen 1978: 271–275. 
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After the initial presentation, the Bodhisattva Dizang recedes and al-
most disappears from the text, appearing only briefly here and there in the 
role of questioner. It is Dizang who makes the following request resulting 
in the Buddha’s preaching of the Ten Wheels:

Da fangguang shilun jing (T410)	 Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing (T411)
For thirteen kalpas I have 	 For thirteen kalpas I have zealously
cultivated the fields of merits 	 cultivated ascetic practices.
of the buddhas.	 For the sake of all living beings
I have eliminated all famine 	 I have eliminated the three
and disease for the sake of beings.	 catastrophes and the
	 five turbulences.
To all the hundred thousand	A t several ko¡i of buddha-abodes
buddhas I have made 	 I have made offerings without limit.
inconceivable offerings. 	 I encounter and witness the
Today I witness the gathering of 	 gathering of this great assembly
this great assembly to which pure 	 where beings with pure faith have
beings have all come;	 come together;
Astutely wise and diligently zealous 	A stutely wise and diligently zealous
they have all come to this assembly. 	 all have come to the same assembly. 
In an instant like the gathering of 	 I have never seen such a
clouds all defilements do not exist.	 congregation [so] free of various
	 delusions.
This degenerate world abounds 	 Why in this buddha-land do
in mockery and suspicion, 	 delusions and evil harm the
engaging in evil that harms 	 pure and good?
pure acts.
Why do we not recognize well	 [Why do living beings] remove
That distress destroys dignified	 [themselves] from what is wise
demeanor?	A nd dwell together with those
	 who engage in evil deeds?
That all are endowed with 	 Many commit the uninterrupted
perversions and slander the 	 sins and slander the correct Law.22

correct Law?	
They revile the holy saints and 	T hey harm the saints, engender
delusively attach [themselves] to 	 negative views, and delusively
nihilistic and eternalist views.	 expound nihilistic and
	 eternalist theses.
They commit the ten unsalutary 	T hey have committed the ten
actions, not abhorring retributive 	 unsalutary actions, not abhorring
suffering in future lives.	 retributive suffering in future lives.

22. Uninterrupted sins (wujian zui 無間罪) are also known as the five heinous sins (wu ni 
zui 五逆罪). They are transgressions that incur rebirth in the avîci hell or wujian diyu 無間地

獄 (uninterrupted hell) and include patricide, matricide, killing an arhat, wounding a bud-
dha, and creating dissension in the saægha. See Zengyi ahan jing, T125:2.803a–804b.
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They thwart the teaching of the 	T hey are mostly distant from the
Three Vehicles, and flatteries drive 	T hree Vehicles, and odorous habits
[them] toward the unfortunate 	 drive [them] toward the unfortunate
paths [of rebirth]. Ignorance 	 paths [of rebirth]. Ignorance
obscures their perception, and 	 obscures their perception, and they
they are greedy, envious, mostly 	 are greedy, envious, mostly
debauched, and hypocritical.	 debauched, and deceitful.
How [can one] turn the wheel of 	H ow [can one] turn the Buddha’s
teachings and release them from 	 wheel and liberate these
all their flatteries?	 living beings?
Afflictions are like possessing the	H ow [can one] break the continuity 
vajra. How [can one] break them 	 [of their actions] when their
and cause them to depart?	 afflictions are like vajra?
How [is one] able to maintain an 	H ow is one able to achieve
endurance that can gently 	 observances that result in such
harmonize?	 endurance?
Never is there such an assembly 	T oday I encounter the Guiding
where I am able to meet the 	T eacher.
General of this world.	A  great assembly [like this] is
A great congregation like this has 	 exceedingly rare. Nowhere else
never taken place anywhere.	 has one ever seen
Complete with the practice of 	P ossession of such a collection of
dhûta, and having practiced for a 	 merits. Endowed with numerous
long time the way of awakening 	 merits diligently cultivating the
(bodhi).	 way of Awakening.
How [can one], in this place, 	H ow, in a place of foolish beings,
attain buddhahood and turn the 	 is it possible to set into motion the
wheel of teachings?23	 Buddha’s wheel [of teachings]?24

This passage not only reinforces previous themes, but also introduces a new 
leitmotif: Dizang’s emulation of the Buddha Šâkyamuni. Dizang is thus 
scripted into the role of the Buddha’s successor, who is to propagate Bud-
dhist teachings in a spiritually degenerate world like ours. Whatever impro-
visations and modifications are introduced, Dizang remains a bodhisattva 
intimately related to this Sahâ world.

The remaining text emphasizes the teaching of the Ten Wheels of Salu-
tary Actions for the Three Vehicles, with individual sections elaborating the 
Ten Wheels of the Buddha (Tathâgata) (Chapters 3–4); those of the šrâvakas 
(Chapter 8); and those of the bodhisattva (Chapter 9). The Ten Wheels are 
regarded as the teachings delivered by Buddha for living beings in this 
degenerate world; the wheels are compared to those of the cakravartin, or 

23. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.687a–b.
24. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.728b.
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universal monarch.25 The scripture enumerates the “ten unsalutary wheels” 
(shi bushan lun 十不善輪) along with sets of related moral infractions (Chap-
ter 5) and condemns those caÿøâla rulers who do not support the religion or 
the monastic institution, while assuring divine protection for true kºatriya 
rulers who support Buddhism (Chapter 6). 

The core text focuses on the socio-political undercurrents Buddhism 
faced in early medieval China. Its rhetoric is polemical and elevates the 
monastic vocation, arguing for monastic exemption from any form of state 
regulation. Some of its most persuasive arguments are presented as analo-
gies or parables: The Buddhist monk is compared to “the campaka that 
even when withered surpasses all other flowers.”26 One tale relates how a 
group of hunters, disguised as monks, acquires the tusks of an elephant 
king who acquiesces to their request out of respect for the monastic habit.27 
In another story, a convict, about to be devoured by malignant rakºas, 
dresses himself as a monk. The rakºas, noticing his robes, not only leave 
him unharmed but also take refuge under him.28 A startling argument de-
clares that if somebody harbors ill intentions toward the monastic commu-
nity, this is equivalent to plotting against the buddhas of the three times.29 
The image of a monk with a shaven head dressed in a kâºâya robe under-
scores the entire text, driving home the point that the very appearance of 
a monk is meritorious in itself, regardless of whether he observes the pre-
cepts or not.30 This preoccupation with the outward appearance of a monk 
readily connects to the representation of Dizang as a monk. Were the argu-
ments for the privileges of a monk intentional? What circumstances 
prompted the set of concerns underscoring the text? This insistence on the 
supremacy of the monastic vocation recurs in the Section on the Sumeru 
Treasury. 

The Section on the Sumeru Treasury

The Central Asian monk Narendrayašas is said to have translated the Sec-
tion on the Sumeru Treasury in 559 for the collection known as the Mahâvai
pulyasaœnipâta-sûtra, or Da fangdeng daji jing 大方等大集經 (The Great 
Extended Compendium of Scriptures).31 Comprising four chapters, the 
Section on the Sumeru Treasury opens with exalting the bodhisattva’s mastery 
of the perfection of concentration (dhyânapâramitâ) and describes the vari-

25. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.690b–692c.
26. Ibid.:13.694b. 
27. Ibid.:13.697c–698a.
28. Ibid.:13.698b–699a.
29. Ibid.:13.703c. 
30. Ibid.:13.705b: 剃頭著袈裟. 
31. Because the Section on the Sumeru Treasury is mentioned in the Sui catalog Lidai sanbao ji 

歷代三寶紀, authored in 597, we can assume that the text circulated in China from the second 
half of the sixth century. For further discussion on its date and authorship, see Appendix 2.
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ous ways in which the bodhisattva benefits living beings while in states of 
meditation. Chapters 3 and 4 describe cosmic disorders and natural catas-
trophes, following which Buddhist deities preach their individual dhâraÿîs 
to ward off the calamities. Dizang Bodhisattva appears in Chapters 2, 3, 
and 4 in connection with dhyânapâramitâ and dhâraÿî recitation. 

In Chapter 2, Dizang is hailed as a bodhisattva mahâsattva (pusa mohesa 
菩薩摩訶薩) known for his command of dhyânapâramitâ—in particular a 
meditative state called the Samâdhi in which all dharmas are found to be 
empty and beyond designation (yiqiefa wu yuyan kong sanmei 一切法無語言空
三昧).32 Except for this brief mention, the discourse in the first two chapters 
casts the bodhisattva as a generic figure in relation to the practice of 
dhyânapâramitâ, which leads one to wonder whether or not this brief mention 
of Dizang could have been a later interpolation. Dizang is basically inserted 
into a long segment of discourse presenting the bodhisattva as a wonder-
worker.33 The very attainment of dhyânapâramitâ enables a bodhisattva, while 
in meditation, to roam freely from one buddha-land to the next, presenting 
offerings to the buddhas and performing supernormal feats of benefiting 
living beings. This thaumaturgical aspect is one of the standard functions at-
tributed to the bodhisattva in early Mahâyâna literature. The image is also 
invoked in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels: Each dawn Dizang enters an array 
of meditative states during which he alleviates suffering and benefits living 
beings in many buddha-lands.34 The Section on the Sumeru Treasury describes 
the event as follows: 

If the bodhisattva desires to enter into samâdhi to mature living beings 
through the power of merits and wisdom, at that time, and for that reason, 
one must first utter this vow: “For the duration of time until I arise from 
samâdhi, I wish to enable all living beings of this country, this realm, all 
under the four heavens, as well as in this buddha-world to possess the 
requisites of livelihood according to their necessities . . . food, clothing, 
bedding, necklaces, ornaments, gardens, forests, houses, dwellings, figures 
and forms, proportionate limbs, lovely sound, smell, taste, touch, and so 
forth, let them witness these things.” At this time the bodhisattva will then 
enter this samâdhi. After that, according to its duration, the living beings of 
this buddha-world and all under the four heavens will then procure the 
above requisites according to their needs.35 

In Chapter 3, Dizang appears again. Šrî Devî (Gongde tian 功德天) 
first questions Dizang on how to convert living beings at a time when vari-
ous classes of wrathful creatures are spreading havoc through unseasonal 

32. Xumizang fen, T397:13.384a.
33. On the bodhisattva as wonder-worker, see Gómez 1977.
34. Da fangguang shilung jing, T410:13.683a–684a; Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, 

T411:13.723b–724b.
35. Xumizang fen, T397:13.384a.
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winds and rains, destruction of agricultural crops, and pollution of the 
environment:

Today, for my sake, you should arouse the great compassionate mind toward all 
under the four heavens and contemplate with your wisdom how to be able to 
bring about the subjugation of all venomous nâgas, yakºas, rakºas, asuras, 
khumbâÿøas, pretas, pišâcâ÷s, ka¡apûtanas, and other malignant demons under 
the four heavens, so that winds and rains shall follow the seasons; moisture and 
dryness will be moderated; the falls will be substantive and sumptuous; the 
winters gentle and calm. By means of this causal condition, both the flavor of 
the earth and the fragrance of its smell shall multiply in strength.36 

Dizang then advises Šrî Devî to ask the Buddha for a dhâraÿî to appease cos-
mic disturbances. After the Buddha has delivered his dhâraÿî, Dizang comes 
forward and preaches the Great Dhâraÿî for Sharpening Knives (modao da 
tuoluoni 磨刀大陀羅尼). This exchange again is reminiscent of the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels, which says that Dizang possesses a dhâraÿî antidote for chaotic 
times. The author of the Section on the Sumeru Treasury may thus have been fa-
miliar with the Scripture on the Ten Wheels or vice versa. 

Dizang reappears as a minor actor in Chapter 4. The discourse again 
focuses on ways to free the world from natural catastrophes, this time 
caused by vicious dragons (Ch. long 龍; Skt. nâga):

[The dragons] frequently bring about unseasonal chills, heat, sinister clouds, 
stormy rains, droughts, and floods, which if not moderated will harm living 
brings as well as the five grains, sprouts, stems, branches, leaves, flowers, 
fruits, and medicinal grasses.37

The protagonist is Sumeru Treasury (Xumizang), also known as the Bodhi-
sattva Mahâsattva Dragon Saint (Ch. Longxian 龍仙; Skt. Nâgarºi), who had 
in the past aspired to convert all dragons.38 The Buddha queries Sumeru 
Treasury for ways to eliminate the destructive actions of malevolent dragons 
and ensure the welfare of living beings. Sumeru Treasury replies that he will 
go to the dragons’ palace and enter into meditative concentration, during 
which he will subdue all dragons so they will cease to inflict natural calami-
ties on the world. Sumeru Treasury further promises to deliver from peril 
those who invoke his name or dhâraÿî.39 Following his example, the dragon 
kings promise to protect those regions where the observance of precepts 

36. Ibid.:13.386b.
37. Ibid.:13.388b. The dragon is an auspicious mythical animal associated especially 

with rain in China; its Indian equivalent, nâga, is usually translated as “serpent.” 
38. Ibid.:13.388b. The Sanskrit reconstruction would be “Nâga Rºi Bodhisattva Mahâ-

sattva.” The Chinese generally used xian (“saint” or “immortal”) as the translation for the In-
dian seer known in Sanskrit as rºi. 

39. Ibid.:13.388b–c.
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flourishes and to destroy recalcitrant dragons who persist in causing calami-
ties. The dragon kings then present their respective dhâraÿî teachings to the 
assembly.40 Other Buddhist deities, including Dizang Bodhisattva, step for-
ward to espouse dhâraÿî for the liberation of living beings: 

At that time the Bodhisattva Mahâsattva Dizang puts his palms together and 
prostrates to the Buddha, saying, “World-Honored One, I possess the 
liberating supermundane powers of all the meditation states (samâdhi). Today 
I too wish to preach the Dhâraÿî Method of the Banner and Staff (chuang-
zhang tuoluoni fa 幢杖陀羅尼法). If one hears with one’s own ears this dhâraÿî, 
it can eliminate all ear diseases. Similarly all the maladies of greed, hatred, 
ignorance, and other afflictions [are eradicated]. Should they not be 
completely destroyed, they would be reduced or attenuated.”41

In addition to Dizang, other bodhisattvas (Akºayamati, Mañjušrî, Maitreya, 
Avalokitešvara) similarly preach their special dhâraÿîs to the assembly. 

Chapter 4 is not important for its representation of Dizang, who is de-
picted in the standard rhetoric of bodhisattva literature; it is, however, im-
portant for its advocacy of themes reminiscent of the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels. For example, a dragon king speaks on the supremacy of the monas-
tic vocation and the need to foster ideal church-state relations. The text 
promises supernatural protection to benevolent rulers who observe Bud-
dhist teachings and provide for the monastic community: 

Virtuous Bhagavân, in the country where the Buddha’s disciples, šrâvakas, 
bodhisattvas, and their communities of devotees and kin reside, all dragons 
and great dragons who are subservient to or dependent on me—be they born 
from the womb, egg, moisture, or through transformation—shall look upon 
[the Buddhists] with compassionate minds, without animosity or malice, and 
shall rest on a mind of peaceful equanimity. Moreover, we shall trust and 
protect the king of that country who dwells with a heart of pure faith in the 
Buddhist teachings, protects the Buddhist teachings, and does not, on account 
of the freedom of noble rank, become arrogant and destroy the Buddhist 
teachings. Neither should he distress monks, nuns, laymen, laywomen, or all 
those who follow the Buddha and renounce lay life, whether fitted to the task 
or not, and who shave off beard and hair, and don the kâºâya. If in this country, 
there are other living beings who loathe the Buddhist teachings, the king 
should [accordingly] intervene and regulate. . . . This kºatriya king protects well 
the land of his country. All disputes and disturbances in the country should be 
[treated] as stated previously. The other dragon kings and I will each decree to 
our relatives [our intention] not to procreate transformatory calamities.42

40. Ibid.:13.389a–391a.
41. Ibid.:13.391b.
42. Ibid.:13.389a–b.
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The text then reiterates the supremacy of the monastic vocation and enu-
merates the wondrous attributes of the monastic garment: 

All the buddhas in the past have always empowered this dyed kâºâya robe. 
This kâºâya is then the seed of all bodhisattvas and the proper path that leads 
toward nirvâÿa. So, too, it is the steel knife that can cut off afflictions and is 
thus the seed of nirvâÿa. So, too, it is a luminous lamp for those who have 
strayed away from the path. It is also the medicine that will eliminate illness. 
It is like a fierce wind blowing at the clouds of ignorance. So it is a crutch for 
those desiring to travel on treacherous roads, a medication for nausea that 
can cause the poison of afflictions to be spit out. Then it is the adamantine 
(Ch. jingang 金剛; Skt. vajra) that crushes the animosity of asuras. Then it is 
the precious storehouse of salutary dharmas. It is like clear calm water that 
can wash away the stains of sins. Contemplating all dharma just like a bright 
mirror, it can focus dispersed thoughts like a net. It can hold dhyâna concen-
tration just like a jeweled satchel. It is like the great earth that can produce 
the various [bodhisattva] perfections. It should be worn at the summit like a 
luminous pearl in the coiffure. It can hold forbearance just like a house. 
Then it is an undefiled vessel holding the practice of the ten stages (bhûmi).43 
It obstructs the various heterodoxies like a city wall. And it is also an excel-
lent remedy for the malady of afflictions. To all practitioners it is like Mount 
Sumeru. It eliminates the steam of afflictions just like the luminous moon. It 
eliminates the darkness of heterodox views just like the pure sun. It serves as 
a storehouse of wisdom like the vast sea. With regard to the factors of 
awakening, it is just like a garland of flowers. With regard to all knowledge, it 
is like a good vase. All buddhas protect it just like a wish-granting jewel. 
Moreover, all the buddhas protect this kâºâya.44

The passage concludes with a prediction of widespread cosmic disorder in 
regions where wicked rulers destroy Buddhist teachings and intervene in the 
affairs of the Buddhist community by imposing taxation and other state reg-
ulations. The text insists that the evil ways of these rulers arouse the wrath of 
semimythical beings and supernatural spirits who will wreak havoc through-
out the land. However, it is the wicked kings who are ultimately responsible 
for the rampant cosmic chaos. The long passage thus sets forth a paradigm 
for the ruling of a Buddhist country to receive divine sanction. Moreover, di-
vine retribution is prophesied for cruel kings who do not observe proper re-
lations with the Buddhist clergy. Such neglect will not only alienate the 
Buddhist deities, who will no longer protect the land of the evil ruler, but will 
also incur the rage of semimythical creatures and spirits. Again, the reader 
is left with no doubt that the mere appearance of a monk’s shaven head and 

43. Bhûmi, literally “ground,” refers to the levels or stages of the bodhisattva path, usu-
ally presented as ten stages extending over millions of lifetimes. 

44. Xumizang fen, T397:13.389b.
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robe deserves respect, whether or not the monk himself remains true to his 
vocation. 

It is interesting that both the Section on the Sumeru Treasury and the Scrip-
ture on the Ten Wheels juxtapose their depictions of Dizang with discussions on 
proper church and state relations. Such parallels may reveal something of 
the socio-political conditions surrounding this bodhisattva’s appearance in 
sixth-century China. 

The Intellectual and Socio-Political Climate

To comprehend the emphasis placed on the monastic vocation in both the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels and Section on the Sumeru Treasury, it is imperative 
to locate the two scriptures within the Buddhist intellectual milieu of the 
fifth and sixth centuries. China was at that time politically divided: The 
north was ruled by non-Chinese autocrats, and the south by Chinese rulers 
and their courts. The two parted ways not only in socio-political matters, 
but also in Buddhist development. Broadly speaking, in contrast to the 
focus on prajñâ, or wisdom philosophy, in the south, the north tended to 
concentrate on monastic discipline (vinaya), meditation (dhyâna), and thau-
maturgic powers (Ch. shentong 神通; Skt. ¿ddhi).45 The similarities between 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury very 
likely mirrored Buddhist responses to socio-political conditions in sixth-
century China that were continuous with earlier developments in North-
ern Liang Buddhism. 

In the fifth century, Northern Liang rulers controlled the overland route 
through which Buddhism entered China. Their territory included Dun-
huang, a strategic point where the northern and southern Central Asian 
routes crossed and a waystation for traveling missionaries and traders enter-
ing or leaving China. The Northern Liang then was at the fountainhead of 
the influx of new religious trends streaming into China from Central Asia. A 
pillar of Northern Liang Buddhism was the Central Asian translator 
Dharmakºema (Tanwuchen 曇無讖, 385–433), who acted as royal advisor to 
the Northern Liang court during the reign of Juqu Mengxun 沮渠蒙遜 (r. 
401–433).46 Dharmakºema played a salient role in introducing the teaching 
of the decline of Buddhism that culminated in the concept of mofa 末法 

45. Because Chinese rulers and their courts were located in the south, it followed that 
concentrated in this region were learned elites and aristocrats, whose interest lay in the par-
allels between prajñâ literature and Daoist writings. On the other hand, the foreign tribal 
leaders of the north were often attracted to charismatic monks from Central Asia who had 
entered China through the silk roads and whose spiritual powers could be enlisted to fur-
ther the military and political agendas of their states. For Buddhism in the south and north, 
see Tang 1987: 730–734, 766–829.

46. On Northern Liang Buddhism, particularly translation activities, see Du 1995: 171–
281, 1998. Also see Zhao 1989: 79–85.
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(Final Dharma).47 He is credited with translating two major works on the 
subject: the Mahâparinivâÿa-sûtra (Da boniepan jing 大般涅槃經) and the Bei-
hua jing 悲華經 (The Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus Flower). These 
works, especially the Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus Flower, contain themes 
similar to those found in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. 

Scattered throughout the Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus Flower are ref-
erences to the five turbulences—a concept discussed in the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels—which contributed to the Chinese development of the decline tradi-
tion. As understood in the Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus Flower, the age of 
the five turbulences was precisely during Šâkyamuni Buddha’s lifetime.48 This 
understanding is duplicated in Mahâyâna texts like the Amitâbha Pure Land 
scriptures and the Lotus Scripture, which were translated around this time. In 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Bodhisattva Dizang helps living beings at-
tain spiritual liberation during the vile age of the five turbulences.49 Teach-
ings on the decline of Buddhism are certainly discernible in early strata of 
Indian Buddhist literature.50 Such portents not only intensified during the 
transmission from India via Central Asia, but also struck a profound chord in 
fifth- and sixth-century China—caught as it was in a prolonged period of po-
litical disunity and incessant warfare with considerable portions of its territo-
ries under foreign rule. Both the Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus Flower and 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels thus reflect a time in Chinese Buddhist history 
before the core concepts of the decline tradition had been articulated and 
systematized by religious thinkers of the Sui period (581–618). 

Like the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Scripture on the Compassionate Lotus 
Flower highlights the merits of the monk’s kâºâya robe.51 The tendency to 
exalt the robe is found in Indian Buddhist literature, such as vinaya writings, 
the âgama texts, and early Mahâyâna scriptures.52 In China, however, the su-

47. For the emergence of the teaching of the Final Dharma, see Nattier 1991; Hubbard 
1996.

48. Beihua jing, T157:3.226b, 226b.
49. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681c, 683c.
50. Forebodings of the destruction of Buddhist teachings are already found in the 

Nikâya, or Âgama, scriptures; see Hubbard 1986: 15–24; cf. Chappell 1980: 124–127.
51. The Beihua jing lists five virtues of the monk’s kâºâya robe: (1) Despite committing 

serious infractions (pârâjika) or falling into erroneous ways, the wearer will receive the 
prophecy of buddhahood (vyâkaraÿa) according to the teachings of the Three Vehicles if he 
or she harbors even a single thought of respect for the Buddha and his monks; (2) Those 
who reverently make offerings, venerate, and exalt the robe will never backslide from the 
teachings of the Three Vehicles; (3) The poor and lower classes among humans, hungry 
ghosts, and lesser spirits who obtain but a small piece of the kâºâya robe will procure abun-
dant food and drink; (4) In the midst of conflict among living beings, thinking of the robe 
can give rise to the mind of compassion; (5) On the battlefield, if one takes a small piece of 
the robe and venerates it, one will be protected from all harm and definitely emerge victori-
ous over others. See T157:3.220a–b.

52. For examples from the âgama literature, see Za ahan jing 雜阿含經, T99:2.303a; from 
the Avadâna literature, see Xianyu jing 賢愚經, T202:4.352c, 399a, 438b; from the vinaya writ-
ings, see Sifen lü shanfan buque xingshi chao 四分律刪繁補闕行事鈔, T1804:40.105a, 105b, 108a.
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premacy of the monastic robe is related to a major controversy in Chinese 
Buddhist history concerning the establishment of proper church-state rela-
tions. A theme already present in the Indian Buddhist tradition, church-
state relations took a critical turn in the early Chinese Buddhist context. 
Whereas the Indian tradition had always hypostatized the autonomy of the 
religious community and its exemption from state regulation, the power of 
the sovereign in China was regarded as deriving from a transcendental 
source of authority, referred to as “Heaven.” The Chinese sovereign, in other 
words, possessed absolute power invested in him by an otherworldly source. 
The monastic institution’s claim to autonomy would have posed a threat to 
the sovereign’s absolute authority in all spheres of Chinese life. Not surpris-
ingly, tensions in church-state relations surfaced at the outset of the trans-
mission of Buddhism to China. In the south, with the support of court 
aristocrats, Chinese Buddhists were evidently able to debate openly the con-
troversy over the saægha’s privileges. In this regard, an important document 
is the famous memorial titled Shamen bujing wangzhe lun 沙門不敬王者論 
(Treatise on the Šramaÿa Not Having to Bow to the Ruler), composed in 404 
by the southern Chinese aristocrat monk Huiyuan 慧遠 (344–416).53 The 
text highlights the supremacy of monastic garments as part of the defense of 
monastic privileges.54 

In the north, fourth-century Central Asian Buddhist missionaries such 
as Fotudeng 佛圖澄 (232–348) and Dharmakºema of the Northern Liang 
were all directly employed in the service of the courts. Governed by auto-
cratic non-Chinese tribal rulers, northern Chinese Buddhist proponents, 
unlike their southern counterparts, could not explicitly challenge the non-
Chinese autocrat’s authority by openly petitioning for the rights of the 
saægha. Although there were no open debates on the matter, several Bud-
dhist scriptures circulating in the north voiced the necessity for monastic 
exemption from state regulation. Jan Nattier proposes that this kind of 
scriptural discourse was in fact a veiled argument for the saægha’s rights ne-
cessitated by political conditions in north China.55 As one will recall, the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels repeatedly voices stern admonitions against state 

53. This treatise is important for understanding the early history of Chinese Buddhism; 
for a translation, see Hurvitz 1957: 2–36. For further discussion on church-state relations in 
this period, see Zürcher 1972: 231–239.

54. Huiyuan argues as follows:

Furthermore, the kâºâya robe is not apparel (one should wear) before an imperial 
audience, just as the pâtra [should] not be used as a vessel in the palace. Soldiers and 
civilians [should] have different appearances; foreigners and Chinese should not mingle. 
If [the monastic rules of] people who shave their heads and mutilate their bodies 
become fused with the Rites of China, this is a sign of the mutual interference of 
difference species, which makes me feel uneasy. (Hongming ji 弘明集, T2102:52.84a)

55. Nattier 1991: 129.
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intervention in saægha matters, contrasting the ideal rulership of the cakra-
vartin with the despotism of the wicked caÿøâla ruler.56

Before the appearance of the Section on the Sumeru Treasury in the mid-
sixth century, anticipation of the demise of Buddhist teachings accelerated. 
The term moshi 末世 (final age) had entered Chinese Buddhist discourse as 
the translation for pašcimakala (latter age), which refers to the period of spiri-
tual decline after the Buddha’s departure.57 In early pre-Buddhist usage, 
moshi connoted an age of utmost evil and decadence, characteristically asso-
ciated with the corrupt rule of wicked last descendants of legendary Chinese 
dynasties.58 Not surprisingly, Chinese Buddhists attached political overtones 
to moshi that are absent from the Indian understanding of pašcimakala. Impe-
rial patronage of Buddhism triggered an ostentatious accumulation of mate-
rial wealth in monasteries and generated widespread corruption in the 
saægha—particularly during the Northern Wei (386–534).59 To the Chinese, 
the growing wealth and laxity of the saægha were sure indicators of the ap-
proaching demise of Buddhism. 

On his arrival in 556 in the Northern Qi (550–577) capital of Ye 鄴 (in 
Henan), Narendrayašas would have noted the widespread anticipation of 
Buddhism’s demise in the region. Narendrayašas himself had lived through 
the socio-political chaos of the Hephthalites’ fifth-century invasion of north-
west India and Kashmir.60 His writings collected in the Mahâvaipulya-
saœnipâta-sûtra, a compendium of Mahâyâna scriptures attributed to several 
translators, were influenced by the political realities of his time. Moreover, 
he would personally witness the extensive devastation caused by the state 
proscription of Buddhism in 574 decreed by Emperor Wu 武 (560–578) of 
the Northern Zhou (557–581). In addition to widespread defrocking of 
monks and nuns, state curtailment of Buddhist activities resulted in the cre-
ation of a peculiar institution known as the pusa seng 菩薩僧 (bodhisattva 
monks). Comprised of lay clerics robed in court apparel, their heads un-
shaven, bodhisattva monks were given the task of overseeing religious insti-
tutions.61 Although the reform lasted only two months, the monastic 
leadership must have been badly shaken by this turn of events. The harsh 
blows inflicted by the state had lasting repercussions on the Buddhist com-

56. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.687a–b.
57. This use of pašcimakala occurred in the work of Dharmarakºa; see Nattier 1991: 117.
58. For examples of this pre-Buddhist usage, see the entry on moshi in Morohashi 1955–

1960: 6:5736b, no. 14420.81.
59. The Chinese emperor most celebrated for his generous support of Buddhism was Em-

peror Wu 武 of the Liang (r. 502–549). One famous anecdote relates how this pious donor, un-
satisfied with the material gifts he had bestowed on Buddhist monasteries, decided to present 
himself as a gift. Consequently, his ministers were forced to redeem the emperor using state 
funds. The first instance is said to have occurred in 528; the emperor renewed the practice in 
546 and 547. On Emperor Wu’s patronage of Buddhism, see Ch’en 1964: 124–128.

60. Nattier 1991: 114–116.
61. See Chen Jinhua 2002.
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munity and further intensified the conviction that the dreaded epoch of 
Buddhism’s collapse as prophesied in the scriptures had arrived. 

The flourishing of the decline tradition certainly had an impact on 
Narendrayašas’s work. The Sûryagarbha-sûtra (Rizang fen 日藏分, Section on the 
Sun Treasury) and the Candragarbha-sûtra (Yuezang fen 月藏分, Section on 
the Moon Treasury), which he translated in 589, in the aftermath of the North-
ern Zhou persecution, deliver strong pronouncements on the decline of Bud-
dhist teachings. He had translated the Section on the Sumeru Treasury in 559, 
shortly after his arrival in Northern Qi and prior to the Northern Zhou re-
pression. The north was then still under non-Chinese rule, and Narendrayašas, 
newly arrived, was probably not yet familiar with Chinese Buddhist develop-
ments. Perhaps for these reasons, the Section on the Sumeru Treasury expresses 
the imminent religious crisis largely in terms of collapse of the ecosystem 
and focuses on assaults of natural catastrophes unleashed by wrathful spirits 
on account of a king’s action or lack of action—not unlike Central Asian 
scriptures such as the Suvarÿabhâsottama-sûtra, or the Jin guangming jing 金光
明經 (Scripture on the Golden Light).62 The Section on the Sumeru Treasury 
contains one passage that explicitly refers to the destruction of the religion 
and the Buddhist community through the enforcement of state regulations:

Moreover, this kâºâya robe is protected by all the buddhas. . . . For this 
reason, Bhagavân, should a cruel kºatriya king destroy the Dharma, vex 
monks and nuns (including those fitted or unfitted to the task) who have 
followed the Buddha and renounced the lay life, or if he should regulate and 
punish their bodies, tax their properties, and [dare] even to take away their 
lives—for these reasons, the devas, yakºas, asuras, kumbhâÿøas in that country 
will give rise to a wrathful mind toward all that belong to the kºatriya king 
and will cause to arise in his country disputes; the peril of famine; epidemics; 
battles of weapons and soldiers; unseasonal wind, rain, drought, chill, and 
heat, ruining the five grains, seeds, sprouts, stems, branches, leaves, flowers, 
fruits, medicine, and smells. This is not the fault of the dragons. These 

62. For example, the Suvarÿabhâsottama-sûtra, which dates to no later than the early 
fifth century, ascribes natural disorders to bad rulership in the following manner: 

The thirty-three gods are wrathful because its king permits evil deeds to go unpunished 
[and thus] ruins the country and the true teachings . . . enemies from other lands 
compete to invade and rob [his kingdom]. . . . Fiery winds stir up unexpectedly; evil 
rains falls constantly, unfavorable stars occur several times; the sun and moon lose their 
luminosity; all the five grains and fruits will not flourish. Because the king has aban-
doned righteousness and thus causes famine throughout his kingdom, the gods in the 
palace are grieved and angry. . . . On account of the gods’ wrath, his kingdom will 
perish. . . . Epidemics and evil disease will accrue in his land. ( Jin guangming jing, 
T663:16.347b) 

The Suvarÿabhâsottama-sûtra makes no allusion to excessive state control over religion, and it 
does not elevate the status of the monastic vocation.
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various dragons are themselves actually not guilty, [but they] unfortunately 
have acquired a bad reputation.63

This passage attributes universal chaos to a despotic rule that opposes the 
Buddhist religion and regulates saægha affairs. State intervention, in turn, 
enrages semimythical beings, who stir up social and natural upheavals 
throughout the kingdom. Like the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Section on the 
Sumeru Treasury elevates the monastic vocation, admonishes against state 
regulation of the monastic community, and eulogizes the kâºâya robe 
through a series of similes. Scriptures translated by Narendrayašas also reit-
erate the symbolic and soteriological significance of the kâºâya robe. In this 
vein, the Dabei jing 大悲經 (Scripture on Great Compassion) states that even 
monks who violate their monastic livelihood will attain nirvâÿa under one of 
the future buddhas as long as they wear monastic garments.64 The Section on 
the Moon Treasury, the Chinese version of the Candragarbha-sûtra, asserts that 
those who shave their heads and don the robes, even if they do not accept the 
precepts or violate them, bring great merit to their patrons.65 It forewarns 
that whoever harasses, reviles, or beats those who shave their heads and don 
monastic garments will suffer punitive retribution far greater than that in-
curred for the heinous sin of drawing the Buddha’s blood.66 Insistence on 
the symbolic and soteriological significance of the monastic robes as an ar-
gument for the rights of the monastic community was already discernible in 
fifth-century Northern Liang Buddhism. However, it is very likely that be-
tween the fifth-century Northern Wei persecution of Buddhism and the 
Northern Zhou proscription in the late sixth century, northern Chinese 
Buddhists experienced an escalating sense of urgency to establish the rights 
of the monastic community and prevent the devastating effects of state regu-
lation. Completed in the second half of the sixth century, Narendrayašas’ 
works reflect these larger religious and political concerns. The virtues of the 
monastic robe were vigorously upheld and further elaborated in the north-
ern Chinese Buddhist context, perhaps in the hope of shielding the religious 
community from further prohibitive state measures against the religion. 

The rhetoric in the Section on the Sumeru Treasury (and the other works 
mentioned above) was used to persuade rulers to support and protect the 
Buddhist religion—if not out of faith, then out of the desire to ward off su-
pernatural beings and avert natural calamities. It can also be found in the 
fifth-century indigenous Chinese composition the Renwang jing 仁王經 
(The Scripture on the Humane King), which promises protection to those 
kings who devoutly observe this scripture and predicts the withdrawal of 

63. Yuezang fen, T397:13.389b–c.
64. Dabei jing, T380:12.958a. The supremacy of the monastic robe is mentioned else-

where in this text; see T380:12.955b–c.
65. Yuezang fen, T397:13.354a–c.
66. Ibid.:13.356a–c. Drawing the Buddha’s blood is listed as one of the five heinous sins 

(wu ni zui) that brings about rebirth in the avîci hell.
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supernatural blessings for those who reject it.67 Furthermore, both the Sec-
tion on the Sumeru Treasury and the Scripture on the Humane King attribute the 
extinction of Buddhism to excessive state regulation of the monastic com-
munity.68 According to Nattier, attributing the decline of Buddhism to ex-
cessive state regulation evolved in China.69 Comparing various recensions 
of the Candragarbha-sûtra, Nattier notes that exhortations to rulers not to 
punish monks who fail to adhere to monastic rules are present only in the 
Chinese texts.70 Hence, she concludes that excessive state control (taxation, 
ordination restrictions, corporal punishment) was a problem unique to 
Chinese Buddhism because Indian governments, whether they patronized 
Buddhism or not, “were hardly known for harassing the Buddhist commu-
nities by overregulation.”71 Concern with church-state relations was thus 
“added in a Chinese context, in response to Chinese circumstances.”72

Both the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury 
thus reflect religious trends prevalent in northern China during the socio-
political chaos of the period of disunity (317–589). Church-state relations, 

67. Orzech 1998: 282–286.
68. This passage from the Renwang jing has obvious parallels with the previously cited 

excerpt from the Xumizang fen:

After the five turbulent eras, bhikºu, bhikºuÿî, the four classes of disciples, the heavenly 
dragons and all of the eightfold spirit-kings, the kings of states, the great officers, the 
heirs apparent and princes will be haughty [and hold themselves in] great esteem and 
extinguish and smash my Teaching. Openly making laws to control my disciples—the 
bhikºu and bhikºuÿî—they will not permit people to leave the family to practice the Way, 
further they will not permit the making of Buddhist images or of Buddhist stûpas. They 
will establish superintendents [tongguan] to regulate the community and will set up 
registration of monks. Bhikºu will stand on the ground while white-robed [laymen 
occupy] high seats. Soldiers and slaves will be made bhikºu and receive preferential 
treatment while knowledgeable bhikºu gather single-mindedly to befriend good bhikºu 
and hold vegetarian meetings to seek blessings as in heterodox teachings. All of this is 
contrary to my Teaching. You should know at that time that it will not be long before the 
Correct Teaching [zhengfa] is about to be extinguished. (T245:8.833b; translated in 
Orzech 1998: 287)

Establishing superintendents and registering monks were the result of the political situation 
in fifth-century China. Note that, like the Xumizang fen, this passage also attributes the ex-
tinction of the Buddhist religion to an undue state regulation of the monastic community.

69. Nattier 1991: 129.
70. Ibid.: 185.
71. Ibid.: 129.
72. Ibid.: 185. It is perhaps tempting to make similar conclusions about the Xumizang fen. 

Unfortunately, in the case of this text, the dearth of variant versions rules out a comparative 
textual study. In light of its close relationship with the Yuezang fen, it is possible that the Xu-
mizang fen’s exhortations against intervention in saægha affairs might also have been accreted 
during the translation process in fifth-century China. It is, however, equally important to note 
that the Xumizang fen reveals almost no other obvious Chinese interpolation except the repeti-
tive use of the term “five grains” (wugu 五穀), which has a long history spanning back to early 
China. But because this term is fairly generic and frequently serves as the Chinese equivalent 
for cereals in general, it should not be counted as evidence of Chinese interpolation.
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the status of the monk’s robe, and references to the decline of the religion 
are all present in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. In the Section on the Sumeru 
Treasury these themes are not only continued, but are often interwoven into 
a single rhetorical argument. They are explicitly connected to the image of 
Dizang Bodhisattva as a šramaÿa, which also appears in the Scripture on the 
Ten Wheels. Although the texts themselves do not mention Dizang directly 
in their discussion of church-state relations, presenting the bodhisattva-as-
šramaÿa would have been very appealing to Buddhists in northern China, 
who would not have dared to submit publicly a memorial to non-Chinese 
autocrats concerning the privileges of the monastic community. Equating 
a šramaÿa with a bodhisattva would have helped secure monastic exemp-
tion from state regulation. Hailed as the savior of “the vile age of the five 
turbulences” in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Bodhisattva Dizang has 
natural affinities with teachings of the decline of Buddhism.73 In the sev-
enth-century translation, Dizang is further characterized as the savior of 
“the evil age of five turbulences [in] the world without a buddha” (wuzhuo e 
shi wufo shijie 五濁惡時無佛世界).74 This explicit equation of the era of five 
turbulences with the buddha-less world evolved as part of the teachings on 
the decline of Buddhism. 

The chaos of the sixth century on the eve of the Sui unification of China 
offered fertile ground to nurture developments in the tradition of the Dhar-
ma’s disappearance.75 For early Chinese Buddhists, the collapse of socio-po-
litical and cosmic structures signaled the beginning of this unfortunate era 
of spiritual decadence as predicted in the scriptures. The Pure Land teacher 
Daochuo 道綽 (562–645) stated that the Chinese Buddhists of his time were 
living “in the evil age of five turbulences during the era without a buddha.”76 
This notion of a buddha-less world rapidly circulated alongside the notion 
that Chinese Buddhists were living in the desolate interval after the demise 
of the Buddha Šâkyamuni and prior to the advent of the future Buddha Mai-
treya. The phrase “in the interval of the two saints” (er sheng zhi jian 二聖之
間) was coined about this time and appeared, for instance, in a sixth-century 
inscription from Shaanxi.77 The buddha-less world is thus another strand in 
the teachings on the eventual extinction of Buddhism. The plight of living 
in a time without the guidance of holy saints also engendered a soteriologi-

73. Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681c, 683c.
74. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.721c.
75. I have only summarized the Buddhist intellectual climate of sixth-century China, 

highlighting those aspects relevant to my discussion. For an excellent overview of this pe-
riod, see Gimello 1976: 93–137.

76. Anle ji 安樂集, T1958:47.12b: 於五濁之世於無佛之時.

77. Tôdô Kyôshun points to the existence of this inscription at the base of a stone bud-
dha image carved in 549 by a lay Buddhist society of Dingxiang 定襄 prefecture, Shaanxi. 
The inscription and others of similar purport are discussed in Tôdô 1962: 782–777 (Japa-
nese pagination). For other similar inscriptions at Longmen, see the list compiled by Mizuno 
and Nagahiro (1941: 322–323). For a more recent study of fifth- and sixth-century inscrip-
tions, see Hou 1998. 
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cal dilemma: What Buddhist practices should one undertake while living in 
a spiritually degenerate world and age, when the goal of salvation appeared 
unattainable? Some Mahâyâna texts espouse scripture and dhâraÿî recita-
tion as one recourse. For example, in the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, Bud-
dhist deities (including Dizang) preach their individual dhâraÿî to combat 
the maladies of a chaotic age. The Scripture on the Humane King advocates 
scripture recitation and depicts eight bodhisattvas preaching their respec-
tive dhâraÿî. By representing Dizang as the savior of the age of the five turbu-
lences and a world without a buddha, the seventh-century Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels offers him as the answer to the soteriological crisis that Chinese Bud-
dhists felt they were encountering. 

It is in response to the same soteriological imperative that Chinese Bud-
dhist thinkers formulated a range of soteriologies, especially crafted to suit 
the exigencies of that period. This formative milieu witnessed the inception 
of forms of Buddhist thought and practice such as Pure Land, Sanjie jiao, 
Tiantai 天台, and Huayan 華嚴, which came to be known as uniquely “Chi-
nese Buddhist teachings” insofar as they had no counterparts in pre-Chinese 
developments. In particular, Pure Land and Sanjie jiao insisted that Chinese 
Buddhists were actually living in the abhorred era of the decline of dharma. 
As will be evident later, Dizang enjoyed a special relationship with these two 
movements in the seventh and eighth centuries. The Pure Land connection 
appears often in the history of Dizang worship. The soteriological implica-
tion of Dizang, the savior of “the evil age of five turbulences during the era 
without a buddha,” resonated throughout the subsequent development of 
this bodhisattva in China. 
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chapter 2

Cultic Beginnings Reconsidered

Modern scholarship attributes the initial dissemination of the Dizang cult 
to the Teaching of Three Levels (Sanjie jiao) and cites Longmen sculptures 
and inscriptions as examples of Dizang worship in the seventh century. For 
example, the Encyclopedia of Religion says of the early history of Dizang: 

Knowledge of Kºitigarbha [Dizang] was probably introduced to China around 
400, but there is no evidence that [Dizang] became an object of widespread 
devotion there until much later. An important stimulus for the popularity of 
faith in [Dizang]’s vows seems to have come from the San-chieh Chiao [Sanjie 
jiao] . . . a group that believed that various of the teachings of the Buddha were 
designed to be beneficial to each of three historical ages. Hsin-hsing [Xinxing 
信行] (540–594), the founder of the sect, promoted the worship of [Dizang] as 
appropriate to the present, the third and most evil of the three ages. Judging 
from the number and dates of images in the Buddhist caves at Lung-men 
[Longmen], worship of Dizang became popular among the aristocracy, in 
tandem with that of the Buddha Amitâbha from 650–700.�

Two groundbreaking studies were responsible for calling attention to Sanjie 
jiao and Longmen for understanding early Dizang worship. In a seminal 
work published in 1927, Yabuki Keiki devotes a chapter to mapping the rela-
tionship between Sanjie jiao and Dizang worship.� Yabuki shows that Sanjie 
jiao regarded the Scripture on the Ten Wheels as a key scriptural authority for its 
teachings. He was convinced that the scripture fostered a connection be-
tween Dizang and Sanjie jiao and that the latter had promulgated Dizang 
worship as one of its practices.� In his study on Northern Wei Buddhism pub-
lished in 1942, Tsukamoto Zenryû includes a monograph essay on Longmen 
art and inscriptions in which he makes use of statistical data to show that up 
until the sixth century, Šâkyamuni and Maitreya were the most widespread 
objects of veneration at Longmen. Both were displaced, however, from the 
seventh century on by Amitâbha and Guanyin.� About the same time, the 

�. Levering 1987: 392. 
�. Yabuki 1927: 638–658. 
�. Ibid.: 642. 
�. Tsukamoto 1942: 375–382.
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number of Dizang images also increased.� As a result of the invaluable find-
ings of Tsukamoto and Yabuki, scholars tacitly assumed that Sanjie jiao’s prom-
ulgation of Dizang Bodhisattva lay behind the growing dissemination of 
Dizang worship documented at Longmen. 

Archaeological and manuscript discoveries following the publication of 
these two classic studies have yielded a wealth of sources on Sanjie jiao and 
Dizang worship. It is thus necessary to revisit the Dizang cult’s early history. 
Indeed, scholars have since uncovered a problem: If Sanjie jiao were in fact 
instrumental in the early dissemination of Dizang worship as witnessed at 
Longmen, why are there no references to Sanjie jiao patronage in the mak-
ing of Dizang images at Longmen? Besides the possibility that critical evi-
dence did not survive, there are two methodological problems with broaching 
the evidence in this fashion. First, there is the tendency to regard written 
texts as the “more substantive”; they provide authoritative interpretation 
while material artifacts are merely corroborative. Thus religious art is always 
regarded as derivative of texts. Devotional trends documented in art are 
marginalized as the by-products of doctrinal innovations outlined in texts. 
One ends up reading art and inscriptions in light of texts and teachings—
hence the expectation that Longmen inscriptions should confirm the Sanjie 
jiao connection with Dizang worship. Rather than impose preconceptions 
derived from written and doctrinal sources, it is more helpful to ask: What 
do the art and inscriptions themselves tell us about Dizang worship? The sec-
ond problem is an implicit assumption that cultic practices necessarily origi-
nate in the doctrinal formulations of some Buddhist thinker or movement. 
They are thus seen as the ripple effects of “more rudimentary” ideological 
innovations. Instead of presuming at the outset a one-way development in 
which doctrinal innovations always provide the rationale for cultic practice, 
it is more prudent to understand the relationship as a complex dialectical 
interaction. 

Because of Tsukamoto’s seminal findings, scholars have focused on 
Longmen for art-historical or inscriptional evidence of Sanjie jiao’s connec-
tion to the Dizang cult. But in addition to Longmen, one also needs to inves-
tigate the art and inscriptions found at other Buddhist sites and to understand 
the Sanjie jiao connection and Longmen evidence in relation to them. This 
chapter introduces an array of sources connected to the beginnings of Di-
zang worship in the seventh century. It reexamines the Sanjie jiao documents 
and Longmen evidence and introduces less-studied textual and visual mate-
rials to amplify the picture of early Dizang worship. The thrust of my analysis 
is to allow both textual and visual sources to tell their stories independently 
before making conclusions about how they are related. What does the evi-

�. From his statistical studies, Tsukamoto concluded that no sculptural images of Di-
zang were constructed in the Northern Wei, but at least seven dated Dizang sculptures were 
from the early Tang (650–704). Tsukamoto counted a total of thirty-three dated and un-
dated images of Dizang at Longmen; see Tsukamoto 1942: 375, 380. For another study of Di-
zang art and inscriptions at Longmen, see Chang 1990. 
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dence independently tell us about the circumstances that contributed to the 
spread of Dizang worship in the late seventh century? What practices were 
undertaken, who worshiped this bodhisattva, and why did they do so? 

Buddhist Records of Dizang Worship

The earliest record of Dizang worship is found in a historical work authored 
by the vinaya master Daoxuan 道宣 (596–667). In the Xu gaoseng zhuan 續高
僧傳 (Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks), which was completed in 
645 and continuously updated until 665, Daoxuan recorded the efficacies of 
a Dizang image in Shan 陜 prefecture (in modern-day Henan): 

It was asked: Nowadays numinous stûpas are erected all over the various 
prefectures. Many auspicious omens have appeared in the two prefectures of 
Cao 曹 and Shan. To whom [are these omens] attributed? Reply: For Shan 
prefecture, it is the Tree Manifestation Dizang (Xianshu Dizang 現樹地藏); 
for Cao prefecture, it is the Luminous Flower Âkâšagarbha (Guanghua 
Xukong 光華虛空).�

Except for building stûpas, Daoxuan does not mention the practices of this 
local form of Dizang worship. State decrees were issued in 601, 603, and 604 
to build numinous stûpas throughout the country. This trend was very likely 
prompted by the retelling of stories featuring miracles of stûpa and relic wor-
ship, especially the eighty-four thousand stûpas built by the Indian cakravar-
tin Ašoka.� By the fifth century, Chinese narratives associated Ašoka’s stûpas 
with the production of efficacious images with such frequency that stûpa and 
image worship became closely connected.� It is probable that the construc-
tion of stûpas also increased the production of images placed in the stûpas 
and venerated as part of the stûpa cult. Daoxuan seems to have blurred the 
distinction between stûpa and image worship when he cites Dizang and 
Âkâšagarbha as part of the cults of numinous stûpas. His pairing of Dizang 
with Âkâšagarbha is interesting, but the dearth of evidence makes it impossi-
ble to speculate on this relationship.� It should be noted that the Tree Mani-

�. Xu gaoseng zhuan, T2060:50.668b–c. The epithet is ambiguous and depending on the 
nature of the miracle, the name of the image could mean “The Dizang Who Manifested 
Trees,” “The Dizang Who Manifested as a Tree,” or “The Dizang Who Manifested from a 
Tree.” The passage offers no clue on how to translate the phrase, and as far as I can deter-
mine, the epithet does not occur in other records.

�. See Daoxuan’s records of the widespread building of stûpas in his Guang hongming ji 
廣弘明集, T2103:52.213a–221a, and Gantong lu 感通錄 T2106:52.404a–412c. See Fan 1979: 
107–109. 

�. In his study of miraculous images, Koichi Shinohara (1998) demonstrated the rela-
tionship between the building of Ašoka stûpas and the stories about the efficacies of images 
related to Ašoka. 

�. Âkâšagarbha very likely began as just another name in the bodhisattva directories, but 
he rapidly acquired a history and personality of his own. From a cluster of early Chinese trans-
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festation Dizang is located in Shan prefecture, not far from Longmen 
Grottoes in the city of Luoyang 洛陽 (also in Henan). 

Another work by Daoxuan, the Shijia fangzhi 釋迦方志 (A Gazetteer of 
Šâkya), a record of Buddhist landmarks completed in 650, also mentions 
Dizang worship. After surveying Guanyin’s miracles, Daoxuan concludes: 

Four hundred years have passed since the time when the country was divided 
into the sixteen [states of] Jin 晉, Song 宋, Liang 梁, Chen 陳, Wei 魏, Yan 燕, 
Qin 秦, and Zhao 趙. As for those who have obtained relief through the 
invocation and recitation of the names of Guanyin, Dizang, Maitreya, and 
Amitâbha, it surpasses my ability to enumerate them. Thus the biographical 
and catalog records are limited.10

This passage suggests that Buddhist cults shared common practices such as 
intonation of the name (chengming 稱名), image recollection, and scriptural 
recitation (niansong 念誦). In the mid-seventh century, the term nian 念 re-
ferred to a broad range of practices from deep meditation of buddha-recol-
lections to rote repetition of the name, both of which were adaptable to the 
nature and needs of the practitioner.11 Because the intonation of the name is 
specified separately in the above passage, it is likely that nian here refers to a 
widespread form of devotional contemplation, which involves gazing piously 
at the image while engaging in some kind of recitation. 

A similar reference to the worship of Guanyin, Dizang, Maitreya, and 
Amitâbha—dating the practice to 536—appears in the Fayuan zhulin 法苑
珠林 (The Pearl Forest of the Dharma Grove), an encyclopedic anthology 
of scriptural passages and miracle stories completed in 668 by Daoshi 道世 
(d. 683).12 In addition, The Pearl Forest of the Dharma Grove records the prac-
tice in 665 of copying a particularly efficacious painting of Dizang, which 

lations of scriptures, the earliest of which is attributed to Dharmakºema, one can conclude 
that the transformation happened in a pre-Chinese context; see, for instance, Da fangdeng daji 
jing, T397; Xukongyun pusa jing 虛空孕菩薩經, T408; Guan Xukongzang pusa jing 觀虛空藏菩薩

經, T409. Moreover, the name Âkâšagarbha, unlike Kºitigarbha, is obviously of Indian origin. 
Fifth in the Indian system of “great elements” (mahâbhûta), âkâša, or “space,” is not mentioned 
in the Chinese elaboration of elements. Although earth was one of the elements in the Indian 
system, it was referred to as bhû, not kºitî or dhâraÿî, even though all these words can mean 
“earth.” Significantly, Âkâšagarbha enjoys a close relationship with Dizang as the latter’s com-
plementary opposite, and the two bodhisattvas are frequently invoked together after the fash-
ion of the Indian Vedic pairing of Dyaus (Sky) and P¿thivî (Earth). 

10. Shijia fangzhi, T2088:51.972b.
11. On the medieval Chinese use of nianfo 念佛, Andrews (1993: 18–19, 23–26) corre-

lates the practices of buddha-invocation and buddha-contemplation, respectively, with the 
distinction between lay and monastic practitioners—a reductionist correlation deriving 
from his attempt to differentiate between lay and monastic forms of Pure Land devotion, 
which he equates with popular and elite practices. On continuities between lay and monastic 
practices, see Schopen 1985. 

12. The Fayuan zhulin affirms that those who obtain relief by invoking and reciting the 
names of Guanyin, Dizang, Maitreya, and Amitâbha surpass the written records. (T2122: 
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the artist Zhang Sengyou 張僧繇 (d.u.) originally executed in Yi 益 prefec-
ture (modern-day Chengdu, Sichuan). The painting and all copies of it ap-
parently emitted a mysterious light: 

The painting of Dizang Bodhisattva at the Monastery of Dharma Congrega-
tion (Faju si 法聚寺), located in the suburbs of Yi prefecture, shows him seated 
with legs pendant on a wickerwork couch. The height [of the image] is 0.8 or 
0.9 feet. Zhang Sengyou painted the original icon. In the seventh month of 
665, a monk in that monastery made a painted copy, which from time to time 
would emit a light like a ring of gold, exactly like the halo of the original. 
Thereafter copies were made and they all similarly emitted light. In the eighth 
month of that year, it was decreed that one [copy] be submitted to the imperial 
palace for worship. Nowadays, all the devotional paintings, which clerics and 
laity made inside and outside the capital, also emit light. One understands 
from this how immeasurable the Buddha’s power is.13

Zhang’s painting is the earliest recorded Dizang icon showing the deity alone 
and thus indicative of his growing cultic status. It is unclear why the painting 
was undertaken in the first place, but the local cult that formed around it was 
based largely on venerating and copying the image, which was done by both 
monks and laity. Because a copy of the painting was submitted to the impe-
rial palace in 665, one may conclude that Dizang worship was practiced in 
the imperial precincts in the capital of Chang’an 長安 during the reign of 
Emperor Gaozong 高宗 (r. 649–683). According to Daoshi, the icon origi-
nated on China’s southwestern border (Sichuan), but the earliest art-histori-
cal evidence (i.e., the sculptures at Longmen) locates Dizang’s cult in north 
central China. Zhang’s painting then is evidence of the transmission of a 
local strand of the Dizang cult. Through tales of its numinous efficacy and 
its duplication, the icon “traveled” from its birthplace in the southwest to the 
capital in central China. 

Dizang worship must have been sufficiently widespread by the mid-sev-
enth century to catch the eye of elite clerics engaged in documenting and 
perpetuating Chinese Buddhist history. It should be noted, however, that 
records do not link Dizang worship to Sanjie jiao. In his Continued Biogra-
phies, Daoxuan includes an account of Xinxing, the Sanjie jiao founder, 
which means he was aware of the movement and its activities.14 Yet when 
speaking of cults, he does not connect Dizang Bodhisattva with this move-
ment. Buddhist records place the dissemination of Dizang worship in a 
larger devotional milieu in which stûpa and image veneration were per-
formed together. The Dizang cult seems to have spread through the usual 

53.411c). A similar statement is found in a tenth-century non-Buddhist anthology titled the 
Taiping guangji 太平廣記, 111: 765. 

13. Fayuan zhulin, T2122:53.392c. This story was subsequently collected in the tenth-
century compilation of Dizang miracle tales the Lingyan ji (149: 354b). 

14. Xu gaoseng zhuan, T2060:50.559c–560b. 
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channels—that is, through testaments of religious efficacy and their trans-
mission. The records mostly mention Dizang in relation to other cults, 
which suggests that veneration of Dizang took shape in a cultic environ-
ment where variant forms of Buddhist piety flourished. 

The Sanjie Jiao Connection

Sanjie jiao was one of several Buddhist movements that developed in the 
sixth century in response to the exigencies of living in the period of the de-
cline of the Dharma. Like other Buddhist leaders of his time, its founder, 
Xinxing, was convinced that the dreaded epoch of Buddhism’s demise had 
arrived and formulating a soteriology that would enable Buddhists to prac-
tice during such a period was essential.15 The movement prospered briefly in 
the seventh and eighth centuries but eventually disappeared after the tenth 
century, following repeated persecution from ruling authorities. Because its 
texts were largely expunged from the canon, little was known about Sanjie 
jiao until some of its writings were recovered in the twentieth century from 
Dunhuang and Japanese archives.16 Based on these manuscripts, Yabuki 
Keiki conclusively showed that Sanjie jiao proponents frequently looked to 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels as one of their sources of scriptural authority. 
Xinxing composed two commentaries on the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and 
cited the fifth-century translation no less than 120 times in his early work, 
the four-scroll Sanjie fofa 三階佛法 (The Three Levels of Buddhist Teach-

15. Xinxing’s biography is recorded in the Xu gaoseng zhuan (T2060:50.559c–560b) and 
stele inscriptions. Legend has it that Xinxing’s mother dreamt he was given to her as a baby 
by a spirit. He was ordained as a monk at Fazang si 法藏寺 in Xiang 相 prefecture. He prac-
ticed asceticism, wore little, and often refrained from eating. When the Northern Qi (550–
577) was destroyed by the Northern Zhou (557–589) and Buddhists were persecuted, 
Xinxing returned to lay life. But in 581, after Buddhism had been revived by the Sui (581–
618), Xinxing was summoned to the capital, where a Sanjie cloister had been built inside 
Zhenji si 真寂寺. Here Xinxing and his disciples devoted themselves to promoting and com-
posing Sanjie jiao works. Five other Sanjie cloisters were built in the capital: Huadu si 化度寺, 
Guangming si 光明寺, Cimen si 慈門寺, Huiri si 慧日寺, and Hongshan si 弘善寺. In accor-
dance with his spirit of universal giving, upon his death in 594 his remains were sent to 
Mount Zhongnan and left for birds and animals. A pagoda with a stele inscription was 
erected at the foot of the mountain to house his relics. The site soon became a cemetery for 
his disciples, and Mount Zhongnan emerged as an important center associated with Sanjie 
jiao teachings. It was said that Xinxing had more than three hundred disciples, although the 
names of only a few are known. Among the most important were Benji 本濟 (562–632) and 
Sengyong 僧邕 (543–632). 

16. Since the invaluable, pioneering study by Yabuki (1927), other important works on 
Sanjie jiao have been undertaken. Nishimoto Teruma’s (1998) study of the movement, which 
introduces manuscript discoveries after Yabuki’s publication, has become a classic. In the 
sphere of western scholarship, James Hubbard has researched and written on Sanjie jiao; see 
Hubbard 1986 for his unpublished dissertation and Hubbard 1991, 1996, and 2001 for his 
published work. Mark Lewis (1990) has also published an article that treats the suppression 
of Sanjie jiao. 
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ings).17 In light of Sanjie jiao’s promotion of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, Ya-
buki believed that Sanjie jiao advocated Dizang worship and was instrumental 
in the initial spread of the cult. 

To support his argument, Yabuki highlights the following passage in 
the second scroll of The Three Levels of Buddhist Teachings (S 2084): 

As for the realm of the One Vehicle, the living beings of the One Vehicle, 
during the time when a buddha resides in the world: It is the best of the 
benevolent worlds, benevolent times, and benevolent living beings. The 
teachings formulated are those of eternity, bliss, self, and purity. Various 
buddhas and bodhisattvas, led by Vairocana, Šâkyamuni, and the Bodhisat-
tva Mahâsattva Samantabhadra, have together practiced this [teaching]. This 
is based on the Mahâvaipulya-avataœsaka-sûtra (the entire scrolls one and 
two), the Laækâvatara-sûtra (scroll one), and so forth. 
	A s for the realm of the five turbulences and various vices after the 
Buddha’s quiescence, with living beings of nihilistic and eternalist views: It is 
the worst of vile worlds, vile times, and vile living beings. The teachings 
formulated are those of suffering, impermanence, lack of self, and defile-
ment. Various buddhas and bodhisattvas, led by Šâkyamuni and the Bodhi-
sattva Mahâsattva Dizang, have together practiced this [teaching]. This is 
based on the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Candragarbha Scripture, the 
fourfold âgama, the vinaya of the various schools, the Abhidharma discourses, 
and so forth.18

This passage represents Dizang as the leading bodhisattva of this world of 
five turbulences—one who has mastered the third level of teaching that 
Sanjie jiao believed Chinese Buddhists should practice during the degen-
erate times in which they lived. But it does not conclusively show that Sanjie 
jiao promoted Dizang as a cultic object; Dizang is invoked only as a role 
model for practitioners of the third level of teachings. Moreover, because 
the above extract is missing from the Japanese manuscript copy of The Three 
Levels of Buddhist Teachings, it is possible that Xinxing’s followers added this 
critical passage.

Facing the paucity of evidence in Sanjie jiao writings, Yabuki looked for 
corroboration outside of the Sanjie jiao corpus. He relied heavily on Pure 
Land polemical literature, specifically records of a debate among seventh- 
and eighth-century Buddhist intellectuals over the efficacies of the various 

17. Yabuki 1927: 595. The commentaries are now extant only in partial quotations in 
other texts. The two commentaries ascribed to Xinxing are the Shilun yi yi li ming 十輪依義立

名 and the Shilun luechao 十輪略抄. 
18. Sanjie fofa, Sanjie jiao can juan 三階教殘卷, 23. Although this passage offers impor-

tant confirmation of Dizang’s possible role in Sanjie jiao’s soteriology, it should be cautioned 
that it is not found in other versions of the Sanjie fofa and is missing, for instance, from the 
collated Japanese version in Yabuki’s compilation. Using a set of partial manuscripts discov-
ered in Japan, Yabuki provided a comparative edition of the entire text. 
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forms of Buddhist devotion. Pure Land exponents at the heart of this contro-
versy attributed Dizang worship to Sanjie jiao and then contrasted it to the 
Pure Land practice of Amitâbha worship. In his work, Kuiji 窺基 (632–682), 
a disciple of Xuanzang, describes adherents of Sanjie jiao as “ordinary fools 
of the inferior grade . . . suited to prostrate and confess before Dizang Bod-
hisattva.”19 Kuiji points out that if one were instead “to focus one’s mind on 
invoking the [Amitâbha] Buddha and aspiring to be reborn in the Pure 
Land,” then upon death one would be reborn in the Pure Land. In such a 
circumstance, Kuiji argues, one is already eternally separated from the three 
evil paths of rebirth; there is no need to look to Dizang, whose vow was to re-
lieve the suffering of living beings on the evil paths of rebirth.20 

Another seventh-century Pure Land proponent, Huaigan 懷感 (d.u.), a 
disciple of Shandao 善導 (613–681), further argued that reciting Amitâbha’s 
name surpasses that of Dizang because the merits of a bodhisattva cannot 
equal those of a buddha: 

The Scripture on the Ten Wheels states: “If, for a hundred great kalpas, a person 
single-mindedly recites [the name of] Guanyin Bodhisattva and so forth, it 
will not be comparable to recite momentarily once [the name of] Dizang 
Bodhisattva.” If, for a hundred great kalpas, one recites [the name of] 
Guanyin Bodhisattva, it will, as previously compared and calculated, 
definitely exceed making offerings to a thousand of a million countless 
names of bodhisattvas. If, for numerous kalpas, one recites [the name of] the 
Bodhisattva Dizang, that is not comparable to just one utterance of single-
minded recitation of [the name of] Amitâbha Buddha. The merits will be 
countless and boundless. In this manner comparing the Buddha with Dizang 
Bodhisattva, and Dizang Bodhisattva with Guanyin Bodhisattva, and [then] 
Guanyin Bodhisattva with the other bodhisattvas numerous as the sixty-two 
ko¡i of grains of sand in the Ganges River and so forth, one should then recite 
the [name of the] Buddha. The merits of a single utterance exceed [the 
merits] gained from reciting the names of as many bodhisattvas as the 
innumerable kalpas of grains of sand in the Ganges River or from offering 
the four daily requisites to [this number of bodhisattvas].21 In this manner, 
even a single instant of reciting [the name of the] Buddha will then exceed 
[the merits of] reciting [the names of] other bodhisattvas or [the merits] of 
one or two kalpas of religious cultivation. How can one recite [the name of] 
the Buddha and yet have scarce merits? Through this comparative quantifica-
tion, it should be known that the merits [from reciting the Buddha’s name] 
are tremendous. 22

19. Xifang yaojue shiyi tonggui 西方要決釋疑通規, T1964:47.108c. 
20. Ibid.:47.109a.
21. The four daily requisites (sishi gongyang 四事供養) are usually listed as clothing, 

food or beverage, bedding or lodging, and medicine.
22. Shi jingtu qunyi lun 釋淨土群疑論, T1960:47.69b–c.
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The controversy surfaces again in the work of Daojing 道鏡 (d.u.), who was 
either Huaigan’s contemporary or must have lived shortly after.23 In his 
Nianfo jing 念佛鏡 (Buddha-Recitation Mirror), Daojing also disputes Sanjie 
jiao’s practice of Dizang worship: 

Question: Are the merits of the Sanjie jiao practice of reciting the name of 
Dizang Bodhisattva greater, lesser, or equal to those of reciting [the name 
of] Amitâbha Buddha? 
Reply: The merits of reciting “Amitâbha Buddha” exceed those of reciting 
“Dizang Bodhisattva” by a thousand million times. How does one know this? 
According to the Guanyin jing 觀音經 (The Avalokitešvara Scripture), if a 
person makes offerings to bodhisattvas as numerous as the grains of sand in 
the sixty-two ko¡i of the Ganges River, it will not be as good as venerating, 
prostrating, and making offerings just once to Guanyin Bodhisattva. The 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels states: “Reciting ‘Guanyin’ for one hundred aeons is 
not comparable to reciting once ‘Dizang Bodhisattva.’” The Qunyi lun 群疑論 
(Discourse on a Group of Doubts) states: “Reciting ‘Dizang Bodhisattva’ for 
one great kalpa is not comparable to reciting just once ‘Amitâbha Buddha.’” 
Why is this so? The Buddha is the King of the Dharma, [whereas] the 
bodhisattvas are the ministers of the Dharma. When the king is absent, the 
ministers inevitably become lax. . . . The Buddha is the perfectly realized 
being whose perfection of attainment surpasses all stages [of the path]. 
Hence the merits of those who increasingly recite [the Buddha’s name] are 
the greatest, exceeding [those of reciting] Dizang[’s name] a thousand 
million times. The bodhisattvas do not yet belong to the stage of buddha-
hood and their attainments have not yet been completely perfected. There-
fore the merits [from reciting their names] are exceedingly scarce.”24

For Yabuki, the Pure Land writings offer conclusive evidence that Sanjie jiao 
adopted Dizang as its patron saint—a natural development given the move-
ment’s preference for the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.25 

Certainly Yabuki’s contribution cannot be understated, but one should 
also be wary because his argument rests heavily on the presupposed validity 
of Pure Land polemical literature, which accentuates Dizang worship as a 
cardinal trait of Sanjie jiao practice in opposition to worship of Amitâbha in 
Pure Land. The nature of apologetic literature raises questions as to the ac-

23. We know nothing about Daojing’s life and work except for his composition of the 
Nianfo jing. The text is ascribed to both Daojing and Shandao; Shinkô Mochizuki (1975: 
293–300) proposed that Daojing was probably Shandao’s disciple, which would make him a 
contemporary of Huaigan. Julian Pas contends that no source on Shandao ever suggests his 
role in composing the Nianfo jing, and no sources list Daojing as Shandao’s disciple; see Pas 
1995: 112–115. Whether or not he was Shandao’s disciple, Daojing was familiar with and 
cited Huaigan’s work in the Nianfo jing. 

24. Nianfo jing, T1966:47.127b–c. On Dao’s writings, see Liu 2000: 425–432. 
25. Yabuki 1927: 642.
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curacy of its description by its opponents. Hence, one should exercise some 
caution when approaching polemical representations that may intentionally 
highlight doctrinal or practical distinctions to fortify an argument. After all, 
enforcing a strong contrast between their object of piety and that of Sanjie 
jiao was crucial for the Pure Land spokesmen because their main goal was to 
establish the supremacy of Amitâbha over Dizang worship. Before adopting 
indiscriminately the Pure Land characterization, one needs to reexamine 
the association between Sanjie jiao and Dizang worship as represented in 
Sanjie jiao writings. 

In this regard, a major contribution is Nishimoto Teruma’s investiga-
tion of Sanjie jiao materials discovered after Yabuki’s publication.26 Men-
tion of Dizang occurs in two Dunhuang texts edited by Nishimoto: the Di 
san jie fofa guangshi 第三階佛法廣釋 (The Extensive Explanation of the 
Third-Level Buddhist Teachings, S 6344) and the Sanjie guanfa lueshi 三階
觀法略釋 (The Abbreviated Explanation of the Contemplation of Dhar-
mas in the Three Levels, P 2268). Both texts were probably composed to-
ward the end of the seventh century or even later.27 A reference to Dizang 
occurs in The Extensive Explanation when the “Four Contemplations on 
Liberating Living Beings” (si zhong dusheng guan 四種度生觀) are enumer-
ated. In the fourth contemplation, “Liberation through Recitation,” one 
is encouraged “to recite the separate names of Amitâbha Buddha and Di-
zang.”28 Another example is the discussion of Sanjie jiao’s teaching on 
non-dualism in The Abbreviated Explanation: 

From the causal perspective, there are no names for the living beings of the 
six paths nor are there forms of living beings of the six paths. From the 
perspective of effect, the separate names of Amitâbha and Dizang do not 
exist nor do the separate forms of Amitâbha and Dizang exist. This is the 
nameless, formless dharma.29

These passages hardly present Amitâbha and Dizang as incompatible ob-
jects of worship belonging to disparate religious movements. A Sanjie jiao 
text, edited by Yabuki, explains the notion of universal nature through an 
analogy, likening the Buddhist deities to different parts of the body: In the 
analogy, Dizang is the body and Amitâbha the heart.30 Judging from these 

26. Nishimoto 1998: 475–673.
27. As Nishimoto points out, because the Di san jie fofa guangshi quotes the Miyan jing 密

嚴經, a work attributed to the Indian translator Divâkara (Dipoheluo 地婆訶羅, 613–687), it 
should be dated toward the end of the seventh century or after. In the case of the Sanjie 
guanfa lueshi, he points to the obvious borrowing of language from the works of Xuanzang 
and the Huayan teacher Zhiyan 智儼 (602–668). Hence, he concludes that the work must be 
dated to the end of the seventh century or after; see Nishimoto 1998: 206, 212, 219.

28. The line reads: 稱阿彌陀佛地藏別名; see ibid.: 620. 
29. Ibid.: 635.
30. Xinxing kouji zhenrushi guan qi xu juan diyi 信行口集真如實觀起序卷第一, Sanjie jiao 

can juan, 195. 
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references, Sanjie jiao members seem to have regarded Amitâbha and Di-
zang as no different from each other in their fundamental nature, a suit-
able view given their emphasis on the Universal Buddha. Needless to say, 
this picture is contrary to Pure Land representations, which polemically 
contrast Dizang and Amitâbha worship as two separate practices belong-
ing respectively to Sanjie jiao and Pure Land.31 

An archaeological excavation in 1981 uncovered a Sanjie jiao cave 
among the stone scripture grottoes at Golden Stream Bay (Jinchuan wan 
金川灣), located in Chunhua 淳化, Shaanxi.32 Inscriptions date the cave to 
662–670. An image of Šâkyamuni Buddha is sculpted at the back of the 
cave, and its walls are inscribed with no less than eight texts, among them 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and other compendia associated with Sanjie 
jiao.33 The inscribed texts include a few that, until the discovery of the cave, 
were known only from their titles listed in the catalogs of Sanjie jiao works. 
The cave is thus a Sanjie jiao archive, the study of which will yield invalu-
able insights into the movement. Zhang Zong notes the lack of images in 
the cave—specifically those of Dizang. According to him, Sanjie jiao leaned 
toward iconoclasm, emphasizing buddhahood as a universal human ideal 
and rejecting the construction of images and pagodas. He concludes that 
Sanjie jiao’s practice of Dizang worship did not necessarily involve the use 
of Dizang images and might have been confined largely to ritual prostra-
tion, recitation, and repentance. However, the Šâkyamuni image on the 
back wall of the cave at Jinchuan wan disputes this. Moreover, one Sanjie 
jiao work, the Dasheng fajie wujinzang fa shi 大乘法界無盡藏法釋 (Explana-
tion of the Inexhaustible Practices in the Dharma Realm of the Great Vehi-
cle), exhorts the reader to undertake repairs of statues and temples as 
offerings made to the Buddha.34 It would seem that Sanjie jiao’s rejection 
of icons was a rhetorical strategy that stemmed from its teachings of uni-
versalism and non-dualism and did not necessarily translate into actual 
iconoclastic practices.35 Therefore, although their writings frowned on the 

31. One should note that the doctrinal teachings of Pure Land and Sanjie jiao were not 
as irrevocably polarized as the polemical literature would have us believe. Elsewhere Huaigan 
writes in a manner that actually seems to synchronize Pure Land and Sanjie jiao teachings; 
see Shi jingtu qunyi lun, T1960:47.44b. Also see Liu 2000: 336–337. 

32. The discovery of the cave was first publicized in a newspaper article on archaeologi-
cal finds; see Yao 1997. Chinese scholars are now studying this cave; for a report of initial 
findings, see Zhang and Wang 2003.

33. Zhang Zong 2003: 443. The image was originally made in the Tang period but was 
damaged during the Cultural Revolution and has since been restored. 

34. Dasheng fajie wujinzang fa shi (S 721; Giles no. 5563), Sanjie jiao can juan, 174–175. 
35. For instance, one of the key teachings of Sanjie jiao is the Universal Refuges, and 

the literature refers to the concepts of Universal Buddha, Universal Dharma, and Universal 
Saægha; see Hubbard 2001: 99–148. Reservations about the use of images to convey religious 
truth is found in early Buddhist history. It was expressed, for example, in early Mahâyâna 
texts such as the Aºtasâhasrikâ-prajñâpâramitâ-sûtra. The Chan Buddhist attitude toward im-
ages is encapsulated in the popular dictum “See the Buddha, kill the Buddha.” Late Tang 
and Song Chan monks often railed against the use of language, images, ritual, and other 
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construction of massive temples and colossal statues, Sanjie jiao propo-
nents were not necessarily iconoclasts. Zhang’s assumption is questionable, 
but his argument is a useful reminder that the relationship between Sanjie 
jiao and Dizang worship needs to be reexamined. 

From the above survey of the evidence, one can only conclude that 
Sanjie jiao promoted the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and viewed Dizang as 
the bodhisattva-savior of the defiled realm of the five turbulences. Sanjie 
jiao members certainly engaged in devotional practices involving Dizang Bo-
dhisattva, but the literature does not indicate that the movement necessarily 
accepted this bodhisattva as its patron saint in the way Pure Land polemical 
writings suggest. Catalyzed by its adherence to the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, 
Sanjie jiao may have adopted practices of Dizang worship discernible in the 
religious environment surveyed by Daoxuan and Daoshi. Sanjie jiao did con-
tribute to the spread of Dizang Bodhisattva veneration in the seventh cen-
tury, but the evidence hardly suggests that Sanjie jiao was critical in the 
formation and spread of the Dizang cult. 

The Work of the Translator and Exegete Sinbang

Who among the Sanjie jiao practitioners would be drawn to Dizang worship? 
What would such a person contribute to the spread of the Dizang cult? The 
seventh-century Korean translator and exegete Sinbang 神昉 (Ch. Shenfang, 
fl. 645–651) played an important role in fostering the connection among 
Sanjie jiao, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, and Dizang Bodhisattva.36 Sinbang 
originally resided at the Dharma Sea Monastery (Fahai si 法海寺) but soon 
joined Xuanzang at the Monastery for Propagating Merits (Hongfu si 弘福
寺) as one of the eleven members of the first translation bureau, over which 
Xuanzang presided in 646.37 Sinbang participated in Xuanzang’s translation 
of the Mahâvaibhâsa-šâstra (Da piposha lun 大毘婆沙論) at the Great Compas-
sionate Kindness Monastery (Da ci’en si 大慈恩寺) and also assisted in Xuan-
zang’s final work, the translation of the Mahâprajñâpâramitâ-sûtra (Da bore 
jing 大般若經, Scripture on Great Wisdom) at the Palace of Jade Flowers 
(Yuhua gong 玉華宮). Because Sinbang had worked with Xuanzang and his 
translation team, it is not surprising that among his works are Yogâcâra writ-
ings. More relevant for our purposes, however, is Sinbang’s participation in 

forms of mediating between mundane reality and ultimate truth. But again, this rhetoric 
was never taken literally: Chan monasteries were connected with innovative expressions of 
iconic worship, including the mummification of awakened Chan teachers and the ritual use 
of portraits of Chan monks. On iconoclasm in Chinese Buddhist history, see Kieschnick 
2003: 69–80. On iconic worship in Chan Buddhism, see Faure 1992; Foulk and Sharf 1993–
1994. For Buddhist attitudes toward iconic worship, see Sharf 2001a. 

36. The Yuqie lun ji 瑜伽論記 refers to Sinbang as the Silla master Bang (Xinluo Fang shi 
新羅昉師); see T1828:42.682a. Yabuki called attention to Sinbang as an important link be-
tween Sanjie jiao, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, and the cult of Dizang. Subsequent scholar-
ship, including my treatment above, is very much indebted to Yabuki’s work. 

37. Kaiyuan shijiao lu 開元釋教錄, T2154:55.559a–b.
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Xuanzang’s rendition of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.38 Sinbang was among 
the three copyists who wrote down the revised text, presumably as dictated 
by Xuanzang.39 

In addition, Sinbang wrote a preface to the seventh-century translation 
and composed a commentary to the scripture, which explicitly aligns it and 
Dizang Bodhisattva with Sanjie jiao teachings.40 He first introduces the con-
cepts of the One Vehicle and the Three Vehicles and then associates the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels with the period of the Final Dharma: 

The Scripture on the Ten Wheels is then the teaching of the Final Dharma for this 
world. How does one know this? The Buddha compared the corrupt roots [of 
those living] in the evil age of the Final Dharma, a time remote from the 
Buddha’s departure from this world, to damaged vessels. Possessing nihilistic 
views is similar to being born blind. The deep intoxication in the five desires is 
likened to a rocky landscape where nothing will sprout. Indulgence in the ten 
unsalutary actions is like grimy dirt on a foul body. Therefore, this scripture 
can cleanse a foul body, open the eyes of the blind, mend a damaged vessel, 
and fertilize an arid land. The bodhisattva thus appears in the form of a monk 
(šramaÿa). The elephant king venerates the renunciate’s robes. Using this 
symbolic appearance, [the bodhisattva] converts the shameless, shows 
protection and support of the two matters, and accomplishes the path and 
fruition of the Three Vehicles.41

Because the Scripture on the Ten Wheels does not mention the threefold divi-
sion of times and teachings (One Vehicle, Three Vehicles, or Final Dharma), 
one may conclude that Sinbang was drawing from the Three Levels Teach-
ings that flourished in Chang’an during his time. At the end of his preface, 
he bemoans the unfortunate circumstances of his day, decrying it as the in-
terim period “when the previous buddha has gone and the next buddha has 
yet to come.”42 Sinbang’s preface thus aligns the Scripture on the Ten Wheels 

38. Françoise Wang-Toutain has questioned the attribution of the seventh-century 
translation of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels to Xuanzang. She argues that Xuanzang, with his 
erudition in Buddhist philosophy, could not have been associated with the scripture, which 
reflects popular Buddhist developments of the period. She proposes that it was more likely 
that his followers (perhaps someone like Sinbang) were behind the new translation, which 
was subsequently attributed to the famed Tang pilgrim-translator. In further support of her 
argument, she points to the connections that Xuanzang’s followers like Sinbang must have 
had with Sanjie jiao, especially through common centers of religious activities like Zhong-
nan and Chang’an. See Wang-Toutain 1998: 116–117. Her argument presupposes a necessary 
separation of doctrinal evolution from so-called “popular religion.” She implies that we 
should discredit Xuanzang’s role as the translator of other “nonphilosophical” works such as 
the Sukhâvatîvyûha-sûtra. 

39. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.728a. 
40. The preface appears at the end of the new translation; see Dasheng daji Dizang shilun 

jing, T411:13.777a–c.
41. Ibid.:13.777a–b. 
42. Ibid.:13.777c. 
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with contemporary teachings on the eventual extinction of Buddhism, spe-
cifically Sanjie jiao’s interpretation of these teachings. 

	A lthough Sinbang’s commentary, the Shilun jing chao 十輪經抄 
(Writings on the Scripture on the Ten Wheels), is no longer extant, por-
tions of his work are cited in a later Japanese text.43 In Sinbang’s commen-
tary, he explains drawing from The Three Levels of Teachings: 

First are the living beings with the disposition for the One Vehicle: The teacher 
is Vairocana Buddha; the community is led by Samantabhadra Bodhisattva; 
[the scriptures are] the Avataœsaka-sûtra and others of the same category. 
Second are the living beings with the disposition for the Three Vehicles: The 
teacher is Šâkyamuni Buddha; the community is led by Dizang Bodhisattva; 
[and the scriptures are] this Scripture on the Ten Wheels and others of the same 
category. Just as living beings are classified into two ranks, the teachings are 
categorized into two methods, and the spheres are polarized into the purified 
and defiled realms. . . . There was a great spiritual friend, the Meditation 
Master Xinxing. Interacting with rare beings, consulting Sages of the Way, [he 
believed that we] must be dwelling in the confused and degenerate times of 
the Latter Dharma. . . . Therefore, among the Tripi¡aka teachings, he es-
poused only this [scripture] in the hope of making practice suitable to the 
disposition and making the teaching correspond to the maladies. He regarded 
the times to be the Latter Dharma, the disposition to be that of the Three 
Vehicles, and the main practice to be [the cultivation of] merits.44

The references to Xinxing and his teachings confirm that Sinbang was fa-
miliar with the Sanjie jiao movement. Xinxing certainly privileged the Scrip-
ture on the Ten Wheels, but it was by no means the only scripture associated 
with his movement. For Sinbang, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels was the para-
mount teaching for the defiled realm of the Sahâ world during the demise of 
Buddhist teachings. 

Sinbang’s works reveal little about him besides his predilection for Yogâ
câra teachings and the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. A tenth-century descrip-
tion of Sinbang offers a glimpse into his daily religious practice: 

From an early age, the monk Sinbang of the Compassion Monastery (Cibei si 
慈悲寺) had listened and studied the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. He zealously 
practiced asceticism, distinguishing himself from ordinary men. He wore 
discarded clothing, worshiped and repented six times a day, and begged for 

43. Japanese catalogs of Buddhist scriptures attribute a Shilun jing chao in two or three 
fascicles to “The Mahâyâna Teacher Bang 昉.” See Hossô shû shôsho 法相宗章疏, T2180:55.1139a; 
Tôiki dentô mokuroku 東域伝燈目録, T2183:55.1150b; Chûshin hossô shû shôsho 注進法相宗章疏, 
T2181:55.1141b. 

44. Yabuki 1927: 639. The above passage was cited in a later Japanese Pure Land text, 
the Gungi ron tanyô ki 群疑論探要記 (Ch. Qunyi lun tanyao ji), attributed to an author named 
Dôshû 道忠. 
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alms for his livelihood.45 Every time he lectured on the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, he would always say that it was not fitting for the multitude to recite 
Mahâyâna scriptures and that those who recited [these scriptures] would 
descend into hell. Finally, when his last hour arrived, his body was burnt alive 
by the fire of hell. Black smoke covered his physical [remains]. The monk 
Sijian 思簡 [d.u.] from the Monastery of Teachings to Relieve [the World] 
(Jifa si 濟法寺) personally witnessed this incident and was convinced that 
those who discontinued the study of wisdom will inevitably incur inauspi-
cious omens. The sight of the body [burning alive] was a testament.46 

Because Xinxing and his followers were known to beg for alms, perform aus-
terities, and conduct repentance during the six daily intervals, the above 
passage suggests that Sinbang carried out Sanjie jiao practices and was, 
therefore, a follower of the movement.47 Sinbang was attacked for the “heret-
ical piety” he displayed toward the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and for his de-
nunciation of Mahâyâna scriptures. Evidently, he preached the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels often and may even have advocated its recitation over other 
Buddhist texts.48 Religious activities of monks like Sinbang probably facili-
tated the widespread dissemination of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels in medi-
eval China. 

Archaeological findings confirm that the Scripture on the Ten Wheels was 
widely circulated from the seventh century on. Several stone-scripture sites 
like the previously mentioned Jinchuan wan, the Sleeping Buddha Cloister 
(Wofo yuan 臥佛院) in Anyue 安岳 (Sichuan), and the Stone Scriptures Hill 
(Shijing shan 石經山) in Fangshan 房山 (Beijing), all contain engravings of 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.49 These inscribed stone scriptures were under-

45. In India the six periods are defined as sunset, early night, midnight, dawn, morn-
ing, and noon. This temporal division was the basis for liturgical worship and confession in 
the sixth and seventh centuries. For a study of the six periods of worship in relation to Pure 
Land ritual, see Pas 1986–1987: 49–82. 

46. Shimen zijing lu 釋門自鏡錄 by Huaixin 懷信 (fl. 843), T2083:51.806b. This condem-
nation of Sinbang’s misplaced piety occurs immediately after a passage criticizing Xinxing. 

47. Daoxuan describes Xinxing’s religious activities as follows: 

Furthermore, at the capital, Master [Xinxing] established five monasteries. The five 
monasteries are the Huadu si 化度寺, Guangming si 光明寺, Cimen si 慈門寺, Huiri si 慧日

寺, and Hongshan si 弘善寺. Since that time, all these temples have exalted and contin-
ued his regulations. All made offerings, circumambulated six times daily, and begged for 
alms for their livelihood. Such sincere and pure piety cannot be surpassed! (Xu gaoseng 
zhuan, T2060:50.560a)

48. The above record does not exactly tell us that Sinbang recited the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, but we know from the Continued Biographies that the monk Sirui 思睿 (d.u.) recited 
the scripture regularly; see Xu gaoseng zhuan, T2061:50.863a–b. 

49. For a preliminary study of the inscribed scriptures at Jingchuan wan, see Zhang and 
Wang 2003: 71, figs. 11, 12. Wofo yuan houses 139 niches, 15 of which contain cliff inscriptions 
of Buddhist texts executed in the Tang period. The Scripture on the Ten Wheels is one of the scrip-
tures inscribed at Wofo yuan, dated to ca. 728; see Wang 1989: 91–92. A seventh-century trans-
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taken from the eighth century and after. Dedicatory inscriptions reveal that 
inscribing scriptures on the rocks was frequently undertaken as an offering.50 
Visual representations of the scripture were also executed. For example, the 
Lidai minghua ji 歷代名畫記 (A Chronological Record of Famous Painters), 
dating to 847, records the painting of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels on the 
walls of the Monastery of Reverence and Love (Jing’ai si 敬愛寺) in 
Chang’an.51 A reexamination of wall paintings of grottoes 74 and 321 at Dun-
huang Mogao has led the Chinese art historian Wang Huimin to identify 
these paintings as the opening scenes of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels—that 
is, the section that eulogizes the Bodhisattva Dizang.52 If Wang’s identifica-
tion proves accurate, then these Dunhuang murals constitute the sole sur-
viving illustrations of this scripture. 

At Dunhuang, several copies of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels were dis-
covered among the manuscripts recovered from a hidden library in cave 
16.53 Wang-Toutain has ascertained that Dunhuang copies of this scripture 
were properties of monasteries rather than individuals, and she argues 
that the cult of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels may have been confined largely 
to monastic circles.54 Copies of the scripture and commentaries existed in 
Japanese collections as early as the middle of the eighth century.55 Dhâraÿî 
writings relating to the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, probably used in a liturgi-
cal context, were also recovered from Dunhuang. Among these are the Di-
zang pusa tuoluoni 地藏菩薩陀羅尼 (Dhâraÿî of Dizang Bodhisattva, S 4543) 
and the Dizang pusa hushen tuoluoni 地藏菩薩護身陀羅尼 (Dizang Bodhisat-
tva Dhâraÿî for Bodily Protection, S 431). Both of these consist of dhâraÿî 
formulae. There also exists a modern edition of the Foshuo da fangguang 
shilun jing tuoluoni zhou 佛說大方廣十輪經陀羅尼咒 (The Mantra Dhâraÿî 
in the Scripture on the Great Extended Ten Wheels Spoken by the Bud-
dha), evidently derived from the anonymous edition of the Scripture on the 
Ten Wheels.56 A text presenting itself as a “dhâraÿî scripture” is the Dizang 
pusa tuoluoni jing 地藏菩薩陀羅尼經 (Scripture on the Dhâraÿî of Dizang 

lation of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels is inscribed in grottoes 1, 2, 3, and 6 of Shijing shan at 
the eastern peak of Yunju si 雲居寺; see Lü 1999: 94–95. Evidently, the scriptures were first in-
scribed in the Tang period but were subsequently restored in the Liao (907–1124); see Lü 1999: 
136. On the rock-cut scriptures at Fangshan, also see Lancaster 1989. 

50. See Lü 1999: 2, 244–245. 
51. Cited by Acker 1954: 321; cf. Mair 1986: 30. 
52. Mogao grotto 321 is usually dated to the end of the seventh century, whereas grotto 

74 is dated to sometime around 755. The murals were originally identified as paintings of 
the Baoyu jing 寶雨經 (T660); see Wang 2004, 2005.

53. The majority of the Dunhuang manuscript copies are based on the Da fangguang shi-
lun jing. For a listing of Dunhuang copies of the two translations of the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, see Wang-Toutain 1998: 307–308. 

54. Ibid.: 66. 
55. Manabe 1960: 81. 
56. Zhang Zong 2003: 31. He mentions a work, the Dizang san jing jikan 地藏三經集刊, 

published by Shanghai guji chubanshe, which added two dhâraÿîs, one of which is the Foshuo da 
fangguang shilun jing tuoluoni zhou. Unfortunately, I do not have access to this publication. 
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Bodhisattva), reprinted from a Japanese manuscript copy kept in the Tem-
ple of Eastern Esoterism (Tômitsu-ji 東密寺).57 On scrutiny, this dhâraÿî 
scripture turns out to be the opening chapter of the anonymous edition of 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels with a new passage added at the end.58 Strictly 
speaking, the Scripture on the Dhâraÿî of Dizang Bodhisattva is thus not a 
dhâraÿî. Why was the first chapter of the anonymous edition of the Scripture 
on the Ten Wheels circulated independently in the guise of a dhâraÿî text? It 
was not unusual for a chapter from a longer work to circulate indepen-
dently as the scriptural focus for another Buddhist cult. A well-known ex-
ample is Chapter 25 of the Lotus Scripture, which circulated under the title 
Guanyin jing 觀音經 (Guanyin Scripture), the key scripture for Guanyin 
worship.59 

The concluding passage added to the Scripture on the Dhâraÿî of Dizang 
Bodhisattva provides a set of ritual instructions. After listing the various titles 
of the scripture, the Buddha explains the different ways of observing it: pros-
trating to Dizang, intoning his name, reciting the dhâraÿî scripture, repent-
ing of wrongdoing, professing vows (fayuan 發願), keeping the five precepts, 
and abstaining from meat and the five pungent roots (wu xin 五辛).60 The 
practitioner is to uphold the bodhisattva precepts and take refuge in the 
Three Jewels. The text further states that if a monk, nun, layman, or lay-
woman observes this dhâraÿî and sets up a sanctuary—a place where paint-
ings, banners, and canopies are hung, the ground is plastered with fragrant 
mud, and incense is burnt and flowers scattered—then he or she will avoid 
retribution for transgressions committed unless they include lack of faith in 
Dizang or stealing from a monastery or its religious community. It concludes 
by enumerating the benefits that will accrue from observing this dhâraÿî. 

57. Dizang pusa tuoluoni jing, T1159B:20.655b–660a; also found in Kokuyaku issai kyô 国訳

一切経 daishû bu 大集部 5: 273–283.
58. For the passage appended at the end, see T1159B:20.659c–660a. 
59. This is the chapter known as “Pumen pin” 普門品 (Chapter on the Universal Gate), 

which exalts the efficacies of Guanyin worship. For the religious significance of the Guanyin 
jing in China, see Campany 1993a. A substantive collection of Chinese paintings of this chap-
ter, including Dunhuang illustrations, confirm the widespread dissemination of the Guanyin 
jing; for a study of these paintings, see Murase 1971. 

60. The five pungent roots are usually identified as garlic, onion, scallion, leek, and 
chive, all of which belong to the family of lily bulbs. In certain Mahâyâna treatments, they 
are referred to as the five paevayaya and their consumption is a violation of precepts known 
as dusk¿ta; the transgressor must confess the violation to another monastic; see Tso 1982: 
114. It is believed that if consumed raw, these pungent roots cause irritability, and if cooked 
they act as an aphrodisiac. It should be noted that their prohibition is found also in non-
Buddhist diets. A common Indian classification details three categories of food: (1) sattvic 
(grains and vegetables), which increase life and purity; (2) tamasic (meat, fish, egg, and in-
toxicants), which increase impurity; and (3) rajasic (anything excessively spicy, bitter, or sour, 
including the five pungent roots), which over stimulate the body and mind and destroy the 
balance necessary for happiness. In the Brahmâjala-sûtra (Ch. Fanwang jing 梵網經) consum-
ing the five pungent roots is one of the forty-eight secondary transgressions; see T1484: 
24.1005b. 
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The new conclusion thus transforms the first chapter of the anonymous edi-
tion of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels into a ritual focus for the Dizang cult. 

Dunhuang manuscript remains have yielded another example of a litur-
gical composition inspired by the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. Presented as a re-
pentance rite, the Zanli Dizang pusa chanhui fayuan fa 讚禮地藏菩薩懺悔發願
法 (Procedure for Repentance and Profession of Vows Involving Praise and 
Veneration of Dizang Bodhisattva) comprises in part a verse summary of the 
opening chapter of the Tang Scripture on the Ten Wheels. The Procedure for Re-
pentance and Profession of Vows, now kept in the Beijing Library as manuscript 
zhong 重 22, or bei 北 8422, was likely composed from the ninth to the tenth 
centuries and constitutes the earliest repentance manual for the Dizang 
cult.61 For Wang-Toutain this text should be a Sanjie jiao composition be-
cause the Dunhuang manuscript in which it was written includes copies of 
Sanjie jiao liturgical works.62 She thus ignores the possibility that the donor 
or scribe may have strung together the sequence of liturgies in zhong 22 in an 
ad hoc fashion. The selection may thus serve more as a barometer of the 
widespread dissemination of these ritual texts than an indication that their 
practice necessarily belonged to a specific religious group.63 Moreover, the 
Procedure for Repentance and Profession of Vows is a relatively late text, dating to 
the period of Sanjie jiao’s decline in the late ninth or tenth century, so it may 
have circulated independently of Sanjie jiao. Regardless of its origin, the Pro-
cedure for Repentance and Profession of Vows further confirms that the Scripture 
on the Ten Wheels was developing a cultic presence in association with Dizang 
worship.

Even after Sanjie jiao’s decline and the censorship of its writings, the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels continued to be copied, recited, and illustrated, es-
pecially in connection with Dizang veneration in the tenth century.64 A mira-
cle tale collected in A Record of Numinous Verifications, for instance, describes 

61. Wang 1999: 200. The text has been published in a modern edition of Dunhuang 
Buddhist ritual texts; see Wang 1995: 118–119.

62. Wang-Toutain 1998: 198–199. On the same Dunhuang manuscript are copied: (1) 
an untitled piece identified as the Qijie foming jing 七階佛名經; (2) Zhouye liushi fayuan fa 晝夜

六時發願法; and (3) Renji lu yi zhu dashengjing zhong lue fayuan fa 人集錄依諸大乘經中略發願

法. The first two are recognized as Sanjie jiao compositions. The Renji lu yi zhu dashengjing 
zhong lue fayuan fa and the Zanli Dizang pusa chanhui fayuan fa have been published in Wang 
1995: 114–117, 118–119. 

63. The Zhouye liushi fayuan fa references the Sanjie jiao practice of ritual repentance 
and homage during the six periods of the day. Another manuscript copy of the Zhouye liushi 
fayuan fa (S 2574), found in a British collection of Dunhuang manuscripts, is indubitably a 
Sanjie jiao dedicatory text because it cites Xinxing in both the subtitle and conclusion. It is 
very plausible that the Zhouye liushi fayuan fa in Dunhuang manuscript zhong 22 was part of 
the Sanjie jiao liturgical materials. However, liturgies similar to the Zhouye liushi fayuan fa 
were evidently used in Tiantai and Pure Land circles at about the same time: for Pure Land, 
see Pas 1986–1987; for Tiantai, see Stevenson 1986: 68–72. For a study of repentance litur-
gies in medieval China, including a discussion of the Zhouye liushi rite, see Wang 1998. 

64. State proscription of Sanjie jiao activities occurred in 600 under Emperor Wen 文 
(581–604), in 694 and 699 under Empress Wu, and in 721 and 725 under Emperor Xuan-
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a tenth-century village monastery in Liao City whose community daily re-
cited the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Guanyin Scripture.65 

Icons of Dizang and the Six Paths in Shaanxi Art

As previously mentioned, scholars have been puzzled by the fact that the 
Dizang images and inscriptions at Longmen contain no indication of San-
jie jiao patronage. Because it is plausible, however, that Dizang worship did 
not originate with Sanjie jiao, it is not surprising that early Longmen art 
and inscriptions do not document a connection. Perhaps one needs to look 
elsewhere for visual and inscriptional evidence. If one considers Sanjie jiao 
geography, Shaanxi immediately comes to mind. The Tang capital of 
Chang’an (present-day Xi’an) and the Zhongnan 終南 mountains, where 
Xinxing and his Sanjie jiao communities resided, are located in Shaanxi. 
The area has also yielded a substantive collection of Dizang images that 
has not been as widely studied as the Longmen examples. It is Dizang art 
from Shaanxi that hints at Sanjie jiao’s interpretation and promulgation of 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.

The most intriguing piece among the examples from Shaanxi can be 
found in niche 8 of Medicine King Mountain (Yaowang shan 藥王山) in Yao 
耀 county (see Figure 4). Art historians refer to it as the Niche of Dizang and 
the Six Paths (Dizang liudao kan 地藏六道龕).66 Measuring 68 cm high, the 
niche features a relief carving of a figure sitting with one leg pendant and 
the six paths of rebirth emanating from his body. Although the head was 
added at a later date, the lines of a buddha’s top knot (Ch. rouji 肉髻; Skt. 
uºÿîºa) derive from the original carving, which dates to the Tang period.67 At 
the Monastery of the Great Buddha (Dafo si 大佛寺) in Bin 彬 county, art his-
torian Chang Qing classifies one-leg-pendant figures as either bodhisattvas 
or buddhas; inscriptions conclusively identify two of the buddhas at the mon-
astery as Dizang. Chang argues that, based on stylistic resemblances alone, 
the one-leg-pendant buddhas at Dafo si must be Dizang.68 It follows then that 
the figure in Yaowang shan niche 8 could very well be a one-leg-pendant Bud-
dha Dizang—with the addition of the six paths of rebirth. If so, this intrigu-
ing iconography most likely was inspired by the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.

The visual imagery of Dizang, Lord of the Six Paths, offers a distinctive 
iconography that was critical for his transformation into a major focus of 
Buddhist worship in China. The motif of the six paths of rebirth is discern-
ible in Dizang iconography at Longmen. Although the majority of Dizang 

zong 玄宗 (r. 712–756). For accounts of these suppressions, see Yabuki 1927: 133–135; Lewis 
1990: 207–238; Hubbard 2001: 189–201. 

65. Lingyan ji, 366a. See Chapter 5 for discussion of the Lingyan ji. 
66. For use of the phrase Dizang liudao kan, see Li 1999: 106. Also see Chang 1998: 251, 

pl. 167; Han, Chen, et al. 2001: 32, pl. 32; Li 1999: 108; Zhang and Wang 1994: 10, pl. 4. 
67. Chang 1998: 250. 
68. Local art historians label the statues Q19 and Q32; see ibid.: 234. 
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statues at Longmen are dressed in the traditional princely garb of the bodhi-
sattva, four images depict Dizang as a monk, either seated with one leg pen-
dant and holding a jewel or standing with the six paths of rebirth emanating 
from a raised hand.69 Shaanxi has also yielded a significant number of Di-
zang images portraying the bodhisattva with the six paths of rebirth. Besides 
Yaowang shan niche 8, another set of six Dizang images was sculpted in niche 
32 at the Cave of Thousand Buddhas (Qianfo dong 千佛洞) at the Dafo si (see 
Figure 5). The six images represent Dizang’s manifestations in the six paths 
of rebirth according to the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. Each morning Dizang 
assumes various manifestations during states of meditative absorption. Today 
the statues are partially damaged; only the lower halves of the bodies have 
survived. The six images can be divided into three complementary pairs, 
each pair consisting of one statue with its left leg pendant and one with its 
right leg pendant. The presence of three separate inscriptions suggests that a 
different donor commissioned each pair of images. The inscriptions date the 
Dizang statues to 695 and identify the three donors as military officers.70 

Another set of Tang examples depicting Dizang and the six paths of re-
birth, also from Shaanxi, consists of tile images, each measuring 6 or 7 cm 
high. The images were unearthed during archaeological excavations con-
ducted on the grounds of Buddhist monasteries in the vicinity of Chang’an 

69. For line drawings of Dizang images at Longmen, see Chang 1990: pls. III, IV, V. 
70. For the inscription text, see Chang 1998: 119. 

Figure 4. Dizang and the six 
paths. Yaowang shan niche 8, 
Shaanxi. 
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(modern-day Xi’an). They form a sizeable collection of molded clay icons rang-
ing from 4 to 11 cm in height. Comparable to the tsa-tsa in Tibetan Buddhism, 
these icons are referred to as images made of “excellent karmic clay” (shanye ni 
zaoxiang 善業泥造像).71 The clay was mixed with the ashes of eminent monks 
before being poured into a mold and fired. The images are stylistically similar: 
They show Dizang as a one-leg-pendant monk, his right hand grasping a wish-
granting jewel from which stream the six realms lined up at his side. An exqui-
site piece, now kept in the Beijing National Palace Museum, was unearthed in 
1956 near Tumen 土門 village on the western boundary of Xi’an.72 Another 
less well-preserved tile image of Dizang and the six realms was excavated in 
1983 on the grounds of the Font of Rites Monastery (Liquan si 禮泉寺), also in 
Xi’an.73 In his early overview of Chinese Buddhist art, Ômura Seigai repro-
duced photographs of these images, including one of a monk and the six 
realms, which resembles the piece recovered at the Liquan si.74 The various 

71. The phrase shanye ni zaoxiang occurs on one fragmented tile image of a buddha 
triad; see He 1957: 87. He’s report is dated 1956; however, Yao (2002) cites 1953 as the date of 
this archaeological find. For a discussion on the collection of tile images, see Jin 2004: 
155–165. 

72. For a photo reproduction, see He 1957: 87. 
73. For a photo reproduction, see Yao 2002: 310, pl. 5. 
74. Ômura 1922: 359, pl. 835. Ômura mistakenly identifies the tile as an arhat image. 

Because Ômura’s classic work was published prior to the 1956 and 1983 archaeological exca-

Figure 5. Six Dizang images. Qianfo dong niche 32, Shaanxi. 
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examples all document the circulation in Shaanxi of a roughly common ico-
nography showing Dizang with the six paths of rebirth. 

The Dizang and Six Paths icon resonated with the teaching of the Final 
Dharma that dominated the intellectual and religious ethos of sixth- and 
seventh-century Buddhist China. Because the Scripture on the Ten Wheels was 
widely circulated by proponents of Sanjie jiao, the icon’s visual imagery would 
have been quite familiar to its intended audience. The Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels presents Dizang as heir to the Buddha Šâkyamuni, who had been en-
trusted by the Buddha to transform the living beings in the defiled realm of 
the Sahâ world—a task the Buddha himself had carried out while he was 
alive. The six paths of rebirth furnishes apt visual imagery for the defiled 
world, which the Scripture on the Ten Wheels designates as the domain of Di-
zang Bodhisattva’s salvific activities. Unlike the Pure Land, which contains 
no suffering states of existence, defiled lands like the Sahâ world encompass 
all six paths of rebirth. This iconography represents an earlier phase of Di-
zang art. Later, as Dizang was increasingly looked upon as the bodhisattva 
savior of the infernal regions, the jewel and staff became the salient features 
of his iconography; however, the six paths of rebirth continued to appear, 
sometimes with a special focus on underworld imagery.75 

Another key element in this religious ethos was the anxiety Buddhists 
felt at the coming of the future Buddha Maitreya. Medieval Buddhists feared 
they would not live to witness this highly anticipated moment, when the spiri-
tual wasteland in which they were living would come to an end. To avert the 
possibility of not being able to encounter Maitreya in this world, they prayed 
to be reborn in Tuºita heaven; here they could meet the future Buddha in his 
bodhisattva form and descend with him to Jambudvîpa.76 Fifth- and sixth-

vations, we can assume there was another similar tile image of Dizang and the six paths of re-
birth that Ômura had access to, although its current whereabouts are unknown. Another 
interesting image from Ômura’s collection of tile pieces portrays a standing buddha figure 
with a top knot holding a staff and a jewel, which Ômura identifies as Dizang; see Ômura 
1922: 359, pl. 834. Whether this image is in fact Dizang remains controversial.

75. Some examples dated to the tenth or early eleventh century are Mogao grottoes 6, 
176, and 456, which portray Dizang presiding over the Ten Kings of purgatory and the six 
paths of rebirth. The jewel and staff combination is not found at Longmen and is less com-
mon in the north central plains. However, it is typical of Dunhuang and Sichuan Dizang art, 
particularly after the ninth century. A stone engraving of Dizang and the six paths, located 
at Ziyan si 資延寺, Ciyun ling 慈雲嶺, in Hangzhou, has an inscription dating its commission 
to 942 by the Wuyue 吳越 king Qian Hongzuo 錢弘佐 (r. 941–947). For a photo reproduction 
of this Dizang image and a discussion of Ciyun ling, see Chang 1995. 

76. Chinese worship of Maitreya is usually traced to the monk Daoan 道安 (312–385). 
He was said to have gathered eight of his disciples before an image of Maitreya, where he 
vowed to be reborn in Tuºita Heaven and accompany Maitreya during the latter’s descent to 
earth; see Gaoseng zhuan 高僧傳, T2059:50.353b. The proliferation of Maitreya images at 
Yungang 雲崗 and Longmen indicates that the Maitreya cult enjoyed state patronage. Nu-
merous smaller engravings also show that this bodhisattva was a dominant expression of 
Buddhist devotion for all segments of early Chinese Buddhist society; see Tsukamoto 1942: 
228–233, 368–369, 375–376, 377–382, 513. For Maitreya statues from the Northern Dynas-
ties (386–577), see Wong 2001; 1998–1999. The Longmen caves represent the high point of 
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century inscriptions frequently reiterate themes connected to the Maitreya 
mythology: the aspiration to be reborn in Tuºita Heaven; the hope to en-
counter the future buddha; and the rare opportunity to be present at the 
three preaching assemblies presided over by Maitreya under the Nâgapuºpa 
tree (longhua sanhui 龍華三會).77 Shaanxi inscriptions from this period indi-
cate a strong presence of Maitreya worship in the region. One Shaanxi in-
scription dated to 569 expresses the donor’s hope “to be reborn in Tuºita, to 
see Maitreya face to face, and to forever listen to the True Teachings.”78 An-
other inscription, dated to 568 and dedicated by one Xie Sizu 謝思祖 and his 
wife, states: “May (the deceased) be reborn in the Land of Miaoluo 妙洛 in 
the west and eternally be in the buddha-assemblies under the dragon-flower 
tree.”79 In a dedication dated to 549 and inscribed at the base of a stone  
buddha commissioned by a lay Buddhist society in Shaanxi’s Dingxiang 定
襄 prefecture, one reads about “the interval between the two sages,” a phrase 
invoking sentiments similar to a “world without a buddha” mentioned in the 
seventh-century edition of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.80 

A visual artifact that further elucidates the religious ethos of seventh-
century Shaanxi is a limestone stele engraving commissioned by one Cui 
Shande 崔善德 in 670.81 Housed in Paris in the early twentieth century, the 
stele, measuring 56 cm high, has since disappeared and its whereabouts are 
presently unknown.82 A triad of Maitreya Bodhisattva, who sits with two legs 
pendant in Tuºita, awaits his descent to earth.83 On the reverse side is an ex-
quisite engraving of Dizang, dressed as a monk and sitting with one leg pen-
dant, each hand holding a wish-granting jewel from which stream the three 

Maitreya worship in northern China, but it should also be noted that Maitreya art flourished 
at Dunhuang from the fifth century onward. 

77. For a discussion of Maitreya worship in fifth- and sixth-century inscriptions, see 
Hou 1998: 190–204. For the myths on the ascent to Maitreya’s paradise and the descent with 
Maitreya to earth, see Nattier 1988.

78. For the inscription text, see Hou 1998: 203. 
79. Ibid.: 202. 
80. Tôdô 1962: 787–777 (Japanese pagination); cf. Dasheng daji dizang shilun jing, 

T411:13.721c: 五濁惡時無佛世界; Anle ji, T1958:47.12b: 於五濁之世於無佛之時. 
81. For studies of the limestone carving, see Chavannes 1914: 34–37, pls. L–LII; Mikami 

1967: 42–46. 
82. Li 1995: 217. 
83. The engraving portrays a seated Maitreya Bodhisattva flanked by attendant bodhi-

sattvas and world protectors (lokapâla). A pagoda is chiseled above the niche, thus rendering 
the scene as one of Maitreya waiting in Tuºita with his entourage. By the fifth and sixth cen-
turies, the Maitreya cult was flourishing in China; this is evident in the proliferation of gi-
gantic statues and numerous smaller carvings of Maitreya at major Buddhist sites like 
Yungang, Longmen, and Dunhuang. At this time, Maitreya iconography became established 
in China: Standing images of Maitreya usually show him preaching in Ketumati, the Pure 
Land he would realize on earth; when seated either in the “crossed-ankle pose” or with two 
legs pendant, he is shown waiting to make his descent from Tuºita. Both styles are closely jux-
taposed in the art of the Northern Dynasties, indicating that these two aspects of the Mai-
treya cult were interrelated in early medieval China; see Lee Yu-Min 1983, 1984. 
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paths of rebirth (see Figure 6).84 Stylistically, this image is comparable to 
other Shaanxi images of Dizang and the Six Paths from the seventh century, 
especially the engraving in niche 8 of Yaowang shan. Art historians, there-
fore, believe that Cui’s stele originated in or around Shaanxi. Its images and 
inscription provide important information about the largely forgotten rela-
tionship between Dizang and Maitreya worship. Elsewhere I have traced the 
Maitreya connection in Dizang development from the seventh to the tenth 
centuries in art, epigraphy, and popular narratives.85 Suffice it to say that be-
cause Dizang and Maitreya were both connected in separate scriptural my-
thologies to the plight of living in the Sahâ world in an age without the 
Buddha, medieval Chinese naturally associated the two deities in their cultic 
practices as they sought a surrogate buddha for this world. As the future 

84. On either side of Dizang’s feet kneels a small monk making offerings. Above the 
halo encircling Dizang’s head sits a miniature meditating buddha. 

85. See Zhiru 2005. 

Figure 6. Cui’s 
stele engraving of 
Dizang. Author’s 
line drawing 
based on a 
photograph from 
Mikami 1967. 
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Buddha, Maitreya Bodhisattva is naturally the heir to the historical Buddha. 
So too is Dizang Bodhisattva, whom the Scripture on the Ten Wheels casts as the 
appointed successor who seeks to emulate Šâkyamuni Buddha’s activities in 
the defiled sphere of the Sahâ world. In Cui’s stele engraving, a little buddha 
hovers over Dizang, who is surrounded by the six paths—perhaps a visual re-
minder that Dizang Bodhisattva aspired to emulate Šâkyamuni Buddha by 
keeping vigil over this defiled world in the absence of the Buddha. One may 
recall that this is what attracted Sanjie jiao supporters like Sinbang to Dizang. 
Although Sanjie jiao may not have been directly responsible for the visual im-
agery of Dizang presiding over the six paths of rebirth, its emphasis on the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels and understanding of Dizang’s function certainly 
contributed to the production of this distinctive iconography for Dizang. Its 
emergence coincided with the broad dissemination of Dizang worship in 
north central China from the seventh century on. The tile images described 
previously were manufactured from clay molding, which means that the icons 
were produced in substantive quantities. Portrayals of Dizang as a lone  
figure—as in niche 8 of the Yaowang shan and Cui’s stele engraving—imply 
that he had become a cultic focus for Buddhists. 

Representations of Dizang as a one-leg-pendant buddha most likely 
evolved as part of a quest for an iconography that would communicate Di-
zang’s role as understood by seventh- and eighth-century Buddhists in north 
central China. The buddha imagery offers a critical look at medieval percep-
tions of Dizang’s role in the religious and intellectual climate of the teaching 
of the Final Dharma, particularly as expressed in the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels and by Sanjie jiao. Dizang’s appearance as a one-leg-pendant buddha 
is not surprising given the widespread longing for a buddha to appear in this 
world. In the absence of the Buddha—both in the sense of the historical 
Buddha Šâkyamuni, who departed from this world, and the future Buddha 
Maitreya, who is yet to come into this world—medieval Buddhists viewed Di-
zang as a savior and surrogate for the Buddha who would relieve their anxi-
eties of living in degenerate times and in a degenerate world. One may recall 
that in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, Dizang expresses his admiration for the 
Buddha Šâkyamuni’s salvific activities in the challenging conditions of the 
defiled world and further announces his intention to emulate Šâkyamuni by 
working for the salvation of those living in the defiled realm.86 Medieval Chi-
nese seemed to have seized upon the idea, not fully articulated in the scrip-
ture, that Dizang was the appointed heir to Šâkyamuni Buddha in this 
defiled realm. 

The one-leg-pendant position may further reveal the dynamic underly-
ing Dizang’s iconography. In East Asian Buddhist art, this sitting posture is 
identified with the contemplating bodhisattva (siwei pusa 思惟菩薩), and its 
iconography was discerned in China as early as the late fifth century. The 

86. Da fangguan shilun jing, T410:13.687a–b; cf. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411: 
13.728b. The passages are translated in Chapter 1. 
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earliest examples of this image are commonly identified as Prince Sid-
dhârtha; he sits with one leg pendant, often with his head slightly lowered 
and his finger touching his chin or with a hand resting on his forehead, 
brooding over the miseries of living beings.87 Over time this iconography 
came to be associated with Maitreya Bodhisattva, and the contemplating 
Maitreya gained widespread popularity, especially in Japan and Korea.88 Ac-
cording to Chang Qing, Dizang iconography at Longmen and the Dafo si 
largely shows him in the one-leg-pendant pose.89 Other one-leg-pendant bo-
dhisattvas are found in Shaanxi, some identified by inscriptions as Guanyin. 
The iconography of one leg pendant is thus always associated with bodhisat
tvas or buddhas-to-be like Prince Siddhârtha and Maitreya Bodhisattva. Sty-
listically, the one-leg-pendant posture links Dizang to the bodhisattva careers 
of the present Buddha Šâkyamuni and the future Buddha Maitreya. 

Most of the Shaanxi pieces link Dizang worship to the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, but one example may provide evidence of a Sanjie jiao connection. 
Amy McNair has identified a stele engraving of a one-leg-pendant crowned 
bodhisattva, now preserved at the Shaanxi Provincial Museum in Xi’an, as 
Dizang in princely guise.90 On the reverse side of the stele is an epigraph—
now effaced except for the title, inscribed in early Tang regular script: Stele 
for the Three Levels Bhadanta Meditation Master of August Tang. The 
image is reminiscent of those of Dizang at Longmen dating to the second 
half of the seventh century and after. If McNair’s identification is accurate, 
this stele then provides a rare record of Sanjie jiao’s worship of Dizang.91 

Rethinking the Early Dissemination of Dizang Worship 

In view of the above reevaluation of the beginnings of Dizang worship, one 
must be wary of attributing the rise of the Dizang cult solely to Sanjie jiao 
activities. Buddhist authors like Daoxuan and Daoshi situated the dissemi-
nation of Dizang worship in a broader devotional milieu, among the grow-
ing cults of stûpa building and image-making. Initiated by state decrees, 

87. On the contemplating bodhisattva in art, see Sasaguchi 1975; Lee Jung-hee 1984. For 
photo reproductions of late fifth- and early sixth-century sculptures of Prince Siddhârtha in 
the posture of the contemplating bodhisattva, see Alphen 2001: 100, pls. 2–4. Based on textual 
descriptions of the pose, especially in Indian vinaya literature, Gregory Schopen (1996) has ar-
gued that the finger on the chin or the hand on the forehead are indicative of fretting or a 
brooding state of mind. Siddhârtha in this pose then is brooding over the difficulty of preach-
ing to the living beings of this defiled world. 

88. Especially fine is the famed statue of Miroku Bosatsu (Maitreya Bodhisattva) in the 
Chûgû ji 中宮寺 in Ikaruga-cho, Nara prefecture. Made of camphor wood and measuring 
about 123 cm high, the piece shows the bodhisattva dressed in princely garments, his hand 
lightly touching his chin, and sitting with one leg pendant. The imperial family commis-
sioned the statue during the Asuka period (550–710). 

89. See Chang 1998: 235. 
90. The original location of this stele engraving is unknown. 
91. McNair 1996: 325–392. 



76	E arly Images

large-scale construction of stûpas in various counties and districts surely 
contributed to the spread of Buddhist cults. In early medieval China, the 
stûpa cult, centered on the relics of the Buddha, attracted the attention of 
rulers who sought to emulate or rival Ašoka’s massive constructions. The 
stûpa cult quickly incorporated the production and veneration of images.92 
In time the cultic trends expanded beyond relics and images of the histori-
cal Buddha to include other Buddhist deities. Thus, in his Continued Biogra-
phies, Daoxuan discusses the efficacies of the Tree Manifestation Dizang 
and the Luminous Flower Âkâšagarbha while addressing the topic of nu-
minous stûpas (ling ta 靈塔). 

Another factor in the spread of Dizang worship was the practice of build-
ing cave temple complexes, which began at Clouded Ridge (Yungang 雲崗) 
and Longmen in the fifth century and spread across the central plains (e.g., 
Xiangtang shan 響堂山 between Hebei and Henan, Xumi shan 須彌山 in 
southern Ningxia, the sculptural sites in Shaanxi) to the border regions 
(e.g., Dunhuang Mogao ku, the Sichuan sites).93 Construction of Buddhist 
sites led to the making of images on a large scale, increasing the proliferation 
of Buddhist cults in medieval China. As Tsukamoto has shown in his study of 
Longmen, the early foci of devotion were the Buddha Šâkyamuni and the fu-
ture Buddha Maitreya, but as time passed patterns of devotion diversified 
and other deities arrived on the scene. The rapid ascendancy of Guanyin and 
Amitâbha was certainly a product of this vibrant blossoming of cultic expres-
sions.94 Dizang was also gaining considerable notice as an object of worship.95 
Although anticipation of Buddhism’s decline played an important role in the 
rise of savior buddhas and bodhisattvas in the sixth and seventh centuries, it 
should be remembered that merit-making for oneself and one’s loved ones 
was an equally important impetus behind all the vigorous building and 
sculpturing.96 Image-making and veneration were bound to the practices of 
merit-making and merit transference, especially for the dead. Merit transfer-
ence enabled the making and veneration of Buddhist images to be aligned 

92. As previously mentioned, this development is already evident in early medieval Chi-
nese stories that combine the legends of Ašoka and his building of stûpas with accounts of his 
production and worship of images; see Shinohara 1998. 

93. The early Buddhist cave temples of Yungang and Longmen have attracted signifi-
cant attention, especially from Japanese scholars. Besides Tsukamoto’s important publica-
tion, see the classic studies by Mizuno and Nagahiro 1941, 1951. 

94. On the emergence of the Guanyin cult, see Makita 1970; Satô 1982: 17–38; Cam-
pany 1996b; Yü 2001.

95. According to Tsukamoto’s statistics, no sculpture of Dizang seems to have been con-
structed at Longmen in the Northern Wei, but at least seven of the extant Dizang sculptures 
are from the early Tang period. Tsukamoto counted a total of thirty-three dated and un-
dated images of Dizang at Longmen; see Tsukamoto 1942: 375, 380.

96. For instance, the rapid rise of the Amitâbha cult was linked to the development of 
Pure Land, which took shape as one of several responses to the apocalyptic forebodings of 
the eventual extinction of Buddhism. In Chinese Buddhist history, the beginnings of 
Amitâbha worship can be traced to Huiyuan of Lu shan 廬山; Gaoseng zhuan, T2059: 
50.358c.
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with Chinese practices such as ancestor worship that address anxiety over the 
welfare of deceased family members and fear of the destructive otherworldly 
forces that death may unleash. In the next chapter, we will examine the Scrip-
ture on the Past Vows, a late medieval Chinese text that emphasizes making and 
venerating images as a way for daughters and sons to free their deceased par-
ents from damnation in hell and secure their salvation. 

The works of Daoxuan, Daoshi, and other seventh-century Buddhist au-
thors indicate that Buddhist cults, especially those that involved the venera-
tion of images, were conspicuous elements in medieval religion. Worship of 
Buddhist deities involved recollecting and intoning the deity’s name, mak-
ing and venerating images, and reciting key scriptures associated with the 
deity. Examining medieval attitudes to resonances, or ganying 感應 (literally, 
“simulating response”), Koichi Shinohara concluded that Chinese Buddhists 
like Daoxuan regarded records of numinous experiences as verifications of 
the religious efficacy of an image, relic, or saint.97 They believed a miracle to 
be the natural result of a devotee’s worship of an image or relic or a virtuous 
life as lived by a saint. The extent to which Buddhist intellectuals discussed 
cultic practices suggests that not only did they not marginalize Buddhist de-
votion, but they also considered cultic elements to be integral to Buddhist 
doctrine and practice. 

Given the kaleidoscope of cultic expressions, sometimes in competition 
with and sometimes complementing one another, it is probable that Dizang 
piety existed in the seventh century as one of several growing modes of Bud-
dhist devotion prior to its association with Sanjie jiao. As I will show in the 
next chapter, the Zhancha jing, composed in China in the sixth century, pres-
ents Dizang Bodhisattva as the patron saint of repentance and divinatory 
rites. The scripture has no connection with Sanjie jiao or its teachings. The 
Scripture on Divination, with its confessional, divinatory, and meditative rites, 
may better reflect practices of Dizang worship in the broader religious mi-
lieu. The early indisputable connection between Sanjie jiao and the Scripture 
on the Ten Wheels certainly contributed to the diffusion of Dizang worship, 
but it is questionable whether the movement explicitly adopted or promoted 
Dizang as its patron deity. Unlike Pure Land polemicists, who pitted Dizang 
worship against Amitâbha worship, Sanjie jiao writers actually invoked the 
two deities simultaneously, side by side, without any perceptible incongruity. 
To be sure, Pure Land writings, which were intended to bolster the worship 
of Amitâbha as the supreme form of Buddhist devotion, cannot provide an 
impartial account of the historical relationship between Dizang worship and 
Sanjie jiao. Part 2 of this study will endeavor to investigate three sets of 
sources (religious writings, art and epigraphy, and narratives) so as to eluci-
date developments other than Sanjie jiao that contributed to shaping Dizang 
worship from the sixth to the tenth centuries. 

97. Shinohara 1991: 213.
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chapter 3

Indigenous and Accretionary 
Scriptures

Between the sixth and tenth centuries, a small corpus of scriptures fore-
grounding the Bodhisattva Dizang appeared in China. To a greater or 
lesser extent, this set of “Dizang scriptures” reflects broader patterns of re-
ligious and cultural amalgamation that existed at the time.� Each scripture 
connects Dizang to varied aspects of Chinese religion that cannot be re-
duced to any singular theme. If not the focus of the scripture, Dizang ap-
pears frequently and the text endeavors to integrate Dizang worship with 
its main subject. According to this definition, those scriptures that men-
tion Dizang’s name but do not treat the bodhisattva substantively will not 
be included within the purview of Dizang scriptures.� The scriptures dis-
cussed in this chapter are: 

1.	 Zhancha shan’e yebao jing 占察善惡業報經 (Scripture on Divining the 
Retribution of Skillful and Negative Actions; henceforth, Scripture on 
Divination), ascribed to Putideng 菩提燈 (Bodhidîpa?, d.u.). 
T839:17.901c–910c. 

2.	 Dizang dadao xin quce fa   大道心驅策法 (The Exorcism Method of 
Dizang’s Aspiration Toward Great Awakening; henceforth, The 
Exorcism Method).� T1159A:20.652c–655a. 

3.	 Dizang pusa yigui 地藏菩薩儀軌 (A Ritual Manual on the Bodhisattva 

�. Note that my usage of “Dizang scriptures” is specific to the definition I have given 
above. I am not employing the phrase as it is used in modern Chinese Buddhism, where Di-
zang jing 地藏經 often functions as a designation for the three key scriptures of the Dizang 
cult: Shilun jing, Zhancha jing, and Benyuan jing. Dizang jing may also serve as the abbreviated 
title for the Benyuan jing (e.g., Zhengyan 2003). 

�. Another Chinese text recovered from Dunhuang known sometimes by the title Di-
zang pusa shizhai ri 地藏菩薩十齋日 (S 2568, transcribed in T2850:85.1300a–b) is also fre-
quently discussed in relation to Dizang literature. Because its title mentions Dizang, it is 
commonly assumed that this text deals with Dizang worship. However, Dizang’s name did 
not appear in earlier versions; it was added later, most likely in response to the mention of 
the observance of the Ten Feast Days (shizhai ri 十齋日) in the Benyuan jing. Because the Di-
zang pusa shizhai ri did not develop as part of Dizang literature and its contents moreover do 
not particularly discuss the role of Dizang, it will not be examined in this chapter. 

�. Dizang* indicates a phonetic reconstruction of two anomalous characters. I have 
transliterated them as “Dizang,” following a convention set by premodern and contempo-
rary Buddhist scholarship. 
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Dizang; henceforth, A Ritual Manual), ascribed to Šubhakarasiœha or 
more commonly Šubhakara (Ch. Shupojialuo 輸婆迦羅, also known as 
Shanwuwei 善無畏, 637–735). T1158:20.652a–c. 

4.	 Foshuo Dizang pusa jing 佛說地藏菩薩經 (Scripture on the Bodhisattva 
Dizang). Dunhuang manuscript S 6257 DHBZ 3:484, transcribed in 
T2909:85.1455b–c. 

5.	 Dizang pusa benyuan jing 地藏菩薩本願經 (Scripture on the Past Vows 
of Dizang Bodhisattva; henceforth, Scripture on the Past Vows), ascribed 
to Šikºânanda (Shicha’nantuo 實叉難陀, 652–710). T412:13.777c–790a.

As the title of this chapter indicates, these Dizang scriptures can be clas-
sified into indigenous and accretionary works. “Indigenous scripture” is used 
here as an equivalent to the more commonplace “apocrypha.” As a category 
of religious literature, “apocrypha” has strong overtones of the western Ju-
daeo-Christian tradition for which the term was coined.� To avoid western 
connotations, I employ “indigenous scripture” instead. Calling attention to 
this neglected genre of Buddhist literature, Erik Zürcher defined Chinese 
Buddhist apocrypha as “works produced in China by (obviously anonymous) 
Chinese” that pretend to be “translations” of non-Chinese texts. Zürcher de-
scribed them as generally short texts “written in a primitive and rather inco-
herent language, with little doctrinal sophistication, and full of references to 
ideas and beliefs that are not of Buddhist origin but are part and parcel of 
the Chinese indigenous tradition.”� Although some of these works have 
made their way into the transmitted Buddhist canons, many were considered 
heretical, unorthodox, morally subversive, and even politically dangerous. 
Since Zürcher there has been considerable progress in the study of indige-
nous Chinese Buddhist scriptures, and their relevance for understanding 
Chinese Buddhist history has been acknowledged.�

The Scripture on Divination is a “canonical” indigenous composition; the 
Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang is a text recovered from Dunhuang manu-
scripts. Scholarly consensus regards both titles as indigenous scriptures com-
posed in China.� The Exorcism Method and A Ritual Manual were retrieved 
from Japanese archival copies and reprinted in modern editions of the Chi-

�. On the problems of the use of “apocrypha” in the study of Buddhism, see Buswell 
1990: 3–7.

�. Zürcher 1982a: 168. Prior to Zürcher, Japanese scholars have already begun to study 
indigenous Buddhist scriptures in East Asia, most notably Makita (1975). 

�. Heeding Zürcher’s call, western scholars have begun to study indigenous Chinese 
Buddhist scriptures; see Buswell 1990. 

�. Kokyo Tokuno (1994: 25–27) classfies the extant corpus of indigenous Chinese scrip-
tures according to their whereabouts: 

1.	 Dunhuang manuscripts; 
2.	T exts in the Xuzangjing 續藏經 (J. Zokuzôkyô, Supplement to the Canon); 
3.	 Nanatsu-dera manuscripts; 
4.	 “Canonical” apocrypha—that is, either those texts that were once suspected of 
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nese Buddhist canon. They were in all likelihood composed in Tang China. 
The textual history of A Ritual Manual is particularly problematic (its au-
thenticity has been debated since the Kamakura, 1185–1333); here we may 
well be dealing with a “twice apocryphal” text in the sense that it is a Chinese 
composition that was either reimagined or added to in Japan. The Scripture 
on the Past Vows poses similar problems: The site of its original composition 
remains ambiguous; the scripture could have been composed in either Cen-
tral Asia or China.� If defined as works composed outside of the original geo-
graphical sphere of the religion, indigenous scriptures theoretically should 
exclude those texts with problematic origins that suggest multiple geograph-
ical and cultural colorings. Scriptures containing patently Chinese ideas or 
themes were not necessarily composed in China; these elements could also 
have been assimilated during the transmission, translation, and redaction of 
the text. Similarly, Japanese editions of scriptures authored in China could 
have accrued extraneous elements in the new cultural setting. Hence catego-
rizing scriptures as “genuine” or “apocryphal” ultimately limits our under-
standing of them. The bifurcation simplifies the complexities underlying 
the production of scriptures and ultimately freezes them into stagnant enti-
ties rather than acknowledging their constantly shifting realities. The classi-
fication “indigenous scripture” does not exhaust the range of scriptural 
writings that accommodated complex processes of religio-cultural appropri-
ation and helped to mold Chinese Buddhism. 

In his study of the textual recensions of the Amitâyurdhyâna-sûtra (Guan 
wuliangshou fo jing 觀無量壽佛經, Scripture on the Visualization of the Bud-
dha of Immeasurable Life; henceforth, Visualization Scripture), Jonathan Silk 
proposes an “accretionary” model that investigates texts through a process 
of philological archaeology.� Using this approach, Silk shows that accretion-
ary layers of religio-cultural adaptation are formed through protracted pro-
cesses of critical edition, translation, and transmission that result in variant 
recensions and versions of a single text. The Scripture on the Past Vows contains 
an intriguing amalgamation of literary motifs and themes derived from 
more than one culture. In view of its multiple layers of cultural motifs, the 
Scripture on the Past Vows is best understood as an example of “accretionary 
composition.” However, unlike the Visualization Scripture, no complete variant 
textual recension of the Scripture on the Past Vows exists other than the Chi-
nese version.10 Hence, it is impossible, at least for now, to submit the text to 

being apocryphal but were later accorded canonical status, or those texts from 
the canon that modern scholarship has established as apocryphal; and 

5.	 Lost indigenous texts that survive only in quotations in Chinese commentaries 
and treatises.

�. Elverskog 1997: 54.
�. Silk 1997: 181–256. 
10. Manuscript fragments of the Benyuan jing in other languages have been discovered 

at archaeological sites; see subsequent discussion in this chapter. 
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critical comparative philology in the hope of reconstructing its textual his-
tory. Until more information is uncovered, it is perhaps more helpful to bear 
in mind the model of “accretionary composition” rather than an “authentic 
Indian” or “indigenous Chinese” designation when discussing the Scripture 
on the Past Vows. Similarly, A Ritual Manual may be viewed as an accretionary 
scripture in the reverse direction given the fact that the core of its text was 
most likely composed in China. 

The Scripture on Divination: From Karmic Divination to 
Philosophical Meditation

Currently scholars agree that the Scripture on Divination was composed in 
China sometime in the sixth century. Chinese Buddhist catalogues confirm 
that from its inception the scripture’s “authenticity” was in question.11 The 
Zhongjing mulu 眾經目錄 (Catalog of All Scriptures), compiled in 594 by Fa-
jing 法經 (fl. 594) and others, was the first catalog to list the text under the 
category of “dubious” works.12 A few years later, the Lidai sanbao ji 歷代三寶紀 
(Chronological Record of the Three Jewels), compiled in 597 by Fei Chang-
fang 費長房 (d.u.), ascribed it to an obscure translator named Putideng. (Fei 
also recorded his doubts concerning the scripture’s authenticity.)13 It is the 
Dazhou kanding zhongjing mulu 大周刊定眾經目錄 (The Authoritative Catalog 
of All Scriptures in the Era of Dazhou), dated 695 and sponsored by Empress 
Wu, that affirmed the authenticity of the Scripture on Divination.14 Subse-
quently, the Kaiyuan shijiao lu 開元釋教錄 (Records of Šâkya’s Teachings in 
the Era of Kaiyuan), compiled in 730, officially admitted it into the Buddhist 
canon.15 

The Scripture on Divination begins with the Buddha calling on the bo
dhisattva Dizang to elaborate on the method of salvation for those living in 
the critical interval between the time of the Semblance Dharma (xiangfa 像
法) and the Final Age. The first fascicle presents Dizang preaching a divi-
natory method for the spiritually inferior, which requires the use of three 
sets of wooden divinatory wheels.16 The first set of ten wheels discloses the 

11. For an overview of evaluations of the Zhancha jing in various scriptural catalogues, 
see Makita 1975: 108–109.

12. In his listing of dubious scriptures, Fajing states: 

[As for] the twenty-one preceding scriptures, the explanation of the title can be found in 
numerous catalogues. The style is complicated and it has not yet been determined 
whether they were false or real scriptures. This will require more research. This is why 
they are catalogued among dubious scriptures. (Zhongjing mulu, T2146:55.126b–c)

13. See Lidai sanbao ji, T2034:49.106c.
14. See Dazhou kanding zhongjing mulu, T2153:55.379a, 442b.
15. See Kaiyuan shijiao lu, T2154:55.551a.
16. Both Whalen Lai (1990: 179) and Michel Strickmann (2005: 80) read the wheel to 

be some kind of spinning top. However, Kuo (1994b) follows the Ming Buddhist reformer 
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ten skillful and ten unsalutary actions one has committed in the past; the 
second set of three wheels (signifying physical, verbal, and mental actions) 
reveals the strength of one’s karma (distant or imminent, strong or weak); 
the third set of six wheels divulges past, present, and future retributions, 
yielding a possible range of 189 prognostications.17 Prior to the divination, 
the adept must perform preliminary rites of worship and repentance, in 
particular invoking Dizang to ensure the success of the divination. Should 
the first two divinations reveal bad karma, the adept must then observe rit-
ual purification through confession and repentance. Only when the divi-
nation results indicate that body, speech, and mind have been purified can 
the penitent assume that the bad karma has been eradicated. As further 
verification, the penitent should experience auspicious omens in the form 
of unusual lights, aromatic scents, or celestial visitations in a dream before 
the third set of divinations can be performed to prognosticate his or her 
level of spiritual attainment or on matters pertaining to daily life. 

In the second fascicle, Dizang preaches a twofold meditation technique 
as an expedient means to enter the teachings of the Great Vehicle. First, dur-
ing the contemplation of mind- or consciousness-only (weixinshi guan 唯心識
觀), one should trace the arising of all physical, verbal, and mental actions in 
the mind. Next, during the contemplation of the reality of true thusness 
(zhenrushi guan 真如實觀), one should examine the undefiled nature of the 
mind, unproduced, indestructible, and free from all discrimination. 
Through either contemplation, one achieves particular states of samâdhi 
(Ch. sanmei 三昧) before cultivating šamatha-vipašyanâ, or calm and insight 
meditation, to generate intuitive insight and deep conviction in the 
Mahâyâna. Should karmic obstruction or lack of faith hinder the contempla-
tion, the adept is to invoke Dizang’s name at all times and in all places until 
mental concentration is achieved. One should then contemplate Dizang’s 
dharma form as identical in nature not only to the bodies of all the buddhas, 
but also to one’s own. 

Mochizuki Shinkô inaugurated the study of the Scripture on Divination 
and highlighted its patterns of acculturation in relation to another impor-
tant sixth-century Chinese indigenous text, the Dasheng qixin lun 大乘起信
論 (Treatise on the Mahâyâna Awakening of Faith).18 Mochizuki was espe-
cially interested in how the philosophical views of the Scripture on Divina-
tion synchronized Yogâcâra and Tathâgathagarbha teachings on the nature 

Zhixu 智旭 (1599–1655) and likens the wheel to dice. The contemporary Chinese preacher 
Mengcan has written a manual outlining the Dizang method of divination. The manual 
comes with a packet of nineteen divination wheels, each in the shape of a hexagon.

17. The text includes detailed instructions on divining and the exact measurements of 
the wheels.

18. Mochizuki 1946: 485–493. The Dasheng qixin lun was ascribed to the second-century 
Indian monk Ašvaghoºa (Maming 馬鳴), but scholarly consensus has since declared it to be 
an indigenous Chinese composition. Two versions of the text exist today: T1666:32.575a–
583b, attributed to the Central Asian translator Paramârtha (Zhendi 真諦, 499–569), and 
T1667:32.583b–591c, attributed to Šikºânanda. 
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of the mind. For Makita Tairyô, the Scripture on Divination is an example of 
“plebeian scripture” (shomin kyôten 庶民経典), which deliberately incorpo-
rates the perennial Chinese pursuit for “this-worldly benefits” (gensei riyaku 
現世利益).19 Whalen Lai argues that the text’s sophisticated amalgamation 
of religious elements refutes reductionist characterizations of magic as 
“folk” practices and philosophical speculation as “elite” religion.20 Finally, 
Kuo Li-ying explores the scripture as an instance of “reciprocal adaptation” 
between Buddhism and the local culture of China, again emphasizing its 
fusion of philosophy and praxis.21 

The Scripture on Divination presents a Chinese Buddhist method of divi-
nation. Early Buddhism issued formal scriptural strictures warning against 
the practice of the mantic arts.22 Wheel divination does, however, have cer-
tain affinities with practices found in Indian Buddhist literature: One story 
relates how a person should keep track of every good or evil intention with 
white and black stones and how to purify the mind by reversing the ratio of 
the colors.23 The issue is not so much whether divination is Indian or Chi-
nese in origin, but rather that the Scripture on Divination is important pre-
cisely because it attests to the ways in which Chinese Buddhists apprehended 
and practiced the doctrine of karma in terms of the mechanical predict-
ability of a divination formula that had a long history in China and a spe-
cial appeal to a Chinese audience. In Chinese society, divination existed as 
part of a larger network of practices—including astrology, exorcism, and 
medicine—to comprehend and manipulate natural and seemingly “extra-
human” forces.24 Ancient Chinese cosmology insists on the presence of reg-
ulating patterns of correlation across the biological, ecological, moral, 
political, and social planes; the malfunction of any element in this multi-

19. Makita 1975: 108–114. Makita is certainly right to identify the pursuit of worldly 
benefits as perennial in Chinese religion. However, his approach may reflect the classifica-
tion of religion in Japanese scholarship. In the study of Japanese religions, gensei riyaku is re-
garded as a theme underscoring “new” religions in Japan. See Reader and Tanabe (2004), 
who studied gensei riyaku (which they translate as “practically religious”) from historical and 
contemporary perspectives as an important expression of Japanese religion. 

20. Lai 1990. 
21. See Kuo 1994b. Michel Strickmann (2005: 80) also treated the Scripture on Divina-

tion when discussing Chinese Buddhist oracles and divination. 
22. For instance, see the Brahmâjâla-sûtra of the Dîrghâgama, translated from the Pâli by 

T. W. Rhys Davids (1899: 16). Similar prohibitions are voiced in the Chinese version of the 
Brahmâjâla-sûtra (Fandong jing 梵動經); see Chang ahan jing 長阿含經, T1:1.89b–c. Also see 
Fanwang jing 梵網經, T1484:24.1007a, 1007b; Shami shijie bing weiyi 沙彌十戒并威儀, T1471: 
24.927a. 

23. Cited in Lai 1990: 184.
24. Divination in China can be traced back to the use of oracle bones during the Shang 

period (1500–1100 BCE); see Chang 1983: 44–55. For the Chinese use of divinatory bamboo 
slips, see Li Ling 1990. For divination during the Warring States and Qin, see Harper 1999a, 
1999b; during the Han, see Loewe 1994; Poo 1998: 41–68. For divination and fortune-telling 
in premodern China, see Smith 1991. For a recent work on written oracles and related divi-
natory practices in China, see Strickmann 2005. 
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layered system reverberates throughout the other levels.25 This in turn trig-
gers a causative process of breakdown throughout the entire socio-eco 
system, which can be repaired only by reinstating the “original” cosmic 
harmony. Divination exists in this worldview as a means to apprehend not 
only the causes of, but also the remedies to, disharmony in a multilayered 
cosmic system. 

On the other hand, the Buddhist doctrine of karma was a principle of 
moral causation, which stipulated that any intended physical, verbal, or 
mental action will incur karmic retribution. In the Scripture on Divination, 
wheel divination essentially seeks to unravel patterns of past, present, and 
future karmic retributions in the hope of improving one’s lot in present 
and future existences or to solicit guidance for spiritual development. Thus 
divination is no longer a way of comprehending cosmic patterns of correla-
tive causation but a tool for investigating the workings of moral causation, 
which would otherwise have appeared to the Chinese as unpredictable. 
Chinese Buddhists, therefore, concretized the principle of karma into a 
procedure of religious praxis, a combination of ritual divination and re-
pentance, which could be pragmatically enacted to avert karmic conse-
quences and lay the foundation for spiritual practice.26 Both Buddhism 
and religious Daoism were prone to appropriate the array of mantic arts 
that flourished in medieval China. The priests of Heavenly Master Daoism 
(Tianshi dao 天師道) were known for engaging in mantic consultation to 
diagnose causes of maladies before performing Daoist curative rites.27 

Curiously, most scholarship on the Scripture on Divination has paid little 
attention to Dizang. The bodhisattva is cast in the familiar role of savior in 
the degenerate times of the five turbulences, but it becomes an avenue for re-
ligio-cultural amalgamation. Seemingly discordant religious elements are 
interwoven into an overarching soteriology configured so as to direct the 
practitioner from the secular realm to the transcendental goal of awaken-
ing. On the lower end of the soteriological spectrum are the repentance rites 
and the karmic divinatory method prescribed for the spiritually inferior; at 
the more advanced level, the technicalities of Buddhist meditation and ab-
struse doctrines on the nature of the mind are extolled as Mahâyâna prac-

25. On early Chinese cosmology, see Hart 1983; Schwartz 1985: 350–382.
26. There is another sense in which wheel divination departs from Chinese divinatory 

procedures—namely its use of the wheel metaphor. This metaphor is derived from the ten 
wheels of cakravartins, buddhas, and bodhisattvas described in the Shilun jing. The wheel has 
strong connotations in the Indian tradition, where it is one of the attributes of the ideal 
ruler. In Indian Buddhism, the metaphor of the Buddha turning the wheel of the Dharma 
was deliberately used in contrast to the cakravartin’s wheel. Appropriately, the Zhancha jing 
employs the wheel to emphasize its Buddhist connection as opposed to the shell and milfoil 
of Chinese divination. Previous scholarship on the Zhancha jing has noted its symbolic use of 
the wheel metaphor; see Lai 1990: 183–184; Kuo 1994b: 151.

27. An important work on Heavenly Master Daoism, a ritual compilation titled Chi 
songzi zhangli 赤松子章曆 includes examples of petitions attesting to the use of divination be-
fore curative rites; see Nickerson 1996a: 492–536. 



88	 Multiple Images

tices. Dizang fits into this schema as the patron of divination to whom sincere 
homage is paid to ensure the success of the forecast on the one hand and on 
the other as the object of ritual repentance and worship for those perform-
ing self-purification during the divination procedure. In Fascicle 2, Dizang 
is also the object of meditative contemplation that will ultimately lead the 
practitioner to states of calm and insight otherwise achieved by meditating 
on the nature of the mind. In short, ritual efficacy, meditative techniques, 
and doctrinal exegesis all coexist in this soteriological vision, thus refuting 
any tendency to polarize practice against doctrine.28 Through his multiva-
lent role, Dizang brings together ritual actions, Buddhist meditation tech-
niques, and abstruse philosophical speculation. 

By the sixth century, when the Scripture on Divination was composed, 
through his role as a savior in degenerate times, Dizang had emerged as an 
important symbol for medieval Chinese as they reimagined Buddhist doc-
trines and practices to fit their circumstances. That Dizang was a lesser-
known and fairly obscure figure—as compared to the other major 
bodhisattvas—perhaps provided the necessary flexibility to accommodate 
the religious experimentation of the period. In the Scripture on Divination Di-
zang takes on new roles: He becomes the patron of divination and the object 
of meditation, but he retains the classic characteristics of the bodhisattva 
paradigm. However, it is uncertain whether the Scripture on Divination neces-
sarily led to the widespread dissemination of Dizang Bodhisattva in the sixth 
century. The Chronological Record of the Three Jewels describes a method of pen-
itence inspired by the Scripture on Divination: 

There was in Guang 廣 prefecture a monk who practiced a method of 
penitence based on the stûpa (ta chanfa 塔懺法). He had fabricated two small 
plaques from leather and written the characters “good” on one and “bad” on 
the other. He encouraged people to throw [the plaques]. Those who got the 
plaque on which the character “good” was written were [deemed to be] 
virtuous, while those who got the other were [considered] unvirtuous. He 
further practiced the method that involved “throwing oneself on the floor” 
(zipu fa 自撲法) as a means of eradicating wrongdoings. Men and women 
were [permitted] to mix together [during the practice]. In Qing 青 prefec-
ture [in Henan], a learned man similarly practiced these methods. In the 
thirteenth year of the kaihuang 開皇 era [593], a person reported these 
bizzare facts to the military prefect of Guang prefecture.29

The mention of zipu fa, a confession rite practiced in Daoist circles, indi-
cates that the Scripture on Divination was most likely formulated in a milieu 
where Buddhist and Daoist practices coexisted and were fairly interchange-

28. On the nuanced relationships between practice and theory, see Bielefeldt 2005. 
29. Lidai sanbao ji, T2034:49.106c. Fei Changfang, the author of the Chronological Re-

cords of the Three Jewels, concludes the entry by questioning the authenticity of the Scripture on 
Divination. 
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able.30 This record makes no reference to Dizang worship. Although this 
may well be an accidental omission, it may also indicate that in the sixth 
century Dizang was not quite the cultic object he was to become in the sev-
enth and eighth centuries. Apparently, Chinp’yo (b. 718) introduced the 
Scripture on Divination to Korea in 740, and its divination technique was 
used at Mount Hiei during the Edo period (1603–1867).31 By the seven-
teenth century, when the Buddhist reforms of the monk Zhixu were intro-
duced, the Scripture on Divination also flourished as part of a revitalization 
of Dizang worship.32 

The Exorcism Method: A Buddho-Daoist Formula for Demonology

Recovered from Japanese archival collections, The Exorcism Method locates 
the bodhisattva at the heart of a complicated religious amalgamation involv-
ing an array of Buddhist and Daoist elements.33 The date of its composition 
is uncertain. The colophon appended to the extant version indicates that by 
1087 the text was already circulating in Japan and a copy was kept at the 
Šûraægama Cloister (Shuryôgon-in 首楞嚴院).34 Ômura Seigai identified the 
first two anomalous characters in the title as belonging to a set of invented 
characters implemented during the reign of Empress Wu; he concluded that 
they were another way of writing Dizang’s name but cautioned that the text 
had not necessarily been composed in that era.35 The Sanbao ganying yaolue lu 
三寶感應要略錄 (A Summarized Record of the Responsive Manifestations of 
the Three Jewels), which was compiled during the Liao (907–1125) by the 
Buddhist monk Feizhuo 非濁 (d. 1063), includes a narrative that is extracted, 
as Feizhuo himself acknowledges, “from the Dizang dadao xin quce fa” (出地藏
大道心驅策法).36 The text also reveals patently Daoist elements. Hence schol-
ars agree that it is an indigenous composition belonging to the mid-Tang  

30. The early practice of formal confession and breast-beating as a form of self-punitive 
action can be traced to the Taiping jing 太平經; see Tsuchiya 2002. For a comparative study of 
Buddhist and Daoist repentance rites, see Yamada 1994. 

31. See Lai 1990: 196.
32. Zhixu composed four commentaries on the Zhancha jing. On his revitalization of Di-

zang worship, see Shengyan 1975: 186–192. 
33. As previously mentioned, I have transliterated the two characters for “Dizang” ac-

cording to the convention set by ancient and modern Buddhist scholarship. They are not 
found in normal Chinese usage. The Exorcism Method is translated in Appendix 3.

34. Dizang dadao xin quce fa, T1159A:20.652a.
35. 不詳譯時譯者，然題名地藏二字，以則天文字記之，蓋當時之作歟頗可疑焉。

(The dates of translation and translator are uncertain. However, in the title the two words 
“Dizang” are recorded using the [new] characters [from the period of Empress Wu] for “Ze-
tian.” It is indeed uncertain whether this is actually a work of that period!) Ômura 1918: 348. 
For a study of the new characters introduced during the empress’s reign, see Tokiwa 1943.

36. Part 3, Story 35, titled Dizang pusa jiu Qiaoti zhangzhe jia e’gui nan ganying 地藏菩薩救

喬提長者家惡鬼難感應, in Sanbao ganying yaolue lu, T2084:51.855a–b. Note the changes in the 
title: from    to 地藏; from 高提 to 喬提. On Feizhuo’s works, see Chen 1979. 
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period, although the exact date is uncertain.37 Heeding Ômura’s cautionary 
note, Manabe Kôsai dated the text to sometime after the Wuzhou period, 
whereas Osabe Kazuo argued, on the grounds of its distinctive Buddho-Dao-
ist synthesis, that the scripture was part of the religious trends during the em-
press’s reign, most likely belonging to an important but little-studied phase of 
esoteric Buddhism on the eve of Amoghavajra’s (705–774) formulations.38 

In terms of literary style, The Exorcism Method consists of a narrative and 
a prescriptive discourse delineating the demonological techniques taught 
by the Bodhisattva Dizang. The text begins by plunging the reader into the 
world of Buddhist mythology: On Mount G¿dhrakû¡a, the axis mundi, the 
Buddha presides in silence over an assembly of esoteric adepts. Almost im-
mediately the text shifts from this silent center to the world of action, where 
the bodhisattva roams the universe to relieve the suffering of living beings. 
Having established this Buddhist setting, the work next introduces the ker-
nel story of Elder Gaoti 高提 and his household, who were deprived of their 
vital vapor (jingqi 精氣) by malevolent ghosts (e’gui 惡鬼).39 This story of de-
mons afflicting humans and depriving them of health and longevity strikes 
a chord in both Chinese and Indian cultures. 

In the Chinese conception, the distinction between demons (mo 魔) and 
ghosts is blurred, so gui is the more common term used to mean both the 
disembodied dead as well as sinister demons or spirits.40 Such beings are fre-
quently conceived of as malicious forces that suck the vital vapor from the liv-
ing, causing ailments, disease, or death. In pre-Buddhist Chinese society, 
illness and disease were frequently explained as demon possession.41 Reli-
gious Daoism appropriated concerns with exorcism and the subjugation of 
menacing demons and troubling ghosts, integrating these early Chinese 
themes with the path and goal of salvation promised by the Dao.42 Similarly, 
the early Indian Vedic world attributed disease and illness to the invasion of 

37. Manabe 1960: 115. 
38. Ibid.: 116; Osabe 1982: 9–14. “Buddho-Daoist” is used here for descriptive purposes; I 

am not implying a “corrupt” mixture of “pure” breeds of Buddhism and Daoism.
39. As early the fourth century BCE, qi and blood were considered the essential compo-

nents of human life. Donald Harper translates qi as “vapor” to avoid the popular associa-
tions of the term in modern Chinese and English usage. Note that this understanding of qi 
is not equated with the harmful emanations of the internal organs associated with the old 
western medical understanding of “vapor”; see Harper 1998: 77–78. 

40. For ghosts in early China, see Poo 2004; in medieval China, see Poo 1997. 
41. See Volume 5 of De Groot 1892–1910 for a survey of Chinese demonology with rele-

vant citations from pre-Han and Han (202 BCE–220 CE) sources. As early as the Shang dy-
nasty, the Chinese regarded illnesses and other disorders as omens sent by ancestral spirits; see 
Unschuld 1985: 19–28. Bibliographic records indicate that demonological literature circu-
lated among the elite of the Warring States, Qin, and Han, but none of it survives today in the 
transmitted traditions. However, tomb excavations have yielded an important corpus of this 
otherwise lost genre of “magico-religious” literature. For studies on demonology in the War-
ring States period, see Harper 1985, 1996. 

42. For a close investigation of the role of demonology in the mortuary rites and after-
life beliefs of early religious Daoism, see Nickerson 1996a: 83–165.
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the body by evil spirits and demons, variously known as pišâca, rakºa, yakºa, 
and so forth.43 Vedic ritual texts offer an array of healing rites, including the 
use of charms and incantations to avert, destroy, or subdue demons.44 Al-
though the earliest strata of Buddhist literature, which includes the Nikâya 
and Âgama scriptures, regularly condemns such Vedic-Brahmanic practices, 
meditators were known to incant dhâraÿî or paritta to ward off snakes and 
other dangers in the forest.45 The Vedic view linking physical ailments to de-
monic attacks resurfaces in Indian Mahâyâna scriptures. Passages from these 
texts mention fear of spirits and demons stealing one’s vital warmth (oja÷), 
thus causing physical ailments and even death.46 This anxiety was widespread 
in the genre of scriptures known as dhâraÿî literature, which were especially 
popular in Central Asia and China and frequently offered a spectrum of in-
cantation spells for an array of secular benefits—not least for curative pur-
poses in the event of demonic afflictions and ailments.47 It would have taken 

43. Zysk 1989: 123–143. 
44. The Arthaveda refers to spells for exorcising, “speaking away” (apa-vaktri), warding 

off, or averting supernatural pests and their leaders, as well as rites against demons (5.15–
16). Elsewhere in the text charms are recommended for the expulsion of adversaries, rivals, 
wizards, and assorted demons (2.18); see Gonda 1980: 305. 

45. For examples of the prohibition against reciting spells as a means of livelihood, see 
Chang ahan jing, T1:1.84b; Sifen lü 四分律, T1428:22.960c. In early Buddhism, monks were 
usually taught the meditation of loving kindness (metta bhavana) to combat the dangers of 
the forest such as wild animals or poisonous reptiles. Occasionally, the use of spells was also 
recommended. For example, in the Âgama, after a bhikºu had been bitten by a poisonous 
snake, the Buddha taught the method of incantation (zhoushu 咒術) to avert forest dangers; 
see Za ahan jing 雜阿含經, T99:2.60c–61b. 

46. The Bhaiºajyaguru-sûtra, for instance, lists one kind of untimely death for “those 
who are excessively careless, dwelling in carelessness” that occurs when “non-human beings 
steal away their vital warmth” teºâm amânuºâ ojam apaharanti (Schopen 1978: 262). Schopen 
also highlights other similar passages in the Bhaiºajyaguru-sûtra: For instance, if an expect-
ant mother performs a particular pûjâ to Bhaiºajyaguru, she will give birth to a son for whom 
“it will not be possible for his vital warmth to be snatched away by non-human beings (na 
tasya šakyam amânuºena ojo grahîtum).” Similar references occur in other Mahâyâna scriptures 
like the Saddharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra, the Ratnaketuparivarta-sûtra, and the Gilgit Prajñâpâramitâ-
sûtra (Schopen 1978: 263–264). 

47. The Sanskrit word dhâraÿî, usually translated as “spell,” is typically regarded as an 
extended mantra, the recitation of which is said to bestow extraordinary powers on the 
speaker. Exalted as potent condensations of sûtra, these incantation formulae often occur 
toward the end of the text. Scriptures centered around the use of spells figure conspicuously 
in the lists of works translated into Chinese as early as the second century. The daunting 
number of dhâraÿî scriptures baffled scholars for some time, and they tended to regard 
dhâraÿî as a unique phenomenon; see Waley 1931: xiii–xiv. Dhâraÿî scriptures were previ-
ously regarded as heralding “tantric” (esoteric) Buddhism; they were thought to belong to a 
“proto-tantra” phase; see Osabe 1982: 9–14; Strickmann 2002: 89–122. However, dhâraÿî had 
already appeared in early Mahâyâna literature (e.g., Saddharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra) and, al-
though they grew in significance and quantity over time, they were not really associated with 
explicitly “tantric” soteriologies. Instead they largely addressed concerns about death, re-
birth, and averting misfortunes—all themes that are consistent with Mahâyâna literature. 
Hence scholars now agree that dhâraÿî should be more accurately viewed as a Mahâyâna de-
velopment; see Schopen 2005: 337. 
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no leap of imagination to connect the Indian notion of oja÷ with the indige-
nous Chinese concept of “vital vapor.” Apprehending the parallels, Chinese 
translators used the latter term to render the former idea, so that the pre-
Buddhist Chinese paranoia of renegade spirits sucking out one’s vital vapor 
rapidly melded with the Buddhist conception.48 

The motif of a household suffocated by malevolent ghosts, resonant as 
it is in both Chinese and Indian cultures, produces a fluid narrative that 
expedites Buddho-Daoist amalgamation in The Exorcism Method. Within 
this narrative, another is embedded, one reminiscent of the Indian avadâna 
(genesis story) highlighting the classic bodhisattva career in Mahâyâna 
Buddhism. The prototypical avadâna is based on the past lives of the Bud-
dha Šâkyamuni: his arousing the mind of awakening, the utterance of his 
vows, and the prediction of his buddhahood through aeons of bodhisattva 
practice.49 In The Exorcism Method, the plight of the Elder Gaoti and his 
household becomes the occasion for Dizang to recall his bodhisattva ca-
reer. The story begins like a standard avadâna, stretching back to the 
mythical time of the Buddha King of Sun Radiance. However, it quickly in-
troduces a twist to the standard avadâna plot: After the Buddha King of 
Sun Radiance enters nirvâÿa, Dizang, commiserating with the plight of 
those possessed by malevolent ghosts, aspires to study the art of quelling 
ghosts from a saint (xian 仙) living on Mount Ku¡¡âra who has mastered the 
magical arts (daoshu 道術). Through this ingenious twist, the art of quell-
ing ghosts was integrated into the classic paradigm of the bodhisattva ca-
reer, becoming part of the bodhisattva’s practice of compassion. In Chinese 
Âgama literature, xian is often used to translate the Indian rºi, or “seer”; it 
also refers to the Daoist adept who has achieved the goal of immortality. 
These dual connotations of the term are thus pivotal to the Buddho-Daoist 
amalgamation underscoring the entire text. 

The exorcism technique espoused in the text can be broken down into 
three ritual steps: (1) the rite of summoning ghosts (zhao gui 召鬼); (2) the 
rite of fearlessness in confronting ghosts (jiangui wuwei 見鬼無畏); and (3) 
the rite of dispatching the ghosts in one’s service (shicu gui 使促鬼). This con-
figuration of summoning, encountering, and dispatching ghosts assimilates 
elements from early medieval Daoist liturgy that have roots in pre-Han and 
Han therapeutic demonology and funerary practices.50 Study of tomb arti-
facts and documents unearthed from pre-Han and Han burial sites in recent 
decades has resulted in a new appreciation of the prehistory of Daoism. It is 
now common knowledge that the roots of early religious Daoism lie in the 

48. This practice is already evident in Chinese translations of Âgama texts though not 
with the same frequency as in Mahâyâna literature. 

49. The past lives of the historical Buddha are recounted in jâtaka and avadâna tales. 
The beginning of his bodhisattva career is usually traced to his previous existence as the 
brahmin ascetic Sumati, known as Sumedha in Pâli literature, or Megha in the Mahâvastu.

50. For the purposes of this book, no sharp distinction is made between mantra and 
dhâraÿî. They are used interchangeably and translated as “incantation spell.” 
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grave-quelling writs and the magico-religion recorded in tomb manuscripts 
and artifacts.51 In particular, Angelika Cedzich has argued that early Heav-
enly Master Daoist liturgy derives from pre-Han grave-quelling beliefs and 
practices.52 Although the grave-quelling religion aimed only to banish the 
dead forever from the human realm, Daoist rituals not only protected de-
scendants from visitations of ancestral sins, but also redeemed the dead and 
opened the way for them to be reintegrated and promoted into otherworldly 
hierarchies. 

A Sichuan stele inscription mentions a “demon-soldier of the heavenly 
troop” (tianzu guibing 天卒鬼兵) named Hujiu 胡九 who attained the Dao and 
signed a contract with six Daoist libationers, promising henceforth to spread 
the law of the Way of the Heavenly Master. “Demon-soldier” probably refers 
to the lowest rank conferred on the dead upon their entering otherworldly 
service.53 They would be listed together with the hundreds of other spirits in 
registers (lu 籙) detailing the authority and rank of both laymembers and 
priests in the Heavenly Master organization. The beginning of religious 
Daoism is closely associated with the shift from shamanistic sacrificial ap-
peasement of demons and spirits to a new, fearless attitude that sought to 
“resolutely and overpoweringly coerce the divinities into submitting to the 
human adept.”54 Hence, the Daoist priest claimed to possess powers that in-
cluded the ability to exorcise, subjugate, and employ ghosts using an array of 
ritual paraphernalia (spells, registers of spirits’ names, seals, talismans). Sev-
eral of these ritual methods can be traced to pre-Han and Han therapeutic 
demonology documented in the medical manuscripts unearthed from the 
Mawangdui 馬王堆 tombs.55 The widespread use of ritual practices to sum-
mon and conjure ghosts has a long history dating back to pre-Han soul-sum-
moning rites such as those recorded in the Chuci 楚辭 (Songs of the South).56

The configuration of rites (summoning, confronting, subjugating, and 
dispatching ghosts) in The Exorcism Method deliberately invokes the Daoist lit-
urgy. The practitioner of Dizang’s exorcism method is in a sense no different 

51. For grave-quelling writs, see Seidel 1982, 1987b, 1987c, 1997. For pre-Han and Han 
magico-religious traditions, see Harper 1985, 1996, 1998, 1999a, 1999b, 2004.

52. Cedzich 1993: 23–35. 
53. Ibid.: 32–33. Demons in the service of the Dao are mentioned, for example, in the 

late fourth- or fifth-century Daoist texts Nüqing guilü 女青鬼律 and Dongyuan shenzhou jing 洞
淵神咒經; see Nickerson 1996a: 556–561.

54. Maeda 1995: 62; cf. Nickerson 1996a: 556–561. 
55. For a study and translation of Mawangdui medical manuscripts, see Harper 1998. 
56. The Chuci is an anthology of compositions dating from the late fourth century BCE 

to the second century CE. As it exists today, the anthology is traditionally attributed to a 
scholar named Wang Yi 王逸 (ca. 89–158). It contains two soul summons titled Zhaohun 召魂 
and Dazhao 大召. According to early scholarship, shamans used these to threaten or coax a 
spirit into returning to its body before ascertaining that a person was really dead; see, for ex-
ample, Hawkes 1959: 101. Stephen Bokenkamp questioned this interpretation, arguing for 
the more likely scenario that the soul was summoned to rejoin its body not in life but for a 
continued existence in the grave (1989: 10). For medieval Daoism, see Nickerson 1996a: 
625–631; 2002. 
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from a Daoist adept. Following in Dizang’s footsteps, he is expected to mas-
ter magical incantation, ritual spitting, “teeth clapping” (kouchi 叩齒), and 
talismanic writing, all of which appear regularly in Daoist ritual. As early as 
the second or third centuries BCE, magical incantations and ritual spitting 
were associated with breath magic, which concentrated the vapor as it was 
ejected from the mouth, thus serving as a means to access the spirit world 
and cure demonic ailments. These actions, if executed by a person possess-
ing potent breath, protected one against renegade ghosts and demonic af-
fliction. The Recipes for Fifty-two Ailments (Wushi’er bingfang 五十二病方), a 
Mawangdui text, invokes demon-quelling spirits known as “spouters” (penzhe 
噴者) and prescribes ritual spitting before incanting magical utterances to 
dispel ghosts.57 A Fangmatan 放馬灘 tomb document dating to the Warring 
States warns against spitting when performing sacrifices at tombs, lest it 
should frighten the ghost into leaving.58 In Daoist texts, spitting is often prac-
ticed with incantation sequentially as part of ritual therapy.59 An early exam-
ple of teeth clapping is found in the Baopuzi neipian 抱朴子內篇 (One Who 
Embraces Simplicity, Inner Chapter), a Daoist text that instructs the ritualist 
to hit the upper and lower rows of his teeth against each other. This accords 
with a practice described in the Zhengao 真誥 (Declarations of the Perfected), 
which states that the sounds of clapping teeth and magical utterances strike 
fear in malignant ghosts and spirits.60 The talisman relies on the written 
word to communicate with the other world. Prepared like an official docu-
ment, it was issued at the command of an official high in the divine hierar-
chy to lowly spirits responsible for human misfortunes.61 The Exorcism Method 
provides instructions for preparing and handling talismans reminiscent of 
those given in Daoist practice: Written with vermilion sand and then im-
printed three times with a seal (yin 印), nine slips of paper are swallowed or 
carried on the body.62 Ritual spitting, teeth clapping, and the use of talis-

57. See Harper 1998: 163–165. 
58. See Harper 1994: 14. 
59. See Strickmann 2002: 29–31. 
60. Baopuzi neipian, HY 50211, 15: 12a; Zhengao, HY 71294, 15: 10a–b.
61. Talismans were already in use during the feudal Zhou period, when it was custom-

ary for a prince who had assigned a task to one of his subjects to break in two an inscribed 
piece of wood or jade and retain one of the pieces for himself. The remaining half was then 
presented to the person delegated with the task to serve as proof of the official nature of his 
mission (Unschuld 1985: 40). Talismans were “messages of command” intended to be read 
by spirits, not ordinary mortals, and they were written in a familiar script “ just enough to 
allow their recognition as a form of written language (as opposed to random marks) but not 
enough to permit the uninitiated to make any sense of them” (Campany 2002: 61).

62. Ingesting talismans is a regular component in Daoist curative and exorcistic rites. 
For example, the Lu xiansheng daomen ke lue 陸先生道門科略, composed by Lu Xiujing 陸修靜 
(406–477), declares: “The ill were not to take medicine or use the acupuncture needle or 
moxa. They were only to ingest talismans, drink water [into which the ashes of the burnt tal-
ismans had been mixed], and confess all their sins from their first year of life” (translated in 
Nickerson 1996b: 352). On Daoist talismans and written documents, see Campany 2002: 61–
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mans or seals are also discerned in Buddhist dhâraÿî scriptures, particularly 
those recovered from Dunhuang manuscripts.63 

It would, however, be a mistake to emphasize the Daoist character of The 
Exorcism Method over its Buddhist aspects. By the eighth century, dhâraÿî in-
cantation, ritual hand gestures (mudrâs), and name recitation were discern-
ible elements in both Buddhist and Daoist soteriology.64 In Tang China, 
Buddhist dhâraÿî and mantras blended so inextricably with incantations used 
in indigenous magical practices that it is difficult to differentiate between 
the two. Moreover, the Daoist use of hand gestures (shoujue 手訣), which 
evolved from the Buddhist mudrâ (shouyin 手印), had already occurred in the 
Six Dynasties (222–589) in a range of ritual settings—from subjugating 
ghosts to healing ailments. It did not take long before Daoists also dabbled in 
creating hand signs of their own, so that in the Tang milieu there was a highly 
fluid situation where both Buddhists and Daoists expanded their repertory 
of ritual hand gestures through mutual borrowing and self-modification. 

Ultimately, the remarkable achievement of The Exorcism Method lies in 
its seamless blending of Daoist and Buddhist voices. The conversion of a 
ghost in The Exorcism Method, for example, cannot be characterized simply 
as either Buddhist or Daoist. Initially, the text employs Buddhist terminol-
ogy and appeals to Mahâyâna soteriology: The ghost claims that the ritual-
ist’s prowess has freed him from retributive evil ways and caused him to 
aspire to awakening, explicitly invoking the bodhisattva ideal. The ghost 
then requests Buddhist teachings to annihilate his sins completely and 
transform his malevolent form. To achieve conversion and salvation, the 
ritualist addresses the ghost as follows: 

“You and I will always be good spiritual friends who will together liberate 
living beings. You and I will together bestow on living beings whatever they 
take delight in.” Again say, “Wherever there are living beings requesting 
various kinds of knowledge or magical arts, we will go there together to teach 
them. Whatever they entreat for, all shall be satisfied. If there are living 
beings afflicted with various forms of bodily suffering and distress; or if there 
are living beings undergoing capital punishment ordered by kings or 
officials; or if there are living beings caught in flood and fire calamities; or if 
there are menacing birds, beasts, poisonous serpents, vengeful enemies, 
thieves, and bandits; for all of these circumstances, we shall go together to 
relieve [these beings] and bring about their deliverance. Whatever material 

69. For comparisons between Daoist and Buddhist usages, see Strickmann 2002: 123–193; 
Xiao 1993a. 

63. See Xiao 1993b: 185–194, 241–249; Strickmann 2002: 29–31. 
64. The Exorcism Method refers to three types of hand gestures: the all-encompassing 

sign (doushe yin 都攝印), the sign that saves and encompasses according to one’s desires 
(suixin jiushe yin 隨心救攝印), and the sign of fearlessness (wuwei yin 無畏印). For a descrip-
tion of Buddhist mudrâs, see Saunders 1960. On the Daoist use of hand gestures, see Mita-
mura 2002. 



96	 Multiple Images

requisites they need, we will rejoice in granting them and enabling them to 
be peaceful and joyous.”65

Clearly, the ghost has been converted and delivered from his evil ways as 
well as recruited into the pantheon of protective deities. Once the perpe-
trator of ills and harm to humans, the ghost has now become a benign spir-
itual friend intent on securing the happiness and welfare of living beings. 
Prior to the coming of Buddhism, Heavenly Master Daoism also held out 
the vision of salvation to demons its priests had subjugated and recruited 
into their service. By Tang China, the twofold aspiration of attaining the 
Dao and saving living beings underscored Daoist writings and was inte-
grated into the daily liturgical structures of Daoist monasticism not only 
through rituals addressed to the deities, but also in daily recitations accom-
panying routine acts of hygiene.66 

Religious amalgamation, moreover, occurs in the explication of the effi-
cacies of talismans. Of the forty talismans, the first twenty promote secular 
benefits like the avoidance of calamities and ailments and the resurrection 
of the dead, whereas the remaining twenty allow the actualization of tran-
scendental goals, including the Buddhist attainment of the four unob-
structed wisdoms (wuai zhi 無礙智), the transcendence of life and death, and 
the protection of buddhas and bodhisattvas.67 The description of the adept 
integrates Daoist conceptions of sainthood: On account of the practitioner’s 
prowess, his relatives will secure the Buddhist tolerance of the birthlessness 
of all phenomena (wusheng faren 無生法忍), thereupon “each will spread out 
his body and fly away.”68 After wearing talismans for up to fifty days, the prac-
titioner’s “last finger will then emit a radiance and his body will naturally be 
lucid and transparent both inside and outside just like pristine glass.”69 The 
image of a numinous and immaculate body spread out in flight is reminis-
cent of the Daoist adept who, through various cultivation techniques, sheds 

65. Dizang dadao xin quce fa, T1159A:20.653c–654a.
66. This sentiment is expressed in the following verse to be chanted when cleaning 

one’s teeth:

Washing with ashes to remove the dirt,
Using the ashes as a primary means,
May foulness go and perfection arise. 
Cleansing the heart and cleansing the mouth,
Realizing the Dao and saving others,
Heaven is great and Earth everlasting!
Swiftly, swiftly, in accord with the statutes and ordinances!

(Shishi weiyi 十事威儀, 8b, translated in Kohn 2003: 117) 
67. Wuai zhi is known in Sanskrit as pratisaœvid. They are the bodhisattva’s powers of rea-

soning in (1) dharma (fa 法); (2) artha (yi 義), or the meaning (of the dharma); (3) nirukti (ci 辭), 
or any language or form of expression; and (4) pratibhâna (leshuo 樂說), or eloquent speaking 
and argument.

68. Dizang dadao xin quce fa, T1159A:20.655a: 各騰身而去. 
69. Ibid.: 20.655a: 小指並放光明其身自然如淨琉璃內外明徹. 
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his mortal body and achieves an immortal body in union with the entire 
cosmos.70 The Tang audience was certainly familiar with the Buddho-Daoist 
formulations in Lingbao 靈寶 Daoist literature, which conspicuously appro-
priated and assimilated Buddhist teachings and practices.71 

The Exorcism Method introduces the startling image of Dizang as the ex-
orcistic healer, an adept in a range of magico-therapeutic techniques to re-
lieve ailments (particularly those associated with demons), extend the life 
span, and bring spiritual salvation. In some sense, this image is the logical 
culmination of trends in early scriptural representations of Dizang. After 
all, both the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on Sumeru Treasury as-
sociate Dizang with dhâraÿî incantation and the subjugation of malevolent 
forces that cause widespread cosmic disorders. Besides revealing a hith-
erto-neglected aspect of Dizang’s character in Chinese Buddhism, The Ex-
orcism Method also offers one of the first scriptural sources for an image that 
will be repeatedly invoked in connection with his role as savior of the 
damned. In The Exorcism Method, when Dizang recites his dhâraÿî, hell be-
ings are freed from their retributive afflictions and, seated on lotuses, they 
attain temporary respite from the torments of hell. This image of Dizang 
transforming hell recurs in literary descriptions of his place in the under-
world. Its passing mention in The Exorcism Method may indicate that Dizang’s 
underworld function originated in a set of larger concerns with subjugat-
ing malevolent ghosts and relieving the suffering of living beings. 

A Ritual Manual on the Bodhisattva Dizang: Dizang in Esoteric Rites

Recovered from Japanese archival collections and reprinted in twentieth-
century editions of the Chinese Buddhist canon, A Ritual Manual on the Bo-
dhisattva Dizang is attributed to Šubhakara, one of the Indian monks who 
propagated esoteric Buddhism under the Tang court’s sponsorship.72 How-
ever, A Ritual Manual’s authorship and textual history were questioned as 
early as the Kamakura period, when Kakuzen 覚禅 (b. 1143) expressed 
skepticism over its origins.73 Adopting the traditional Buddhist stance, 
modern Japanese scholarship for some time regarded the text as a Japa-
nese composition.74 More recently, Japanese scholars have revisited the 
issue and admitted that the contents and language should place it among 
Tang Buddhist esoteric texts. Osabe Kazuo sees parallels between A Ritual 

70. For Daoist conceptions of the body, see Schipper 1978. On the early Daoist pursuit 
of the immortal body, particularly in terms of the concept of shijie 尸解 (release from the 
corpse), see Campany 2002: 52–60; Cedzich 2001; Seidel 1987c. 

71. On Lingbao Daoism, see Bokenkamp 1983, 1989, 1990. 
72. Dizang pusa yigui, T1158.20:652a–c. Four manuscript copies of A Ritual Manual are 

preserved in Japanese archival collections; see Hoshino 1961: 106. For further discussion on 
the Taishô edition, see the introductory note to the translation of the text in Appendix 3. 

73. See Hoshino 1961: 105–107. 
74. Manabe 1960: 114; Osabe 1982: 11–13. 
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Manual and The Exorcism Method and concludes that A Ritual Manual was 
based on some original text composed under the sway of esoteric Buddhism 
at its height in the Tang court.75 

According to Ômura Seigai, because the terminology in the text’s mudrâ 
description is derived from the Sarvatattvasaœgraha-sûtra, A Ritual Manual 
should be more accurately dated to the period after the sûtra was introduced 
to China in 720.76 For Ômura, A Ritual Manual most likely dates to the sec-
ond half of the Tang era but was posthumously ascribed to Šubhakara. More-
over, its title classifies the text as a ritual manual, or yigui 儀軌, the Chinese 
counterpart of the sâdhana, a class of ritual texts outlining deity worship and 
visualization in esoteric Buddhism. Besides its title, the text’s contents, which 
presuppose the fairly extensive training of esoteric masters under the spon-
sorship of the Tang court, also link it to the corpus of short esoteric manuals 
on deity worship composed in the late Tang period.77 Finally, A Ritual Man-
ual prescribes an unusual iconography for Dizang, showing him crowned 
with an ornate headpiece, an image atypical of illustrations of the monk pre-
served in Japanese esoteric writings. 

In terms of style, A Ritual Manual can be divided into narrative and pre-
scriptive discourse. The text opens with the Buddha Šâkyamuni preaching 
at Mount Kharâdîya. Dizang steps out from among the congregation and re-
quests permission to preach numinous mantras to benefit living beings. On 
receiving the Buddha’s approbation, Dizang immediately recites three man-
tras of varying length:

At that time, Dizang Bodhisattva ascended into the air, gave praise to, and 
took refuge in the World-Honored One. He also exhibited countless super-
normal powers in the air and uttered a mantra through his sacred mouth: An 
anmota anmoer jubi jubi sanmanduo suopohe 唵闇摩他 摩爾 俱苾 俱苾 三曼多 
娑婆賀. Then he uttered the middle mantra: An yanmantazhe suopohe 唵 炎曼

他啫 娑婆賀. Then he uttered the short mantra twice: An shisi 唵  呬.78

The image of the Buddhist saint as a wonder-worker flying into the sky 
and performing magical feats in midair, as well as the sacred incantation, is 
certainly common in early Buddhist and Mahâyâna literature.79 However, A 
Ritual Manual’s description of the sacred incantation employs the esoteric 
classification of long (da zhou 大咒), medium (zhong zhou 中咒 or xin zhou 心
咒), and short (xiao zhou 小咒 or xin zhong xin zhou 心中心咒). Each mantra 
strings together Chinese characters that possess little semantic sense be-
cause they were selected to simulate the sounds of Indian syllables. The brief 

75. Osabe 1982: 13. 
76. Ômura 1918: 443.
77. Manabe 1960: 114. 
78. Dizang pusa yigui, T1158:20.652a.
79. On the bodhisattva as wonder-worker, see Gómez 1977. On monks as wonder-work-

ers, see Kieschnick 1997: 67–111.
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description of Dizang “uttering [the mantras] though his divine mouth” (yi 
shenkou shuo 以神口說) suggests the sacralizing of speech, one of the three 
mysteries (san mi 三密) in esoteric teaching.80 The power of Dizang’s mantras 
is evident by their enormous impact on the audience: 

On his recitation of these mantras, the great bodhisattvas of the tenth stage 
and so forth lost their original aspiration and became confused. The devas, 
nâgas, and others of the eight classes, yakºas, demons, and spirits fled in great 
apprehension and collapsed to the ground. The sun, moon, and stars lost 
their luminosity and darkness pervaded the sky. Showers of precious flowers 
rained down. Even if one were to discourse on the power of the mantras for 
an entire aeon, one cannot exhaust [this subject].81

The ritual efficacy of sacred incantation surpasses even the bodhisattva 
path; even the most advanced tenth-stage bodhisattvas are frightened into 
abandoning their original aspiration to achieve awakening. In a sense the 
narrative deftly transforms Dizang Bodhisattva into an all-powerful esoteric 
saint beyond the tenth-stage bodhisattva. Continuities with earlier themes in 
the making of Dizang’s history are obvious: Dizang’s association with dhâraÿî 
and his role as interlocutor requesting (or invited) to preach a method in 
chaotic times. But the foregrounding of sacred incantation and the subordi-
nation of tenth-stage bodhisattvas herald subtle shifts. 

At this juncture, the text abruptly adopts a prescriptive tone and begins 
outlining the esoteric ritual in which Dizang presides as the deity receiving 
veneration. This discourse intentionally aligns the text with esoteric ritual 
manuals on making images for worship and visualization. The text prescribes 
the making of the deity’s image, the enumeration of the deity’s specialized 
mudrâs and mantras, and finally the practice of ritual offerings (Ch. humo 護
摩; Skt. homa) to bring about a broad range of worldly benefits. Two forms of 
Dizang iconography are outlined: the first depicts Dizang as a šrâvaka dressed 
in a kâºâya robe; his right shoulder is bared, his left hand holds a blooming 
flower, and his right hand makes the gesture for granting fearlessness (Ch. 
shiwuwei yin 施無畏印; Skt. abhayamudrâ).82 The second form resembles the 
first except that Dizang wears a celestial coiffure (tianguan 天冠), sits on a 
lotus throne, and manifests himself as the Great Being (Ch. dashi 大士; Skt. 
mahâsattva). These two iconographies follow the Scripture on the Ten Wheels in 
presenting Dizang Bodhisattva clothed in the kâºâya robe. However, in the 
second set of instructions, the monk Dizang acquires princely regalia (the 
ornate headpiece, the lotus seat), which are probably not so much intended 
as royal insignia, but to visually “deify” the bodhisattva and perhaps mark 
his integration into the pantheon of esoteric deities. As we will see in the 

80. The three mysteries are those of the body, speech, and mind.
81. Dizang pusa yigui, T1158:20.652a.
82. In the abhayamudrâ, the right hand is raised and the palm faces front; see Saunders 

1960: 55–65. 
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next chapter, until the tenth century there was no sign of the five-buddha 
crown now common in Dizang iconography.

The manual next outlines a set of four mudrâs and mantras associated 
with Dizang Bodhisattva that the practitioner should master and enact in rit-
ual performance. The practitioner is instructed to make a sequence of four 
gestures beginning with a type of añjali, or palms together, on to a mudrâ of 
universal offerings (pu gongyang yin 普供養印), a third general mudrâ (zong 
yin 總印), and finally, the mudrâ for inviting and praising [the deity] (qingzan 
yin 請讚印). The text explains the gestures through a code of hand symbol-
ism used in Buddhist esoteric rites which correlates the two palms to merits 
(fu  福) and wisdom (zhi  智), and the fingers to the ten perfections (pâramitâ) 
on the bodhisattva path. The text characterizes the making of mudrâs as the 
meditation of hand visualization (guan shou chan 觀手禪), which alludes to 
the ritual logic inherent in visualizing the deity in esoteric practice.83 

Finally, A Ritual Manual provides a protracted list of seventeen ritual of-
ferings (homa), differentiated by the herb or plant used and the occasion for 
the ritual. Based on his or her needs, the practitioner is instructed to per-
form a relevant offering on the eighth, fourteenth, or fifteenth day of the 
month to secure ritual success, or de chengjiu 得成就, which is the usual trans-
lation of the esoteric Sanskrit term siddhi. This terminology, coupled with 
the mudrâs and mantras mentioned above, point to the existence of an eso-
teric soteriology within the text. The remaining ritual benefits are for the 
most part worldly: an abundant harvest, wealth and reputation, health, har-
monious friendship, and conjugal bliss. They are really no different from 
those derived from Mahâyâna cultic practices except for the use of terms like 
homa and siddhi. As Osabe observed, the offerings bring to mind the list of reli-
gio-magical curative “recipes” in Buddho-Daoist or dhâraÿî literature (e.g., 
The Exorcism Method) that have deep roots in early Chinese medical practice.84 

Among the Dizang scriptures, A Ritual Manual records the Tang idea of 
Dizang Bodhisattva as a patron deity of esoteric ritual. In terms of content 
and structure, the text belongs to the outpouring of ritual texts from the 
eighth to the tenth centuries, the bulk of which reflect the deliberate recruit-
ment of deities into the Buddhist pantheon as a result of so-called esoteric 
developments. These texts normally set up a deity as a patron saint for dis-
crete veneration, the singular focus of a self-contained cult; esoteric exegesis 
addresses these deities as bie zun 別尊—as opposed to to zhu zun 主尊, a cen-
tral figure presiding in a configuration of deities. Not only were new deities 
created, but familiar figures in the Mahâyâna pantheon were reconfigured 
to align with the paradigmatic representation of deities in esoteric Bud-
dhism. Ritual texts normally prescribed for each deity a repertory of iconic 
representations, accoutrements and regalia, dhâraÿî or mantras, mudrâs and 

83. For ritual visualizations of Zhunti, see Gimello 2004. 
84. Osabe 1982: 13. For another list of curative recipes using plants and herbs, see Qian-

shou qianyan Guanshiyin pusa zhibing heyao jing 千手千眼觀世音菩薩治病合藥經, T1059:20.103c–
105c, translated in Unschuld 1985: 314–321. 
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body postures.85 In A Ritual Manual, Dizang, a member of the bodhisattva 
pantheon, was reconceived in light of esoteric teachings in Tang China. Di-
zang Bodhisattva as the patron deity of esoteric ritual still retains marked 
continuities with earlier texts, notably his appearance as a monk in the Scrip-
ture on the Ten Wheels. Moreover, the use of ritual efficacy—especially sacred 
incantation and hand gestures to subjugate malevolent spirits, reverse malig-
nant curses, and bestow this-worldly benefits—is neither “new” nor uniquely 
esoteric. To a greater or lesser extent, these functions and techniques al-
ready appeared in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, the Section on the Sumeru 
Treasury, and The Exorcism Method. What makes the text “esoteric” is its reart-
iculation of these functions and techniques, mostly continuous with 
Mahâyâna, through linguistic and soteriological configurations that were in-
creasingly identified as “esoteric” in East Asian Buddhism. 

The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang: 
From Hell to Pure Land

Recovered from Dunhuang, this indigenous Chinese composition is tran-
scribed in Volume 85 of the Taishô edition of the Chinese Buddhist canon. 
A total of twenty-two copies of this sûtra are preserved in Dunhuang manu-
script collections around the world.86 These copies mostly date from the 
twelfth century, but DX 2636 from the Leningrad collection and sheng 25 
from the Beijing collection contain information pointing to the year 976.87 
Based on this evidence, Françoise Wang-Toutain proposed that this scrip-
ture was written toward the end of the ninth century or the beginning of 
the tenth. The Dunhuang manuscripts contain variant versions of the 
scripture but, broadly speaking, there exists a short version, T2909 (a tran-
scription of S 6257), and a long version, S 431.88 Its title, the Scripture on the 
Bodhisattva Dizang, in late medieval China, was used to designate both the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Scripture on Divination.89 The author possi-
bly adopted it to lend credibility to his text.

The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang situates Dizang in the context of 
medieval Chinese afterlife beliefs, particularly the passage from hell to 
paradise. The scripture opens with the bodhisattva contemplating living 

85. Zhunti was one of the new deities created in connection with Buddhist esoteric de-
velopment; see Gimello 2004: 225. 

86. Wang-Toutain 1998: 145. In the appendix, Wang-Toutain lists the following manu-
scripts: P 2289, P 2873, P 3932, P 3748 from the Bibliothèque Nationale de France; S 431, S 
4489, S 5531, S 5618, S 5672, S 5677, S 6257 from the British Library; sheng 25, zhi 64, from 
the Beijing collection; Dx 2025, Dx 2636 from the Leningrad collection. Also see Wang-
Toutain 1998: 309–310. I have translated this scripture in Appendix 3.

87. Wang-Toutain 1998: 145–146.
88. An annotation to the Taishô edition states that the text was based on S 197. Wang-

Toutain, however, identifies this as an error, stating that the manuscript used was actually S 
6257; see Wang-Toutain 1998: 146, n. 581.

89. Wang-Toutain 1998: 145, n. 580.
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beings as they suffer in hell; the tortures they endure are depicted in grue-
some detail. Unable to bear the painful sights, Dizang leaves his Lapis La-
zuli World in the south to preside over hell together with King Yama.90 
Toward its conclusion, the text assures readers that venerating Dizang will 
bring about rebirth in the Land of Bliss (Sukhâvatî) and promises that Di-
zang himself will welcome dying devotees, who will henceforth reside for-
ever in the same place as the bodhisattva. 

The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang significantly heralds the under-
world connection that will emerge as Dizang’s most celebrated characteriza-
tion in East Asian Buddhism. It is a genesis account of Dizang’s role as savior 
of the damned and relates how he came to share the rule of the underworld, 
a task traditionally assigned solely to King Yama. The text gives four reasons 
for Dizang’s “migration” from his land in the south to the infernal realm: 

First, he feared that King Yama’s judgment of crimes would be unreliable; 
second, he feared that the written documents could have been confused; 
third, he was concerned for those who had died in an untimely fashion; 
fourth, he [desired that] those who had received their punishments would be 
able to leave the riverbanks of hell.91 

The scripture presumes the Chinese conception of the underworld as a bu-
reaucracy responsible for maintaining records of the living and the dead. 
Traces of an underworld bureaucracy already appear in Chinese tomb doc-
uments dating as far back as the fourth century BCE.92 By the time Bud-
dhism made its way into Chinese territories in the Han period, Mount Tai 
泰 (in modern Shandong) was established as the administrative seat of the 
dead, where the registers of life and death were kept and the spirits of the 
deceased reported.93 Although the bureaucratization of the underworld 
exists in other cultures, it emerged especially early in China, has persisted 
in every elaboration of the underworld, and is undeniably one of its dis-
tinctive characteristics.94 It also introduced the threat of premature death 

90. One will recall that in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, Dizang Bodhisattva also arrives 
from the south to grace the Buddha’s assembly; see Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a–b; 
cf. Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing, T411:13.723b.

91. Foshuo Dizang pusa jing, T2909:85.1455c.
92. On the bureaucratization of the underworld, see Harper 1994.
93. On Mount Tai and its place in early Chinese conceptions of the afterlife, see Cha-

vannes 1910 and Sakai 1937.
94. This prominent characteristic of the Chinese underworld is in part a reflection of the 

political structure of Chinese society, which developed a form of centralized bureaucracy as 
early as the Warring States. On the relationship between the development of the underworld 
bureaucracy and the political structure of Chinese society in the Warring States, see Harper 
1994. Bureaucratization was an important component in the reimagination of ritual structure 
that produced what is now known as religious Daoism. For an excellent study of bureaucracy in 
religious Daoism, see Nickerson 1996a. On the impact of bureaucracy on the structure of Chi-
nese society, see Balazs 1964: 13–27, 129–149.
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resulting from confused identities due to similar names or a misreading of 
names in the registers.95 

The Chinese concept of hell underwent significant changes after the in-
troduction of Buddhism; in particular, the doctrine of karma and rebirth 
and the structuralization of hells left indelible imprints.96 Medieval China 
witnessed several modifications to afterlife practices, culminating in the 
purgatorial visions of the Scripture on the Ten Kings (Shiwang jing 十王經).97 By 
the time of the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, that is, in the ninth or early 
tenth century, Indian and Chinese themes had sufficiently coalesced to en-
gender visions of the underworld that cannot be justifiably characterized as 
either Chinese or Buddhist. In this scripture, karmic retribution has largely 
become part of a judicial and administrative system prone to errors and 
oversight. If the Scripture on Divination transformed the abstract principle of 
karma into a divinatory system, the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang concret-
ized the principle through a bureaucractic and judiciary system. 

Moreover, the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang offers a rare glimpse of 
Dizang’s association with another afterlife expression, the Pure Land. It 
points to an intriguing relationship not documented in the transmitted 
corpus of Buddhist scriptures preserved in the Chinese canon, although 
vestiges of such a link can be traced to other forms of evidence.98 The Pure 
Land connection is established in the concluding paragraph of the text. 
The relevant portion of the text from the long and short versions is trans-
lated below: 

T2909 (based on S 6257)	 S 431
If there is a good man or woman	 If there is a good man or woman
who has carved images of the	 who has carved images of the
bodhisattva, copied the Scripture	 bodhisattva, copied the Scripture
on the Bodhisattva Dizang, and	 on the Bodhisattva Dizang, and recited
recited the name of the	 the name of the Bodhisattva Dizang,
Bodhisattva Dizang, he or she	 he or she will surely attain rebirth

95. Mistaken identity as the cause of premature death has ancient origins in China, oc-
curring in the Fangmatan manuscript studied in Harper 1994. It continued throughout the 
development of Chinese hells and was the main theme of the half-comic, half-tragic accounts 
of the underworld journey collected under the genre zhiguai; see Campany 1990, 1995; Pas 
1989. 

96. A number of studies on the historical development of Chinese hells have been at-
tempted. The classic treatment is Sawada 1968; also see Sakamoto 1990. Taiwanese scholar-
ship has recently shown a great deal of interest in the development of Chinese hells and 
purgatory; see Xiao 1989, 1996. In English no book-length study of the historical development 
of Chinese hells has been attempted (except for the now dated Thompson 1989), although 
Teiser’s works (1988b, 1994) are important contributions. 

97. Several studies can be found in Japanese and Chinese scholarship. For a study in 
English, see Teiser 1994. 

98. These include artistic representations and literary writings such as eulogies and 
dedications, which are discussed in the Conclusion.
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will surely attain rebirth in	 in the Land of Supreme Bliss in
the Land of Supreme Bliss	 the west.
in the west.	
	H e or she will manifest through
 	 transformation on a lotus in front
	 of Amitâbha Buddha. It will be
	 inconceivable. He or she will possess
	 completely the six supernormal
	 powers and they will extend in the
	 ten directions.99

[He or she will travel] from one	 [He or she will travel] from one
buddha-land to another	 buddha-land to another buddha-land,
buddha-land, from one heaven to	 from one heaven to another heaven.
another heaven.		
If there is a good man or woman	 Because in the past he or she
who has carved images of the	 has carved images of Dizang and
bodhisattva, copied the Scripture	 recited the Scripture on the
on the Bodhisattva Dizang, and 	 Bodhisattva Dizang,
recited the name of Dizang
Bodhisattva, he or she will surely
attain rebirth in the Land of
Supreme Bliss in the west. 	
On the day when this person dies,	 on the day when this person dies,
the Bodhisattva Dizang himself	 the Bodhisattva Dizang himself
will come to welcome him or her,	 will come to welcome him or her,	
and he or she shall always be in	 and he or she shall always be in
the same place as the 	 the same place as the Bodhisattva	
Bodhisattva Dizang.100	 Dizang.101	

	 	
In recompense for devotion to the Bodhisattva Dizang, one will attain re-
birth in the western Land of Supreme Bliss (jile shijie 極樂世界), or Sukhâ-

99. ßaø abhijñâ÷ is the most common list of paranormal powers in Buddhist literature. 
They are usually described as follows: (1) shenzutong 神足通 (¿iddhi-pâda), or supernormal phys-
ical powers that appear or take any form at will in any place without hindrance; (2) tianertong 
天耳通 (divya-šrotra), or the ability to perceive sounds at any distance and understand all lan-
guages in the realms of form; (3) taxintong 他心通 (paracitta-jñâna), or the ability to penetrate 
one’s thoughts or intuitive knowledge of the minds of all beings; (4) sumingtong 宿命通 (pûrva-
nivâsânusm¿ti), or recollection of prior lives and knowing their states and antecedents; (5) tian-
yantong 天眼通 (divya-cakºus), regularly associated with the supernormal vision of devas, who 
can see to any distance as well as the destiny of all beings in future rebirths; (6) loujintong 漏盡

通 (âsrava-kºaya-jñâna), or recognition that one has been purged of spiritual defilements, also 
known as the state of having “no outflows.” The six powers are closely associated with the culti-
vation of the four dhyânas. Accounts of these four basic states of meditation are often followed 
by the claim that, once the contemplative has mastered the dhyânas, he or she can apply the 
power of concentration to the cultivation of five or six supernormal powers.

100. Foshuo dizang pusa jing, T2909:85.145c. The complete text is translated in Appendix 3. 
101. Foshuo dizang pusa jing 佛說地藏菩薩經, S 431, DHBZ 3: 484.
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vatî, the land of Amitâbha Buddha. T2909 makes no specific reference to 
Amitâbha, but S 431 explicitly invokes the image of rebirth on a lotus be-
fore Amitâbha.

The deity invoked in this text is Dizang Bodhisattva rather than the Bud-
dha Amitâbha, whom one typically associates with the Land of Supreme 
Bliss. Even in the case of the long S 431 version, which preserves the Amitâbha 
connection, the Buddha Amitâbha only figures in the background, and the 
Bodhisattva Dizang is the protagonist of the text. The practices associated 
with the Dizang cult are all exalted as soteriological techniques that enable 
devotees to gain rebirth in the Pure Land. Moreover, both versions of the 
scripture state that it is Dizang who will lead dying devotees to the Pure 
Land. According to Fujita Kôtatsu, the role of welcoming the deceased at 
their deathbeds originated as a function of Amitâbha Buddha but subse-
quently became so widespread in Mahâyâna literature that it was eventually 
ascribed to other Buddhist deities like the thousand buddhas and the eight 
attendant bodhisattvas of the Bhaiºajyaguru Buddha.102 In the Scripture on the 
Bodhisattva Dizang, it is Dizang who functions as the spiritual guide escorting 
the deceased to an afterlife paradise. Although not recorded in other scrip-
tures, this form of Dizang appears elsewhere in East Asia, particularly in 
Japan, where Dizang, in the guise of Jizô, assumes a kaleidoscopic array of 
manifestations. An important form is the Indô Jizô, who figures in raigô 来迎 
(welcoming descent) scenes from the tenth century on.103 

The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang is obviously not part of the schol-
arly systematization of Pure Land Teaching (Jingtu jiao 淨土教), which took 
shape in later Chinese Buddhist history.104 Instead, it recalls the generaliza-

102. Fujita 1970: 574, 580, 566–585. Mention of Amitâbha Buddha appearing to lead 
dying devotees to the Pure Land occurs in the Larger Sukhâvatîvyûha-sûtra. In a past life as 
the monk Dharmâkara, Amitâbha Buddha aspired: “May I not achieve perfect awakening if, 
at the instant that I attain buddhahood, any among the throng of living beings in the ten di-
rections of the universe who has resolved to seek awakening, has cultivated all the virtues, 
and has single-mindedly aspired to be reborn in my land, and if, when they approached the mo-
ment of their death, I did not appear before them, surrounded by a great assembly” (translated in 
Gómez 1996: 166; my italics). The Saddharmapuÿøarîka-sûtra states that the thousand bud-
dhas (Ch. qianfo 千佛; Skt. buddhasahasra) will appear to the dying to lead them to be reborn 
in Tuºita, the heavenly abode of the future Buddha, Maitreya; see Miaofa lianhua jing 妙法蓮

華經, T262:9.61c. The Bhaiºajyaguru-sûtra speaks of the eight bodhisattvas welcoming the 
dying; see Yaoshi liuliguang rulai benyuan gongde jing 藥師琉璃光如來本願功德經, T450:14.406b. 
The phenomenon of Buddhist deities arriving at the deathbed to welcome the dying to para-
disal lands is known as linzhong laiying 臨終來迎. 

103. On the Japanese manifestation known as the Indô Jizô, see de Visser 1914: 121–133. 
Beautiful illustrations of raigô art, including the Indô Jizô, are reproduced and published in 
Matsushima 1986, pls. 49, 73, 82, 108–111. Also see Jôji 1977: 158–163. 

104. For standard textbook surveys of Chinese Pure Land based on the perspective of 
Pure Land orthodoxy, see Ch’en 1964: 338–350; Michihata 1985b. A recent study by the 
mainland Chinese scholar Liu Changdong (2000) delineates the development of Amitâbha 
Pure Land largely through the sequence of the patriarchate mapped out by the so-called 
Pure Land orthodoxy. This approach has recently been critiqued on several counts. Schol-
ars have pointed to the problem of designating Pure Land as a discrete school. Furthermore, 
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tion of Pure Land that Gregory Schopen has outlined for Indian Buddhism. 
Schopen argues that as early as the second century Sukhâvatî was disassoci-
ated from the specific cult of Amitâbha Buddha so veneration of Amitâbha 
and other buddhas like Šâkyamuni and Bhaiºajyaguru could expedite re-
birth in Sukhâvatî.105 The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang presents an anal-
ogous tendency in which Amitâbha recedes into the background so the 
newcomer in Pure Land, Dizang Bodhisattva, can assume center stage. Ap-
parently, the generalization process that occurred in early Indian Pure Land 
continued in medieval China.106 Chinese texts like the Scripture on the Ten 
Kings and the Xuming jing 續命經 (Scripture on Prolonging the Life Span) 
not only invoke a range of deities other than Amitâbha to facilitate rebirth in 
the Pure Land, but also envisage rebirth in an array of Pure Lands that ex-
tend beyond those associated exclusively with Amitâbha.107 

In the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, we are given glimpses of both 
hell and the paradisal world of Sukhâvatî, and in Dizang we have the in-
strument through which the two strands are synchronized. Dizang is at 
once the deliverer from the grisly torments of hell and the guide who leads 
the dead to the Land of Bliss. Some indication concerning the role of the 
text in the actual religious praxis of medieval China can be deduced from 
the dedicatory colophon attached to the text in manuscript Dx 2636: 

Xing Pozhao 幸婆趙 copied this scripture on the twenty-first day of the fifth 
month of the ninth year, the bingzi 丙子 year of the kaibao 開寶 era [976], for 

the notion of a Pure Land orthodoxy in part reflects an uncritical adoption of the sectarian 
biases of Japanese Buddhism, which ultimately distorts the complexity of medieval Chinese 
developments. Studies of Song Buddhism have shown that the accepted genealogies and pa-
trairchates were largely constructed in the Song period and do not always mirror historical 
realities. For a comprehensive discussion on the various problematic assumptions underly-
ing previous scholarship on the Pure Land school, see Sharf 2002b: 282–301. A notable ex-
ception to such approaches in the study of Pure Land has been provided by Kenneth Tanaka 
(1990), who examines the contribution of Jingying Huiyuan 淨影慧遠 (523–592), a figure 
generally not included in the Pure Land orthodox lineage. 

105. Schopen 1977: 204. Also see Nattier 2000. Jan Nattier proposes that the Land of 
Akºobhya most likely preceded Amitâbha and his Land of Bliss. See Nattier 2003b for fur-
ther comparisons of Akºobhya and Amitâbha in relation to the emergence of Pure Land be-
lief in Indian Buddhism.

106. Fujita Kôtatsu has demonstrated that jingtu as a nominal phrase is essentially a 
Chinese convention with no exact Sanskrit equivalent. It was originally a verbal noun phrase 
used to translate the Sanskrit for “purifying the land” but subsequently evolved to become a 
specific technical term in its own right that was incorporated into Chinese Buddhist termi-
nology. See Fujita 1970: 506–511; 1996a: 33–36; 1996b: 20. 

107. For the Scripture on the Ten Kings, see the translation in Teiser 1994: 204. Also see 
Xuming jing, T2889:85.1405a. The generalization of Pure Land in medieval China has been 
explored through other approaches. For Tang examples of Pure Land funerary rites in the 
Chan monastery, see Cole 1996. For a study of Dizang’s role in Pure Land as documented in 
art, epigraphy, and narrative literature, see Zhiru 2001–2002. On the connection between 
Maitreya and Dizang worship, see Zhiru 2005. 
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the benefit of her deceased husband, Mr. Zhang, Chief Commissioner of the 
Bursary, in the hope that he may be reborn in the Pure Land.108 

This colophon confirms that copying the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang 
was undertaken as part of afterlife and mortuary practices. Evidently, me-
dieval Chinese heeded the injunction to copy the scripture if they wished 
to see their deceased loved ones reborn in the Pure Land. 

The Scripture on the Past Vows: A Canonization 
of Filial Piety and Afterlife Practices

In Chinese religion today, the best-known Dizang scripture is surely the 
Scripture on the Past Vows.109 Attributed to the seventh-century Khotanese 
monk Šikºânanda, it may have been composed in either Khotan or China.110 
The scripture was incorporated into the Chinese Buddhist canon only dur-
ing the Ming period (1368–1644)—probably in the aftermath of a resur-
gence in Dizang worship inspired by seventeenth-century Buddhist reformers 
like the monk Zhixu, who also promoted the Scripture on Divination.111 How-
ever, a stele engraving, dated to 932 and currently preserved at the Museum 
of History in Beijing, mentions the Scripture on the Past Vows.112 Moreover, the 
compiler of A Record of Numinous Verifications, a compilation of Dizang mira-
cle stories completed in 988, also refers to the Scripture on the Past Vows in his 
preface.113 Hence the Scripture on the Past Vows was already circulating in 
China by the early tenth century. Several copies of it, too many to enumerate 
here, are found in Dunhuang manuscripts, thus attesting to its spread espe-
cially in western China. 

Recent scholarship has pointed to the existence of fragments of the 
scripture in other languages. Peter Zieme has identified parts of it among 
Üighur manuscripts from Bäzäklik, which are now kept in the Turfansam-
mlung.114 Fragments in the Tangut language have also been discovered; a set 
forms part of the Pelliot collection in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France.115 
Moreover, recent excavations of the northern section of the Mogao Grottoes 

108. Based on the French translation by Wang-Toutain (1998: 145). Unfortunately, I did 
not have access to the manuscript copy.

109. The Sanskrit title has been reconstructed as Kºitigarbha-bodhisattva-praÿidhâna-sûtra.
110. Elverskog 1997: 54; Zhang Zong 2003: 8.
111. Manabe 1960: 84; Zhang Zong 2003: 8. Manabe further mentions that the Benyuan 

jing was cited in the second scroll of the Daming sanzang shengjiao mulu 大明三藏聖教目錄. On 
the role of Dizang worship in Zhixu’s life and thought, see Shengyan 1975: 186–192. 

112. This information is derived from Wang-Toutain who, in turn, learned about it from 
the current curator of the Beijing Museum. The stele engraving in Beijing contains the in-
scribed text of the Foding zunsheng tuoloni jing 佛頂尊勝陀羅尼經 (Buddhoºÿîºnavijaya-dhâraÿî-
sûtra), but the title of the Scripture on the Past Vows is invoked; see Wang-Toutain 1998: 78–79.

113. See discussion of this relationship in the Lingyan ji in the Conclusion.
114. Zieme 1990: 379–384, facsimiles: pls. I–II. Also see Yang 1995: 28.
115. Manabe 1960: 86–87. 
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have uncovered a stack of printed leaflets in Tangut from the Scripture on the 
Past Vows.116 Preliminary study of these indicates that they come from an edi-
tion that was either different from the Taishô one or similar but with inter-
polations. Because translation of Buddhist texts into the Üighur and Tangut 
languages took place only after the tenth century—that is, after the Chinese 
text was already known—the existence of these manuscript fragments in 
other languages has little import for dating the text.117 

Although the possibility of Khotanese origins cannot be completely 
ruled out, the contents of the Scripture on the Past Vows suggests that, even if 
the text was not composed in China itself, accretionary layers must have been 
added in a Chinese setting. Among the motifs are distinctly Chinese conven-
tions such as the names of spirit and ghost kings—in particular the use of 
wangliang 魍魎 for “mountain spirits.” The text also refers to Chinese other-
worldly functionaries like Lord of the Life Span and displays a strong preoc-
cupation with the cult of the dead, especially the need to take care of 
deceased ancestors. But this is not to say that the Scripture on the Past Vows was 
solely Chinese in its religious orientation; it is important to note that the 
scriptural narrative also highlights a visibly Buddhist conceptual framework. 
The overview of Dizang’s bodhisattva career is conspicuously construed after 
the classic bodhisattva paradigm set forth in early Mahâyâna literature, and 
it is precisely this paradigm that allows “byways” to be introduced so that var-
ious religio-cultural threads are tightly interwoven into a single fabric. 

Consisting of thirteen chapters, the Scripture on the Past Vows offers a 
more complete overview of Dizang’s bodhisattva career than any of the scrip-
tures discussed thus far. It opens with a preaching assembly in Trâyastriœša 
heaven, where Mañjušrî asks Šâkyamuni Buddha to explain how Dizang 
came to be such a great bodhisattva.118 The stage is thus set for elaborating 
Dizang’s religious history. To sketch out Dizang’s character, the scripture re-
lies on the narrative structure of Indian Buddhist literature, particularly the 
avadâna or jâtaka narratives and the closely related genre of literature on the 
past vows (Ch. benyuan 本願; Skt. pûrvapraÿidhâna). Relaying the heroic past 
lives of the Buddha, the avadâna narratives delineate the classic paradigm of 
the bodhisattva career—from the arising of the bodhicitta, the utterance of 
bodhisattva vows before a previous buddha, and the prediction of the initi-
ate’s future buddhahood, to the numerous lives during which the bodhisat-
tva must perfect his training. In the fashion of avadâna tales, the Scripture on 
the Past Vows describes four of Dizang’s past lives to account for his present ac-
complishment as a bodhisattva at the tenth (and final) stage of the path. In 
the story of his first past life, Dizang is the son of an elder who pronounces 
the bodhisattva vow before a past tathâgata.119 In the second life, Dizang is re-

116. Zhang Zong 2003: 101–107. 
117. On the earliest phase of the translation of Buddhist texts into Üighur, see Elver-

skog 1997: 9. On the translation of the Buddhist canon into Tangut, see Dunnell 1996: 27.
118. Benyuan jing, T412:13.778b.
119. Ibid.
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born as a young Brâhman woman who, with the help of one of the past bud-
dhas, descends into hell to relieve the sufferings of her deceased mother and 
subsequently vows to liberate beings undergoing suffering for their wicked 
deeds.120 In the third life, Dizang is a king who vows not to become a buddha 
until he has liberated all beings who are suffering on account of previous of-
fenses.121 Finally, in the fourth life, Dizang is another filial daughter named 
Luminous Eyes (Guangmu 光目); with an arhat’s help, she saves her deceased 
mother from the sufferings of hell and subsequently aspires to relieve all be-
ings in the unfortunate realms.122 

These past-life stories deliberately interweave Chinese motifs into a nar-
rative structure derived from avadâna literature. Although traces of filial 
piety are evident in Indian Buddhist materials, the stories focusing on filial 
daughters parallel the tale of Mulian 目蓮 (Skt. Maudgalyâyana), the monk-
disciple of the Buddha who descends into hell to save his mother from retri-
bution for her previous wicked deeds.123 The Mulian myth is itself the product 
of religio-cultural assimilation in medieval China, and it flourished in the 
Tang as the foundation myth of the Ghost Festival. Standard motifs found in 
indigenous Chinese mortuary practices are evident in this subgenre of Chi-
nese Buddhist literature that promulgated some form of Buddhist filial piety. 
Most prominent perhaps is the preoccupation with the afterlife fate of one’s 
parents and the belief that descendants had to ensure the continued welfare 
of deceased ancestors. The Chinese Buddhist emphasis on filial piety has al-
ready been reiterated in modern scholarship: in older works by Michihata 
Ryôshû and Kenneth Ch’en and more recently by Stephen Teiser and Alan 
Cole.124 Especially pertinent here is Cole’s provocative argument that medi-
eval Chinese Buddhists deliberately crafted an alternate model of filial piety 
that highlighted the mother-son relation than the father-son paradigm at 
the core of traditional (Confucian) formulations of filial piety.125 Although 
Cole’s argument is controversial, he does call attention to alternate threads 
of filial piety operating in medieval Chinese society. 

The Scripture on the Past Vows provides a vignette of medieval filial piety 
practices that highlight the mother-daughter relation.126 By representing Di-
zang as a filial daughter in two of his past lives, the scripture harmonizes two 

120. Ibid.:13.778b–779a.
121. Ibid.:13.780c.
122. Ibid.:13.780c–781b.
123. On filial piety in Indian Buddhism, see Schopen 1984; Strong 1983. For an English 

translation of the Mulian legend, see Mair 1983: 87–121.
124. Michihata 1985a; Ch’en 1968; Teiser 1988b; Cole 1998.
125. As I argue later in the Conclusion, Cole’s representation polemically reduces the 

complexity of Confucian expressions of filial piety. For a more nuanced study of Confucian 
practices of filial piety from the second to the sixth centuries, see Knapp 2005.

126. However, it is equally significant to observe that the mother-daughter relation did 
not appear solely in Chinese Buddhist formulations of filial piety but had been introduced 
in the Han classic the Biographies of Virtuous Women (Lienü zhuan 列女傳). For female obser-
vances of filial piety in early medieval China, see Knapp 2005: 164–186. 
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paradigms circulating in medieval Chinese society: the bodhisattva and the 
filial child. In other words, if the tale of Mulian places the Buddhist monk at 
the core of Chinese practices of filial piety, then the Scripture on the Past Vows 
locates the bodhisattva ideal at the heart of the cult of filial piety, especially 
in relation to afterlife practices. Therefore, it is not incidental that, like the 
Mulian story, the Scripture on the Past Vows exhibits a strong concern with the 
fate of rebirth in hell and the plight of ancestors undergoing hell torments. 
One chapter is devoted to enumerating and describing the range of Bud-
dhist hells and their grisly tortures.127 Despite the space devoted to the elabo-
ration of hells, the scripture does not go so far as to hail Dizang as the savior 
of the damned. 

In addition to avadâna narratives, the Scripture on the Past Vows adopts 
another classic Indian paradigm of the bodhisattva career, the Mahâyâna 
systematization of the bodhisattva path into the tenfold schema known as 
the ten stages (Ch. shidi 十地; Skt. dašabhûmi).128 The allusion to Dizang as 
a tenth-stage bodhisattva places him within this schema of the bodhisattva 
path.129 The consecration of Dizang and the prediction of his buddhahood 
occur early in the scripture: 

At that time the World-Honored One extended his golden-colored arm and 
rubbed the [bare] heads of all the reduplicated bodies of the great Bodhisat-
tva Dizang from incalculable and inconceivable worlds. He spoke these words: 
“I teach and convert [living beings] in the five degenerate evil eras. . . . If they 
should fall into the evil paths of great suffering, you should recall that in the 
Palace of Trâyastriœša Heaven, I have painstakingly entrusted you to assist all 
living beings from the Sahâ world until the advent of Maitreya to be freed and 
eternally separated from all suffering, to encounter the Buddha, and to 
receive prophecies [from the Buddha].” 
	A t that time the reduplicated bodies of Dizang Bodhisattva from all the 
worlds together became a single form again, which then wept and commiser-

127. This chapter has significant implications for studying the development of Bud-
dhist hells in medieval China—an issue that is not an immediate concern of this study. 

128. In the Dašabhûmika-sûtra (Shidi jing 十地經), the ten stages of the bodhisattva path 
are: (1) huanxi 歡喜 (pramuditâ), or joy at having overcome former difficulties and to be enter-
ing on the path to Buddhahood; (2) ligou 離垢 (vimalâ), or emancipation from all defilements; 
(3) faguang 發光 (prabhâkarî), or splendor; (4) yanhui 焰慧 (arciºmatî), or flaming wisdom; 
(5) ji’nansheng 極難勝 (sudurjayâ), or mastery of utmost or final difficulties; (6) xianqian 現前 
(abhimukhî), or the open way of wisdom transcending all conceptions of impurity and purity; 
(7) yuanxing 遠行 (dûraœgamâ), or transcending notions of self to save others; (8) budong 不動 
(acalâ), or irreversibility; (9) shanhui 善慧 (sâdhumatî), or attaining of the finest discriminatory 
wisdom, knowing where and how to save, and possessing the ten powers; (10) fayun 法雲 (dhar-
mameghâ), or attaining the cloud of teachings. The ten stages correspond to the ten pâramitâs, 
the cultivation of which extends over millions of lifetimes. See the annotated translation of the 
Dašabhûmika-sûtra by Honda Megumu (1968).

129. Benyuan jing, T412:13.778b: “It has been more than a thousandfold the above anal-
ogy [of time] since Dizang Bodhisattva attained the fruit of the tenth-stage [bodhisattva]. And 
all the more so when Dizang Bodhisattva was at the stages of šrâvaka and pratyekabuddha!”
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ated, saying to the Buddha, “From remote distant aeons I have received the 
Buddha’s guidance, which has caused me to acquire inconceivable numinous 
powers and great wisdom. My reduplicated bodies pervade worlds as numer-
ous as the grains of sand in the Ganges River. In each of those worlds, I 
transform into countless numerous bodies; each of the bodies liberates an 
incalculable [number of] people and causes [them] to take refuge and 
venerate the Three Jewels and to be eternally removed from birth and death 
until [they attain] the joy of nirvâÿa. However, through the good deeds that 
they have done within the Buddhist teachings, [even though they are as 
little] as a feather, a drop, a speck of sand or dust, or tiny hairs, I will eventu-
ally rescue and liberate them and enable them to procure great benefit. I 
only wish that the World-Honored One will not fret over those living beings 
with bad karma in the future ages.” In this manner, [Dizang] repeated three 
times to the Buddha: “World-Honored One, do not fret over living beings 
with bad karma in future ages.” 
	A t that time the Buddha praised Dizang Bodhisattva saying, “Excellent, 
excellent, I shall gladly assist you. You are capable of accomplishing the great 
and vast vows, which you made long ago in distant aeons. Once you have 
completed the liberation of [living beings], you will instantly attain 
awakening.”130

In this passage we see Dizang charged with saving the Sahâ world during the 
vile age of the five turbulences, the period from the quiescence of the Bud-
dha Šâkyamuni to the coming of the Buddha Maitreya—a task entrusted to 
him by Šâkyamuni himself. This harks back to trends in the sixth and sev-
enth centuries that centered around the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the 
climate of doom and anxiety generated by the conviction that the end of 
Buddhism had arrived. The Scripture on the Past Vows explicitly states that Di-
zang is the savior of this world until the coming of the future Buddha Maitreya. 

Besides unfolding Dizang’s bodhisattva career, the Scripture on the Past 
Vows significantly functions as the scriptural basis for funerary and afterlife 
rites centered on the Dizang cult, just as the Mulian story served as the scrip-
tural foundation for the afterlife rite of the Ghost Festival in medieval China. 
It exhorts the reader to recite the scripture during death rites to relieve the 
suffering of those dying and procure for them a better rebirth: 

If, in future, men and women are bedridden with a long illness and despite 
their wishes are unable either to get well or to die; or in the night they dream 
of evil ghosts, of family and relatives, or of wandering on dangerous paths; in 
numerous nightmares they roam with ghosts and spirits . . . one should recite 
the scripture in a loud voice before the images of all buddhas and bodhisat-
tvas and take the possessions loved by the sick one, such as clothing, jewels, 
gardens, or houses, saying in a loud voice in front of the sick one, “On behalf 

130. Ibid.:13.779b–c.
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of this sick one, I so-and-so present all such things before the images and 
scriptures.” Or [one should] make offerings to images and scriptures, or 
commission images of the buddhas and bodhisattvas, or build stûpas and 
temples, or light oil lamps and present gifts to the saægha. 
	 One should speak in this manner three times, so that the sick person 
hears and understands. If his or her consciousnesses are separated and 
departed and his breath exhausted, then for one, two, three, four, and on 
through seven days, one should only recite aloud in a clear voice this 
scripture. After that person’s life ends, he eternally attains liberation from 
the retributions of past lives and from serious sins, even the five uninter-
rupted sins. Wherever one is born, one will always know one’s past lives. 
Moreover, if a good man or woman himself or herself copies this scripture or 
teaches others to copy it, or if one carves or draws images [of Dizang] or 
teaches others to carve or draw them, the causal effect and retribution one 
receives should bring great benefit.131

Scripture recitation is also recommended as a means for descendants to al-
leviate the sufferings of ancestors reborn in unfortunate paths of rebirth: 

If all living beings and so forth in the future in their dreams or sleep see 
various ghosts, spirits, and other forms mourning, weeping, sad, lamenting, 
fearful, or terrifying, [you should know that] all of them are your past 
fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, and 
relatives, from a single, ten, hundred, or a thousand lives ago, who have been 
reborn on the evil paths and are unable to be liberated. They have no source 
of hope for the power of blessings to rescue them, so they must relate to their 
flesh-and-bone [descendents] of their former lives and prompt their descen-
dents to establish the expedient wish to free them from the evil paths. 
Universally Expansive, you should deploy your supernormal power and 
dispatch all these families, so that they should themselves recite this scrip-
ture resolutely before the images of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas or 
request others to recite it [on their behalf], either three or seven times. After 
the scripture has been thus recited for that number of times, relatives on the 
evil paths should attain liberation and [the living] will never again see [dead 
relatives] in their dreams or sleep.132 

Whether or not this passage is a Chinese interpolation, it describes atti-
tudes toward death and the afterlife in medieval society. The fear of being 
haunted by the disembodied spirits of deceased kin—as well as the duty of 
the descendant to ensure the afterlife welfare and salvation of roaming an-
cestral spirits—has a long history in China. In the larger milieu, sacrificial 
rites in the form of offering meat and wine to wandering spirits were per-

131. Ibid.:13.783a–b.
132. Ibid.:13.783b.
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formed frequently in the hope of averting ailments and misfortunes. (Un-
like “proper” deities, who partake of only vegetarian offerings, “blood-eating 
ghosts” must be propitiated with blood [that is, meat] sacrifices.)133 Al-
though it inherited concerns from early Chinese mortuary practices, reli-
gious Daoism openly condemned the popular use of sacrificial rites and 
instead developed a soteriological vision of salvation for the deceased re-
volving around an array of ritual therapeutic techniques including peni-
tential rites.134 A similar vision developed in medieval Chinese Buddhism 
and, as conceived in the Tang rite of the Ghost Festival, ancestral spirits re-
born in unhappy realms could be relieved of their suffering through the 
ritual practice of making offerings to the monastic establishment. 

In the Scripture on the Past Vows, one finds what might be another Chinese 
Buddhist example of this central preoccupation. The scripture critiques the 
common Chinese practice of conducting sacrificial rites on behalf of the 
dying: 

I [Dizang] exhort the living beings of Jambudvîpa, on the day when they are 
dying, to abstain cautiously from killing, harming, or committing negative 
causal deeds; praying and sacrificing to demonic spirits; worshiping ghosts and 
spirits; or seeking various spirits (wangliang). Why? Because all those you kill 
and harm or venerate and sacrifice do not possess even a little power to benefit 
the dying person. Instead such actions will cause offensive conditions to 
worsen and become deeper and heavier. If [the deceased] has obtained the 
saintly merits to be reborn in the human or heavenly [realm], whether in a 
future or present life, [but] on account of the evil causes committed by various 
family and relatives at the time of his or her dying, these will also cause the 
dying person’s accumulation of misfortune to be disputed [and hence] delay 
his or her rebirth in a good place. Moreover, if the dying person possesses not 
even a mote of virtue when alive, he or she will undergo the evil realms in 
accordance with his or her own karma. It is unbearable that the family and 
relatives should add more negative deeds on him or her. It is as if a person 
coming from a distant place is cut off from provisions for three days and 
carries a burden of more than a hundred catties; he or she suddenly meets a 
neighbor who further increases his or her original load with a few more things 
so that [his or her load] becomes heavier and more distressing.135 

The scripture promulgates a set of Buddhist rites to replace the widespread 
sacrifices performed as part of mortuary or funerary rites. Besides chant-
ing Buddhist scriptures and making offerings before images of Buddhist 
deities, the scripture advocates preparing and hosting vegetarian feasts to 
accrue merit on behalf of the deceased: 

133. On the practice of blood sacrifice and prohibitions against it, see Kleeman 1994. 
134. Cedzich 1993: 23–35; cf. Maeda 1995: 54–68. For a discussion of Daoist prepara-

tion of offerings, see Kleeman 2005. For Buddhist vegetarianism, see Kieschnick 2005.
135. Benyuan jing, T412:13.784a.
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Moreover, elder, when living beings of such bad karma die, their family, 
relatives, flesh-and-bone [descendents] may cultivate preparatory vegetarian 
feast to assist them on their karmic path. [In doing this] vegetable leaves or 
water from washing the rice should not be scattered on the earth when the 
feast has not concluded or during the preparation of the feast; and all the 
food should be eaten only after they have been offered to the Buddha and 
the Saægha. If the dietary taboos are violated or not rigorously enforced, the 
deceased will not receive empowerment [from the offering]. If purity is 
rigorously maintained when making offerings to the Buddha and the 
Saægha, the deceased will receive one seventh [of the merit]. Therefore, 
elder, if the living beings of Jambudvîpa are able to make vegetarian offer-
ings after the death of their fathers, mothers, families, and relatives, with 
determination and supplication on their behalf, such persons will benefit the 
living and the dead.136 

The Scripture on the Past Vows outlines the events one faces upon death, 
drawing on the doctrine of karma and rebirth as well as the popular concep-
tion that the dead must report to an otherworldly bureaucracy to receive 
judgment: 

When the great ghost of impermanence makes an untimely arrival, the spirit 
roams in the dark [region], not knowing yet its offenses and merits for forty-
nine days, as if one were ignorant and deaf or as if all the officials were 
arguing over the karmic retribution. Once judgment has been determined, 
one is reborn according to one’s karma. During the interval before [the 
rebirth], there are thousands of ten thousands of desolate forms of suffering. 
What more is it to fall into the various evil paths and so forth! Although this 
deceased has yet to undergo rebirth, one would hope that for every successive 
thought in the forty-nine days, all of one’s flesh-and-bone descendents, 
family, and relatives would rescue one through the power of merits they 
perform [on one’s behalf]. After those [forty-nine] days, one will receive 
retribution according to his karma. If one is an offender, one passes through 
a hundred thousand years without a day of liberation; if [the offenses are] 
the five uninterrupted sins, [one] falls into the great hell where one under-
goes various sufferings for thousands of ten thousands of kalpas.137

The passage stipulates an interval of forty-nine days between death and 
the next rebirth, a kind of limbo existence. During this interval, the imme-
diate kin of the deceased should intervene by performing meritorious ac-
tions on the behalf of the deceased. Present here are embryonic concepts 
of penance and purgation that will be fully articulated in the afterlife vi-
sion of the Scripture on the Ten Kings. 

136. Ibid.:13.784b.
137. Ibid.
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The Scripture on the Past Vows provides us with a model of Buddhist after-
life and death rites in late medieval China. It cannot be conclusively deter-
mined whether the scripture sought to canonize afterlife practices widespread 
in the larger milieu or whether it was an orchestrated venture on the part of 
the Buddhist establishment to disseminate the Dizang cult by forging links 
that enabled the cult to penetrate the core of daily religious life in medieval 
Chinese society. The scripture was apparently well known by the tenth cen-
tury and emerged as a core text in the Dizang cult. For example, in the tenth-
century canonical collection of Dizang miracle tales, the compiler invokes 
scenes from the Scripture on the Past Vows in his preface, and several stories in 
the compilation are fashioned after the Scripture on the Past Vows.138 Through 
its subtle maneuverings of narrative plot and motifs, the Scripture on the Past 
Vows was able to shape Dizang’s personality in such a manner that he re-
mained true to the classic bodhisattva ideal while evincing distinctive traits 
and functions that aligned him with filial piety and indigenous afterlife 
cults. 

New Scriptures, New Images of Dizang

The earliest images of Dizang circulating in sixth-century China were based 
on the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, which supplied the mythological founda-
tion for subsequent localized permutations. The flowering of Dizang scrip-
tures from the sixth to the tenth centuries produced a range of new images 
as Dizang the savior in an era of spiritual degeneration became a conduit for 
religious innovation and experimentation. The new scriptures introduced 
soteriologies that effectively produced a series of fascinating and, at times 
startling, images of Dizang. 

Like the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, 
the sixth-century Scripture on Divination invokes a mood of eschatological an-
ticipation. By this time, the spiritual doomsday, conceived in fairly general-
ized terms in earlier texts, had become a well-defined event in Buddhist 
history as expressed in the Semblance Dharma and the Final Dharma.139 Re-
shaped by the new soteriology espoused in this text, Dizang took on addi-
tional roles: Besides being an object of ritual confession, he became a patron 
deity of a form of karmic divination and an expedient object of meditative 
contemplation. As a patron deity of divination, Dizang represents yet an-
other example of Buddhist efforts to integrate practices from the mantic 
arts that flourished as part of the grassroots religion in China. 

The soteriological vision of The Exorcism Method also draws on Dizang’s 
connection to apocalyptic eschatology and his role as savior during the time 

138. For the Benyuan jing’s influence on the Dizang pusa xiang lingyan ji, see Chapter 5.
139. However, the references to Semblance Dharma and Final Dharma do not necessar-

ily indicate the presence of the Chinese tripartite temporal formulation (True Dharma, 
Semblance Dharma, Final Dharma). See the discussion on how the Zhancha jing fits into the 
development of the periodization of the decline of the Dharma in Nattier 1991: 98–99.
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of the Buddha’s absence. Like the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on 
Sumeru Treasury, The Exorcism Method ascribes a dhâraÿî to Dizang that he sup-
posedly acquired in his previous bodhisattva career. However, rather than 
receiving the dhâraÿî from the Buddha as in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, 
here Dizang learns it from a saint living in the mountains. This shift opens 
the way for a Buddho-Daoist amalgamation that runs through the entire text. 
Again the text’s soteriological concerns cast the bodhisattva in a new, differ-
ent light: Dizang emerges as a shamanic ritualist skilled in exorcism—not un-
like the liturgical priest of religious Daoism, adept at subjugating demonic 
spirits and recruiting their services. Two paradigms, the bodhisattva-savior 
and the priest-exorcist, coalesce and engender a new hybrid ideal whereby 
the bodhisattva-savior employs the use of talismans, ritual magic, and even a 
cavalry of netherworldly spirits to benefit and liberate living beings. 

The world of ritual continues in A Ritual Manual, which has Dizang Bo
dhisattva presiding over esoteric rites as the deity receiving veneration. If The 
Exorcism Method casts Dizang as the priest with the ritual keys to appease un-
known and dark forces, then A Ritual Manual enthrones Dizang as an all-
powerful esoteric deity, an object of worship and visualization, at once an 
embodiment of Buddhist salvation and the promise of worldly benefits. The 
practitioner visualizes himself as the deity while ritually enacting incanta-
tions and hand gestures attributed to Dizang. As the deity to whom an array 
of ritual offerings is presented, Dizang confers a broad range of worldly ben-
efits. In his esoteric guise, Dizang’s personality is further concretized: His 
speech patterns (sacred incantation) and physical actions (bodily posture 
and hand gestures) are spelled out through ritual instructions. 

In the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, chaotic times are no longer spe-
cific to an era of spiritual degeneration but are the general plight of those re-
born in hell. Dizang retains his classical bodhisattva character but is exalted 
as the savior specializing in afterlife matters. He takes on several afterlife 
functions: He is the judge who, along with King Yama, pronounces judgment 
on the dead in the underworld; he is the afterlife savior who brings tempo-
rary respite to tormented hell beings; he is the otherworldly guide directing 
dying devotees to the Land of Bliss; he is a member of the pantheon of Pure 
Land deities, the worship of which can ensure rebirth in the Land of Bliss. 

Finally, the Scripture on the Past Vows maps the past lives in Dizang’s career 
as a bodhisattva and fully develops his personality by filling in evident gaps. 
It creates a more distinctive mythology for Dizang, one that goes beyond the 
generalized bodhisattva lore offered in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. It be-
came necessary to endow Dizang with a religious history and personality 
that would distinguish him from other bodhisattvas before his cult could 
lodge itself permanently in the sinitic religious landscape. As its title sug-
gests, the Scripture on the Past Vows was consciously framed as part of the litera-
ture on the past vows of buddhas and bodhisattvas, a genre that effectively 
connects Dizang with the classic bodhisattva ideal as outlined in Indian 
Mahâyâna literature. Through its narrative plot and motifs, the Scripture on 
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the Past Vows endows Dizang with traits and functions aligning him with filial 
piety and afterlife cults in medieval China. New images of Dizang appear 
through the subtle interlacing of variegated themes: Dizang as a filial daugh-
ter (a motif that links him to Tang religious trends embodied in the Mulian 
myth) and Dizang as the patron deity of death and afterlife rituals. At the 
same time, he is the bodhisattva-savior entrusted with looking after living 
beings in the Sahâ world during the interval between Šâkyamuni Buddha 
and Maitreya Buddha. 

Perhaps because of his relatively indistinct personality in the pre-Chi-
nese Buddhist tradition, Dizang Bodhisattva’s image was especially mallea-
ble and invited religious experimentation and innovation. Whatever new 
image or function Dizang assumed, he never lost his original identification 
with the bodhisattva ideal in Indian Mahâyâna. His new roles were always 
subsumed under and introduced through the bodhisattva ideal of liberat-
ing and relieving living beings. 
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chapter 4

Art and Epigraphy

Written texts are not the sole medium in which religious negotiations 
and innovations take place. Visual and material objects document devotional 
practices that written records often overlook, especially forms of religious 
piety that take shape outside so-called orthodoxy and are thus marginalized 
by the elite clerics responsible for writing religious history. As discussed in 
Part 1, Shaanxi iconography proved to be critical for elucidating seventh-
century Chinese Buddhists’ visualizations of Dizang Bodhisattva inspired by 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. In this chapter, a wider range of art and in-
scriptions will be considered to amplify our knowledge of Dizang. Viewed 
through these extracanonical material artifacts, this bodhisattva reveals 
commonly overlooked interrelationships with other Buddhist deities, forged 
through cultic rivalry, religious adaptation, and the complicated dialectics 
between “elite” and “popular” interpretations. The Dizang examples suggest 
that religious art does not necessarily mirror textual formulae; it often con-
stitutes a vibrant forum for religious negotiation and improvisation that has 
the power to reshape religious history. 

The main sites for Dizang art from the sixth to the tenth centuries are lo-
cated in Henan, Hebei, Ningxia, and Shaanxi (north central China); Gansu 
(northwest China); and Sichuan (southwest China). Among the cave temples, 
Longmen Grottoes, located in Luoyang (Henan), houses the oldest images of 
Dizang (the earliest dating to 650–655), depicted mostly in princely attire.� 
Numerous images of Dizang were apparently made at Longmen during the 
reigns of Gaozong 高宗 (r. 649–683) and Wu Zetian 武則天 (r. 684–705).� Di-
zang art then spread across various sites in the north central plains. Images 
dating from 695 to 716 have been found at Mount Hall of Echoes (Xiangtang 
shan), located between Hebei and Henan.� To the northwest in southern 

�. The statue of Dizang standing at Binyang nan dong 賓陽南洞 has been dated to 650–
655 on the basis of iconographic style. Dizang is dressed in princely garb, adorned with jewels, 
and holds a vase in one hand. For a line drawing of this standing Dizang, see Chang 1990: 29, 
fig. 2. According to Chang Qing, this statue is stylistically comparable to those of Amitâbha 
and a standing bodhisattva at Longmen; accompanying inscriptions date the statues to the 
zhenguan 貞觀 era. However, on the basis of extant inscriptional dating, the earliest Longmen 
representation of Dizang would be the sculpture in the niche outside Yaofang dong 藥方洞, 
dated to 664; see Chang 1990: 29. Few pictures of the Longmen Dizang statues have been pub-
lished; Chang’s article includes only a handful of line drawings. For a rare color reproduction 
of a damaged statue, see the exhibition catalog by Alphen (2001: 124–125, n. 23). 

�. Chang 1990: 30. 
�. Mizuno and Nagahiro 1937: 119–146. 



Art and Epigraphy		  119

Ningxia, Mount Sumeru (Xumi shan) also contains several statues. At both 
Xiangtang shan and Xumi shan, Dizang is usually shown as a monk; he some-
times appears singly on cave pillars or in niches. As mentioned earlier, Shaanxi 
has yielded miniature tile images and full-size single sculptures, usually sur-
rounded by the six paths of rebirth. These signal Dizang’s ascendancy as an 
independent focus of cultic piety.� 

On the northwest border, the Grottoes of Unsurpassed Height (Mogao 
ku 莫高窟) at Dunhuang are known for their large collection of scroll paint-
ings and cave murals. Dizang appears at Dunhuang by the late eighth cen-
tury, often as a monk holding a wish-granting jewel and clothed in ornate 
robes. Beginning in the tenth century, pictures of Dizang in the company of 
the Ten Kings of purgatory and their court retinues fill the ceilings of pas-
sageways opening onto the main chambers of several grottoes. On Sichuan’s 
southwest border, Northern Mountain (Beishan 北山) in Dazu 大足 county 
posesses a series of small niches containing pairings of Dizang with Guanyin 
or single images of Dizang commissioned from the ninth century on.� Rela-
tively unstudied until recently, Sichuan sites house an extensive collection of 
Dizang images, especially significant because the art reflects less studied cul-
tic patterns in Tang China. 

The geographical shift from central China to the western borders in part 
reflects larger trends in Buddhist art that were prompted by political condi-
tions. Under the auspices of the Northern Wei rulers from the late fifth cen-
tury, Buddhist cave art was initiated on a gigantic scale at two sites: Yungang 
near the old capital (Datong 大同, Shanxi) and later at Longmen outside the 
new capital, Luoyang (Henan). This explosion of Buddhist art in central 
China continued into the eighth century. In the wake of the Northern Wei 
sites, other cave temples like Xiangtang shan and Xumi shan were built in 
north central China, beginning in the sixth century. Meanwhile construction 
of cave-temple complexes began in Gansu and Sichuan, although the epit-
ome of Buddhist art was not reached in the western region until the Tang pe-
riod. The Dunhuang and Sichuan sites were begun primarily by local elites in 
contrast to the state sponsorship of cave sites in the central plains. Nonethe-
less, state authorities also contributed to the flowering of Buddhist art on the 
western borders, especially in Sichuan, which maintained close relations with 
the Tang court.� Wu Zetian’s ascendancy, for instance, coincided with the es-

�. See previous discussion in Chapter 2. 
�. Baoding shan 寶頂山, also in Dazu, contains a monumental cliff sculpture of Di-

zang and the Ten Kings presiding over scenes of hell torture. 
�. The treasures unearthed at Sichuan Buddhist sites have recently attracted the atten-

tion of art historians. In western scholarship, Angela Howard was among the first to call atten-
tion to Sichuan art, and she has produced a set of important studies on Sichuan (1988, 1989, 
1990, 1998, 2001). Henrik S¡renson (1989a, 1989b, 1991, 1995a, 1995b, 1997, 1998) has pub-
lished several articles and field reports on Sichuan Buddhist art. Two important dissertations 
have been written on two major sites in Sichuan Dazu: For a comprehensive study of Beishan 
北山 with a complete catalog of the niches and translations of the inscriptions, see Suchan 
2003; for Baoding shan, see Kucera 2002. In the arena of Chinese scholarship, the efforts of 
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tablishment of major Buddhist sites at Guangyuan 廣元 (northeast Sichuan), 
Wu’s birthplace.� Moreover, when Emperor Xuanzong 玄宗 (r. 712–756) fled 
to Sichuan seeking refuge from political chaos, the attending court retinue 
included monks and artisans who were instrumental in promoting religious 
activities like the construction of Buddhist sites in Sichuan from the eighth 
century on. The rapid breakdown of centralized powers, which followed on 
the heels of the An Lushan 安祿山 (703–757) revolt in 755, heralded a radical 
shift in the foci of Buddhist cave art from the central plains to the outskirt re-
gions of Dunhuang and Sichuan. The geographical displacement witnessed 
in Dizang art, from north central China to the western boundaries, thus mir-
rored these larger patterns in the history of Chinese Buddhist art. 

In what follows, I examine only those examples of Dizang art and epig-
raphy that are most relevant to the thematic issue under discussion. Given 
the extensiveness of Dizang art, it is expedient for a study of this nature to 
reiterate the perspective of religious history over that of art history, leaving 
such scrutiny of Dizang images to the trained eyes of art historians.� 

A Princely Householder or Monk Bodhisattva? 

An important aspect of the Bodhisattva Dizang, as he is known in East Asia 
today, is his role as a šramaÿa. As previously mentioned, the earliest recorded 

the Sichuan Chinese Academy are reflected in the continuous output of research published in 
the journal Sichuan wenwu. Members of the academy have also published important book-length 
surveys: Liu, Hu, and Li 1985; Li Fangyin 1990; Guo Xiangying 1993; Hu 1994. For a critical edi-
tion of Dazu inscriptions that compares the inscriptions in situ with literary records of the in-
scriptions, see Guo 1999a. Art books reproducing Sichuan sculpture have also been published. 
For an overview of Sichuan sculpture, see Zhongguo meishu quanji bianji weiyuanhui 1988. For 
Anyue, see Liu Changjiu 1997; for Dazu, see the four-volume compilation Guo 1999b; Liu 1999. 

�. Besides Huangze si 皇澤寺, which was named after Wu herself, another important Bud-
dhist site in Guangyuan is the Qianfo yai 千佛崖. For a discussion of Qianfo yai, see Ma and 
Ding 1990.

�. Dizang art in Dunhuang has attracted the most attention from art historians. In partic-
ular, the beautiful paintings of Dizang and the Ten Kings, as well as the “hooded Dizang,” have 
been the subject of quite a few Japanese studies; see Matsumoto 1922, 1933, 1937; Kawahara 
1974: 99–123. In recent years, Chinese art historians have also published essays on Dunhuang 
Dizang art, specifically its connection with the Ten Kings; see Luo 1993; Luo Shiping 1998; 
Pan 1998. For Dizang art in Longmen, see Chang 1990. Dizang art in Sichuan has attracted a 
growing body of scholarship. Moroto Fumio (1986) offers an early study of the hooded Dizang 
in Dazu Beishan. Hu and Jiang (1997) provide a preliminary overview. Both Chen Mingguang 
(2002) and Kucera (1995) have undertaken studies of the monumental sculpture of hell in the 
cave at Baoding shan in Dazu. In addition to Dazu, other sites in Sichuan have attracted atten-
tion. For pairings of Dizang and Guanyin in Sichuan, see Hu 1994: 226–230. Yao (2002) has 
studied the Dizang art in Guangyuan, focusing on the folklorization of his underworld aspect. 
For Dizang and the six paths of rebirth in cave 25 of Nan kan 南龕 at Bazhong 巴中, see Ju 1999. 
Dizang art in other parts of East Asia has been more substantively studied. Pak Young-Sook’s 
dissertation explores Kºitigarbha art in Korea during the Koryõ (918–1392) dynasty. (I regret 
that I did not have access to this work.) Pak has published some of her findings (1977, 1995, 
1998) and is currently completing a book on Chijang art in Korea. Many studies examine Jizô 
art in Japan: e.g., Kawakatsu 1974; Kajitani 1974; Nakano 1974. 
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image of Dizang, a wall illustration at Faju si (in modern-day Chengdu) by 
Zhang Sengyou, portrays the bodhisattva as a monk, seated with one leg 
pendant on a couch.� However, this seventh-century painting is no longer ex-
tant. The early Longmen examples of Dizang often show him in the guise 
of a traditional bodhisattva, usually seated in the “pose of royal ease” 
(lalitâsana)—one leg pendant and the other folded on the seat—a stylistic de-
tail that art historians consider characteristic of Dizang art at Longmen (see 
Figure 7).10 

In contrast to the numerous princely bodhisattva representations, 
Longmen only possesses four images of Dizang as a šramaÿa, dating to the 
second half of the seventh century.11 Three of the figures, two at Wang 
Yuangui’s Cave (Wang Yuangui dong 王元軌洞) and the third at the Cave 
of the Officer of the Eight Crafts (Bazuo si dong 八作司洞), are seated in 
the lalitâsana pose with the right hand holding a jewel.12 The fourth image, 

�. Daoshi recorded and dated this image to 665; see Fayuan zhulin, T2122:53.392c. 
Also see previous discussion of this miraculous image in Chapter 2. 

10. See Chang 1990: 27–29, figs. 1, 2. On the basis of stylistic consistency, it has been pro-
posed that several other bodhisattva sculptures in similar lalitâsana postures situated along 
the northern and middle sections of the western hill at Longmen should be regarded as Di-
zang images. These date from the reigns of Emperor Gaozong to Empress Wu, or roughly from 
the mid-sixth to the early seventh centuries; see Chang 1990: 29–30; cf. McNair 1996: 333.

11. Chang 1990: 31. Note that none of the images can be dated through inscriptions. 
12. Bazuo si is an official title; the eight crafts are: plastering (ni 泥), painting (chibai 赤白), 

varnishing (tongyou 銅油), stonework (shi 石), tilework (wa 瓦), bamboo work (zhu 竹), masonry 
(zhuan 磚), and well work (jing 井). The cave is most likely named after its sponsor, who held the 

Figure 7. (l) Seated Dizang. Southern wall outside Wanfo dong, Longmen, Henan.  
(r) Seated Dizang, Binyang dong, Longmen. Drawing courtesy of Chang Qing.
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at the Middle Cave of the Setting Sun (Binyang zhong dong 賓陽中洞), 
portrays Dizang with the paths of rebirth streaming out from his raised 
palm (see Figure 8).13 

Given the number and earlier date of the images dressed in royal garb, 
one may speculate that Chinese artisans first sculpted Dizang using the ico-
nography of bodhisattvas known to them—that is, in the guise of a princely 
householder.14 Drawing inspiration probably from the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, artisans created the alternative šramaÿa iconography, in the process 
of which they might have faced the dilemma of how to differentiate Dizang 
Bodhisattva from an ordinary monk disciple. The Scripture on the Ten Wheels 
furnishes the motifs of the precious gem and the six paths of rebirth.15 Both 

office of the eight crafts. There are two Dizang images, one at each extreme end, in the Wang 
Yuangui dong. Each statue portrays Dizang with a shaven head and dressed in monastic robes, 
seated on a lotus pedestal with one leg pendant. He carries a jewel in one hand while the other 
hand rests on his knee. An inscription preserved inside the cave mentions the year 687; see 
Chang 1990: 30, figs. 4, 5. In the lower section of the Bazuo si dong is an image of a monk mea-
suring 0.92 m high. He wears a robe with folds flowing down from the shoulders and across the 
chest and is seated in the lalitâsana pose, holding a jewel in his raised right hand; see Chang 
1990: 31, fig. 6. The style of Dizang’s robe differs somewhat in these two caves. 

13. See Chang 1990: 30, fig. 3. 
14. Note that among Longmen sculptures of Dizang in princely attire are the two ear-

liest extant carvings of him, those located at Yaofang dong and Binyang nan dong. 
15. In the Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a–b, it is said that when Dizang arrived 

at the buddha assembly, astonishing transformations occurred. The audience found them-

Figure 8. Dizang and the paths of rebirth, 
Binyang dong, Longmen, Henan. Drawing 
courtesy of Chang Qing.



Art and Epigraphy		  123

images remained distinctive of Dizang iconography, although over time 
other motifs were introduced as Dizang’s functions expanded. At Dafo si, Di-
zang is shown as both a princely householder and a monk seated in the 
lalitâsana pose.16 A stele carving preserved at the Shaanxi Provincial Museum 
in Xi’an, which Amy McNair identifies as Dizang, shows a one-leg-pendant 
seated bodhisattva dressed like a prince and crowned with a diadem.17 In 
Xiangtang shan and Xumi shan, the majority of the images depict Dizang as 
a one-leg-pendant seated monk. An inscription toward the southern end of 
Xiangtang shan (niches 3–39), dated 695, characterizes Dizang as a šramaÿa: 
“in veneration constructed [  ] statue(s) of the šramaÿa Bodhisattva Dizang” 
敬造沙門地藏菩／□□鋪.18

By the eighth century, the šramaÿa iconography was widely accepted as 
the norm for representing Dizang. Dunhuang and Sichuan contain so many 
images of Dizang as a monk that it is unnecessary to enumerate them all. 
Two attributes, the hood and the staff (Ch. xizhang 錫杖; Skt. khakkara), prob-
ably of Central Asian origin, merit special note. At Dunhuang and Sichuan, 
Dizang frequently wears a piece of cloth wrapped around his head that cas-
cades onto his shoulders or is sometimes knotted around each ear.19 Matsu-
moto dubbed this image the “hooded Dizang” (hibô jizô 被帽地蔵).20 Central 
Asian travelers protected their heads from the harsh climate with a cape, 
which was widely adopted—although not always sanctioned—in the Indian 
vinaya as part of the monastic habit in the region.21 The hooded Dizang 
(Kor. Chijang) was transmitted from the Chinese borders to Korea and ap-
pears frequently in paintings and sculptures from the Koryõ and Chosõn 
(1392–1910) periods.22 The staff is immensely popular in both Dunhuang 

selves miraculously adorned, each hand grasping a luminous wish-granting gem, which ex-
uded rays of light illumining all the buddha-lands. They also found themselves experiencing 
miraculous acts of healing, allaying suffering, and so forth. Also cf. Dasheng daji dizang shilun 
jing, T411:13.721a–b.

16. Chang 1998: 235.
17. For a reproduction of this stele carving, see McNair 1996: 379, fig. 10.
18. Lee 1992: 12. 
19. In Dunhuang, the hooded Dizang is frequently depicted on the ceilings of arch-

ways leading into the principal cave shrine. He also appears in scroll paintings preserved in 
museums outside of China. Matsumoto Eiichi was among the first scholars to highlight the 
hooded Dizang in Dunhuang art. Dazu Beishan in Sichuan has several instances of the 
hooded Dizang; see Figures 23 and 24 for examples from niches 279 and 281. The hooded 
Dizang also appears, albeit with less frequency, elsewhere in Sichuan: For example, Anyue 
Yuanjue dong 安岳圓覺洞 niche 60; see Figure 29. Two instances are also found in niche 62 
of Bazhong nan kan; for line drawings, see Ding 1990: 48. For a study of the hooded Dizang 
iconography in Sichuan Dazu, see Moroto 1986: 34–37. 

20. Matsumoto 1937: 368.
21. The hooded Dizang continued to flourish in Chinese Buddhist art. It is found for 

instance in a thirteenth-century hanging scroll painting of Dizang with the monk Daoming 
道明 and the Demon King No-Poison (wudu wang 無毒王), now preserved in Engaku-ji 圓覚

寺 in Japan. For a photo reproduction of this painting, see Little 2003: 56, fig. 3. 
22. For Koryõ examples of the hooded Chijang, see Little 2003: 52–56. An eminent 

Chosõn example is found in Muwi-sa 無為寺 in Kangjin, Chonnam province. This temple 
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and Sichuan art. Like the hood, the staff may have become part of Dizang’s 
iconography because of its widespread adoption as one of the requisites of a 
Buddhist monk.23 Monks are encouraged to sound the staff to either frighten 
off harmful reptiles while walking on forest paths or signal their presence at 
the doorsteps of almsgivers.24 The staff also functions as a crutch for elderly 
monks. Dizang’s staff is usually shown with a large ring at the top through 
which are threaded smaller rings—generally six to symbolize the six paths of 
rebirth. It is important to note that although the staff came to be adopted in 
Dizang iconography because it was part of a monk’s paraphernalia, its sym-
bolism expanded with the “underworld Dizang,” who is said to use a staff to 
smash open hell’s gates.25 

Yet another element of Dizang’s iconography is the decorative jewelry 
prominent in ninth- and tenth-century Dunhuang art. Among those Dun-
huang paintings recovered by Stein (e.g., Stein 125, 118 in the British Mu-
seum) and Pelliot (e.g., EO 1186, MG 17768, EO 1398, MG 22798, EO 1168, 
EO 1180, MG 17779, MG 17658 in the Musée Guimet) are several banners 
that portray Dizang standing, head completely shaven, dressed in fine robes 
and ornamented with earrings, a necklace, and wrist or arm bracelets.26 In 
certain portraits, the hooded Dizang also wears a jeweled necklace (Stein 19, 
23; MG 17664, 17793, 17795, 17662, 17794; EO 3644, 1173, 3580).27 Several 
examples of Dizang are painted on the ceilings in the passageways or on 
walls located in situ at Dunhuang (e.g., caves 116, 390, 384) and in the neigh-
boring Elms Grove Grottoes (Yulin ku 榆林窟), south of Anxi 安西 county 
(e.g., caves 12, 33).28 This jewelry motif is found not only in Dunhuang, but 

possesses a mural painting, dated to 1476 and designated a national treasure, of an Amitâbha 
triad with Chijang and Kwanum (Guanyin) as attendant bodhisattvas. A gilded sculpture of 
the trio stands in front of the wall painting. Dizang wears a hood in both the painting and 
sculpture; see Moon 1984, pl. 27. 

23. For studies on the khakkara, see Amanô 1988: 285–291; 1989: 69–78; Gao 1993: 
9–19. 

24. This is necessary because monks do not have the right to knock on doors. 
25. In the narrative versions of the Mulian story, the foundation myth of the Ghost Fes-

tival, the Buddha gave his own staff to Mulian, who used it to open the gates of hell. In the 
Dunhuang version of this narrative, the Buddha says: 

Quickly I take my metal-ringed staff and give it to you,
It can repel the eight difficulties and the three disasters;
If only you remember diligently to recite my name,
The hells will certainly open up their doors for you. (translated in Mair 1983: 104;  

cf. 107)

26. For reproductions, see Whitfield 1982–1985: 1, pls. 44, 45; Giès 1995: 2, pls. 51–59. 
27. For reproductions of Stein 19, 23, see Whitfield 1982–1985: 2, pls. 22, 24. For repro-

ductions of MG 17664, 17793, 17795, 17662, 17794, see Giès 1995: 2, pls. 60–67.
28. On the ceiling of the Mogao cave 390 passageway is Dizang, head shaven and holding 

the staff and the jewel. One can discern the six paths of rebirth streaming from his nimbus, 
while the courts of the Ten Kings are depicted along the two sides and directly below him; see 
the reproduction published in Duan 1990b: 111, fig. 107. On the ceiling of the Mogao ku cave 
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also in Sichuan. Dazu Beishan niche 253 shows a standing Dizang with a 
shaven head, attired as a monk and decorated with earrings and necklaces. 
The jewelry operates as a visual reminder of Dizang’s status as a bodhisattva 
and differentiates him from other disciple monks (see Figures 9 and 10).

As we saw earlier, A Ritual Manual prescribes a form of Dizang icon that 
portrays the bodhisattva in monastic robes with a deity’s crown upon his 
head. Another work dating to the ninth century, the Huanhun ji 還魂記 (Re-
cord of a Returned Soul), a narrative recovered from Dunhuang (S 3092), re-
lates the underworld sojourn of a monk called Daoming 道明.29 In this story, 
Daoming initially fails to recognize Dizang in the underworld because of dis-
crepancies in his iconography. Daoming explains that Dizang the bodhisat-
tva is usually shown as a monk with his head exposed; the “real” Dizang 
before him is a monk wearing some kind of jeweled and floral headgear. 
Upon hearing this, an indignant Dizang instructs Daoming, on his return to 
the living realm, to make known the bodhisattva’s true appearance as a monk 
bedecked with a jeweled coiffure and attended by a lion. It is clear from this 
tale that Dizang’s iconography was still controversial in late medieval China. 

Although šramaÿa iconography was eventually established as the norm, 
Dizang as the princely householder did not vanish altogether but was perpet-
uated especially in esoteric art, which I will discuss later. The šramaÿa with 
the shaven head has never lost its appeal and persists alongside the sovereign 
imagery of the five-buddha crown in modern Dizang iconography. 

Dizang and Guanyin as Saviors of This World

Françoise Wang-Toutain and Yü Chün-fang, who studied Dizang and Guan-
yin independently, have both called attention to possible medieval connec-
tions between these two Buddhist deities.30 Indeed visual, inscriptional, and 
narrative materials suggest that Dizang and Guanyin were frequently vener-
ated together in medieval China. No scriptural source, at least not in the re-

384 passageway is a hooded Dizang, the fingers of his right hand forming a mudrâ and his left 
hand holding the cintâmaÿi. One can make out the paths of rebirth streaming from his nim-
bus, while the courts of the Ten Kings are depicted along the two sides and directly below him; 
for a reproduction, see Duan 1990a: fig. 18. Above the doorway of the western wall in Yulin 
cave 12 is a hooded Dizang wearing a necklace and holding a khakkara and a cintâmaÿi; for a re-
production see Duan 1990b: 113, fig. 108. Above the doorway of the eastern wall in Yulin cave 
33 is Dizang as a monk with a shaven head, surrounded by the six realms of existence. He wears 
a necklace and holds in his hands a khakkara and a cintâmaÿi. The cave is dated to the tenth 
century. For reproductions of this painting, see Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1997, fig. 77; Duan 
1990b: 140, 148, fig. 140. 

29. For a discussion and translation, see Teiser 1988a: 447–450. I discuss the narrative 
in greater detail in Chapter 5. 

30. Wang-Toutain 1998: 292; Yü 2001: 323. In fact the portrayal of Dizang’s attributes and 
salvific activities in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels closely resembles those of Guanyin in the 
Lotus Scripture. The parallels are so striking that scholars have argued that the introduction of 
Dizang in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels was a later addition and modeled after Chapter 25 of 
the Lotus Scripture, a chapter devoted to exalting Guanyin worship; see Soper 1959: 210–211.



Figure 9. Dizang with jeweled 
necklace. Mogao grotto 16, 
Dunhuang, Gansu. Photograph 
courtesy of Wang Huimin.

Figure 10. Dizang wearing 
jewelry. Beishan Fowan niche 
253, Dazu, Sichuan.
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ceived archives we have today, details the relationship between Dizang and 
Guanyin in medieval China.31 Although the literature affords parallels be-
tween the two bodhisattvas, the pairing of Dizang and Guanyin as a focus of 
veneration is concretized mostly through visual imagery, an indication that 
the association probably took shape in the broader religious milieu. 

Unlike Dizang, the Indian counterpart of Guanyin, Avalokitešvara, is a 
fairly well-defined personage in Indian literature. From the third century 
on, scriptures on Guanyin were translated into Chinese, and collections of 
miracle tales on the efficacies of this bodhisattva multiplied.32 There was a 
sharp increase in the production of Guanyin images at Longmen.33 Scholars 
have pointed out that some portrayals of Dizang possess attributes or acces-
sories typical of Guanyin iconography. For example, in Longmen and Dun-
huang art, Dizang sometimes holds a sprinkler vase, an object more 
commonly associated with Guanyin.34 Three Dunhuang paintings of Dizang 
are styled after the so-called “Water-moon Guanyin” (Shuiyue Guanyin 水月
觀音).35 In light of these stylistic resemblances, Françoise Wang-Toutain con-
cluded that early on artisans deployed Guanyin iconography as a model.36 
But it is critical to acknowledge the fluidity of iconography, especially in the 
early phase of religious history, and to exercise caution when imposing what 
we now accept as definitive attributes of deities at a time when Buddhist ico-
nography was less defined.37 For instance, until the seventh or eighth cen-

31. Scholars sometimes cite the Scripture on the Past Vows as the scriptural source for associ-
ating Dizang with Guanyin for two reasons: (1) the presence of Guanyin as an interlocutor in 
Chapter 12; and (2) the comparison of the merits of venerating Dizang and Guanyin in Chap-
ter 11. However, neither instance really spells out any special connection with Guanyin. Upon 
scrutinizing the relevant passage in Chapter 11, it turns out that Dizang worship is compared 
not only to that of Guanyin, but also Maitreya, Mañjušrî, and Samantabhadra; see Dizang pusa 
benyuan jing, T412:13787a. Moreover, the date of the Scripture on the Past Vows is uncertain, and 
we can only ascertain that the text circulated in China by the tenth century. Because the trend 
of pairing Dizang with Guanyin is present in Longmen and other sites in north central China 
dating as early as the interval between the seventh and eighth centuries, the iconography most 
likely preceded the introduction of the scripture. 

32. For the dating of these texts, see Campany 1996b. For a study of Guanyin miracle 
tales, see Makita 1970. 

33. Guanyin is a well-investigated topic in art history; the studies are too numerous to 
enumerate here. For a recent overview of Guanyin art, see Karetzky 2004. 

34. For a line drawing of Dizang with a sprinkler vase (Binyang nan dong niche 16), 
see Chang 1990: 29, fig. 2. Stein painting 118, dated to the ninth century, is a Dunhuang ex-
ample showing Dizang holding this vase; see Whitfield 1982–1985, pl. 45. A cartouche in the 
right corner identifies the bodhisattva. 

35. Wang-Toutain 1998: 292. Wang-Toutain lists two paintings from the Musée Guimet col-
lection (MG 17659 and MG 17794) and a third painting located in the Chinese collection. The 
Water-moon Guanyin typically sits in the midst of water on a rock promontory that symbolizes 
Potala, her head encircled by a nimbus against a background landscape usually containing 
some kind of vegetation. For studies on the Water-moon Guanyin, see Chan 1996; Rösch 2006. 

36. See Wang-Toutain 1998: 292–293. 
37. This is not to say that modern religious iconography is “frozen”; novel interpreta-

tions continue to emerge, but they are now negotiated against a background of well-defined 
Buddhist iconography. 
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tury, the vase was a fairly common accessory for Buddhist deities; it is seen 
in the iconography of not only Dizang and Guanyin, but Maitreya as well.38 
Whatever the original inspiration behind the association, the two bodhi-
sattvas Dizang and Guanyin were inextricably linked in the medieval 
imagination.39 

The pairing of deities is certainly not confined to Dizang and Guanyin; 
the practice can be traced to the duplicating of bodhisattvas that emerged 
early in Chinese Buddhist art.40 This swiftly gave way to placing together 
two different bodhisattvas; in time Dizang-Guanyin became the most com-
mon pair. Early pairings of the two are found at Longmen and appeared 
soon afterward in other north central sites like Xiangtang shan. They 
occur frequently on the western borders of Sichuan and Gansu, and were 
especially widespread in Beishan during the late ninth and tenth centu-
ries.41 At Beishan Fowan 佛灣 (Buddha Bend), a total of forty niches (twenty 
percent of the total number) contain different combinations of bodhisat-
tva pairs, the most recurrent of which is Dizang-Guanyin.42 

Why were Guanyin and Dizang linked in the medieval imagination? 
Thomas Suchan has pointed to a piece of visual evidence that could eluci-
date the mindset of tenth-century Chinese who venerated these two bodhi-
sattvas together: Niche 1 at the Monastery of the Winding Steppe (Pantuo si 
盤陀寺) in Qionglai 邛崍 contains a statue of Amitâbha Buddha dated by in-
scription to 820; immediately outside the main niche is a smaller one hous-
ing two bodhisattvas seated on separate lotus pedestals, both with one leg 

38. For example, Gandharan art depicts Maitreya with a vase in his hand. 
39. Early Tang sites in central China contain inscriptions and sculptures pairing the 

two bodhisattvas. At Longmen, six inscriptions refer to this pairing; see inscription texts 11, 
20, 21, 26, 30, and 32 listed in Chang 1990: 32. Of these, text 32 mentions an eleven-faced 
Guanyin. I have located three relevant inscriptions from southern Xiangtang shan: 

1.	 Inscription dating to 701–704 found in niche 1: 為亡妻陳造觀音地藏菩薩像記 
(text 9 in Mizuno and Nagahiro 1937: 123, and pl. 10B); 

2.	 Inscription dating to 712 found in niche 2: 荊□□等造地藏觀音像記 (text 31 in 
ibid: 127, and pl. 15A); and

3.	 Inscription dating to 705 found in niche 2: 荊義 振 等造地藏觀音像記 (text 42 in 
ibid: 130, and pl. 15A).

40. For reproductions of Tang examples of the bodhisattvas duplicated in a single 
niche, see Han 2001: 19, 25. 

41. On the pairing of Dizang and Guanyin in Sichuan, see Hu 1994: 228–229. 
42. Other iconographies pair Candraprabha (Yueguang 月光) with Sûryagarbha (Ri-

guang 日光), Mañjušrî (Wenshu) with Samantabhadra (Puxian), and Guanyin with Mahâsthâ-
maprâpta (Dashizhi). Dizang and Guanyin pairings are located in Beishan Fowan niches 17, 
29, 58, 82, 117, 121, 170, 171, 172, 187, 191, 193, 196, 221, 228, 241, 244, 248, 249, 253, 257, 275, 
and 277. The majority of these niches, however, lack inscriptions and the images have been 
identified through iconographical attributes. Pairings of Dizang and Guanyin occur in other 
Sichuan sites: for example, niche 38 at Feixian ge 飛仙閣 (Pavilion of Flying Celestials) in Puji-
ang 浦江, and niche 119 at Qianfo yai in Jiajiang 夾江, both dated to the middle of the late 
Tang. 
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pendant (see Figure 11).43 One of them, a monk with a shaven head, wears a 
necklace, while the other is draped in princely robes and long flowing scarves. 
Immediately below the monk is a vignette of hell retribution; wretched sin-
ners are submerged in a boiling cauldron over which two wardens keep vigil 
and all are surrounded by flames. Below the other image swirling tides well 
up to sweep away four figures. (This scene points to the Lotus Scripture’s in-
junction to incant Guanyin’s name when facing danger at sea.)44

Although no inscription accompanies this sculpture, the imagery identi-
fies the two bodhisattvas as Dizang and Guanyin. Through scenes of hell and 
peril at sea, the artist upholds Dizang as the promise of otherworldly mitiga-
tion in hell and Guanyin as the rescuer of those caught in the exigencies of 
living in this world. From the perspective of Buddhist cosmology, hells are lo-
cated within the cosmography of our Sahâ world, a defiled realm encompass-
ing all six paths of rebirth. In other words, both Dizang and Guanyin are 
deities invariably tied to the fortunes of this world. However, one should reit-
erate that medieval Chinese essentially viewed the universe as three-tiered: 
the heavens above (tian 天); the human (ren 人) world; and the world beneath 
the earth (di 地).45 The main niche, which houses the large Amitâbha image, 

43. See Suchan 2005.
44. Miaofa lianhua jing, T262:9.56c.
45. This three-tiered stratification is discernible as far back as the Shang. The Chinese 

character for king, wang 王, is explained as a logograph that renders the king, especially in 
Shang shamanism, as the religio-political mediator who bridges heaven, humans, and earth. 

Figure 11. Dizang and 
Guanyin, Pantuo si niche 1, 
Qionglai, Sichuan. Photograph 
courtesy of Thomas Suchan. 
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corresponds to the heavens, while the smaller niche and its engravings in-
voke the realms of the living and the underworld. Dizang and Guanyin, on 
account of their geographical associations, were more readily integrated 
into the spatial categories of Chinese cosmography. Whatever its origin, cul-
tic practice addressed to a Dizang-Guanyin pairing probably spread in con-
nection with their identities as this-worldly saviors. We cannot be sure when 
the smaller exterior niche was carved, but given its contents, it was in all like-
lihood a later addition, no earlier than the ninth century. 

Three further points should be made regarding the pairing of Dizang 
with Guanyin: first, its connection with Pure Land worship; second, its 

Figure 12. Pure Land transformation tableaux. Beishan niche 245, Dazu, 
Sichuan. 
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broader connection with the cult of the multiple buddhas; and finally, its 
association with the Ten Kings. As we will see later in this chapter, Dizang 
and Guanyin sometimes flank Amitâbha or Bhaiºajyaguru Buddha to form 
a triadic icon, although it is unclear as to which configuration, the triad or 
the pairing, came first or how they are related to one another. Particularly 
important is Beishan Fowan niche 245 and its large, intricate carving of 
the Buddha Amitâbha’s realm, the Western Land of Bliss, surrounded on 
three sides by scenes from the Visualization Scripture, including the sixteen 
visualizations for rebirth in the Western Paradise (see Figure 12). An 
inscription indicates that this carving existed by the beginning of the tenth 
century.46

Significantly, two walls of small niches (numbered 237–244, 246–249) 

46. For the inscription text, see Guo 1999a: 17. This partially effaced inscription mentions 
the jimao 己卯 year, which Guo reconstructs as the year 919.

Figure 13. 
Promontory 
lateral wall facing 
south. Outside 
Beishan niche 
245, Dazu, 
Sichuan.
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containing miniature images of Dizang or Guanyin or the two together 
were attached to either side of the central niche, forming flanking protru-
sions (see Figures 13 and 14). From the spatial arrangement, one could 
conclude that these smaller niches were added after the large relief engrav-
ing was finished.47 The additions to the main relief carving of the Western 
Pure Land may suggest cultic contestation that pitted the divine efficacies 
of the Buddha against those of the bodhisattva.48 The spatial arrangement 
at niche 245 thus represents a local response to this cultic dilemma in 
which venerating Dizang and Guanyin was viewed as an appropriate exten-
sion of Amitâbha Buddha worship. The distance to the seemingly remote 

47. Not all the smaller niches have inscriptions, but the few with dates suggest that 
they were made in the latter half of the tenth century.

48. This controversy over the efficacy of reciting the Buddha’s name versus the bodhi-
sattva’s is recorded in Tang Pure Land polemical literature; for relevant passages, see the 
previous discussion in Chapter 2. 

Figure 14. 
Promontory lateral 
wall facing north. 
Outside Beishan 
niche 245, Dazu, 
Sichuan.



Figure 15 (above). 
Dizang and Guanyin with 
seven buddhas. Qianfo yai 
niche 125, Jiajiang, 
Sichuan. 

Figure 16 (left). Dizang 
and Guanyin with six 
buddhas. Beishan niche 
172, Dazu, Sichuan.
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paradise of Amitâbha would then be bridged by the two bodhisattvas, Di-
zang and Guanyin, to whom family members must pray to ensure that the 
dead do not fall into evil destinies. 

Other iconography surfaces in Sichuan art: small meditation buddhas, 
varying in number and seated on lotuses with intertwining stems, juxtaposed 
against larger statues of Dizang and Guanyin. The earliest examples of the 
two bodhisattvas with smaller buddhas are in niches 162 and 125 at the Cliff 
of Thousand Buddhas (Qianfo yai 千佛崖) in Jiajiang 夾江, both dating to 
the middle of late Tang (see Figure 15). Three later examples, all dating to 
the Song period, are found in Beishan Fowan: niche 191 (probably dating to 
the tenth century) portrays ten buddhas on lotuses arising from a vessel 
placed between a seated Guanyin and a hooded Dizang; niche 187, a duplica-
tion of niche 191; and niche 172, which features six buddhas together with 
the two bodhisattvas (see Figure 16).49 Originating in Indian sources, the 
seven buddhas of the past and the buddhas of the ten directions invoke 
strong temporal and spatial connotations. In these visual imaginings, Di-
zang and Guanyin are probably perceived as acting in this world on behalf of 
all the buddhas through all ages and in all worlds. In other words, Dizang 
and Guanyin are the divine intercessors par excellence who bridge this world 
and other realms. 

The pairing of Dizang with Guanyin also occurs regularly in Dunhuang 
art from the early Tang period. Dunhuang yields several examples dated to 
the tenth century or after in which these two bodhisattvas appear together 
with the Ten Kings. Over the ceiling of the passageway in cave 6 are painted 
two panels: one portrays a water-moon Guanyin and the other Dizang presid-
ing over the court of the Ten Kings.50 Similar iconographies are found in 
tenth-century paintings now kept at the Musée Guimet: For example, EO 
3644, a silk painting, shows an eleven-headed Guanyin with a hooded Dizang 
and the courts of the Ten Kings below.51 EO 1173, a painting on hemp cloth, 
portrays a thousand-armed, thousand-eyed Guanyin as the main deity with 
Dizang and the Ten Kings pictured in one corner.52 At the British Museum, 
illustrated in separate panels on the frontispiece of a mutilated scroll of the 
Scripture of the Ten Kings are Dizang and a six-armed Guanyin attended by the 
Ten Kings, also dated to the tenth century.53 In contrast to Dunhuang, con-
figurations of Guanyin, Dizang, and the Ten Kings are rare in Sichuan ex-
cept for one prominent example, Fowan niche 253 in Beishan. Judging from 
the frequent pairing of Dizang with Guanyin, one may conclude that the two 
bodhisattvas were linked as powerful saviors in the medieval imagination. 

49. For discussion and a photograph of niche 187, see Howard 1990: 56–57, and fig. 13. 
50. For a catalog description of EO 3644, see Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1996: 6. 
51. More accurately, the main head is depicted with a crown from which spring eleven 

smaller heads; see Giès 1995: 2, pl. 64. 
52. Ibid.: pl. 65.
53. Whitfield 1982–1985: pl. 64. 
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From Amitâbha Triads to Rebirth in the Pure Land

Dizang art visually documents the Pure Land connection articulated in 
the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang. On the one hand, art and epigraphy 
from Longmen and Sichuan attest to the reconfiguration of Dizang into 
Amitâbha triads. In the Larger Sukhâvatîvyûha-sûtra, an early Mahâyâna 
scripture repeatedly translated into Chinese from the third century, 
Avalokitešvara (Guanyin) and Mahâsthâmaprâpta (Dashizhi) are the two 
attendant bodhisattvas assisting Amitâbha Buddha in his buddha-land, 
Sukhâvatî.54 The triad of Amitâbha Buddha, Avalokitešvara, and Mahâsthâ-
maprâpta occurs early in the history of Buddhist art; together they are 
known today as the Three Saints of the West (xifang sansheng 西方三聖), an 
epithet in use probably from the Song.55 Not so commonly studied are the 
Amitâbha triads in which Dizang replaces Mahâsthâmaprâpta as an atten-
dant bodhisattva. For instance, Longmen contains five inscriptional re-
cords of Dizang in Amitâbha triads:56 

1.	 Inscription dating to 675, located outside the Universally Tranquil 
Cave (Putai dong 普泰洞): 
On the sixth day of the second month in the second year of shangyuan 上元 
[675], disciple [  ] [  ] [  ], mother Qiao 喬 [  ] [  ], here below the wife 
[  ] [  ] zang 藏, and so forth today [reverently] construct an image of the 
venerated Amitâbha, [  ] one [image] of Guanyin Bodhisattva Who Relieves 
Suffering (Jiuku Guanshiyin 救苦觀世音), [  ] one [image] of Dizang 
Bodhisattva. Today they have been completed. By this merit, may all beings 
everywhere share this meritorious fruit.57

2.	 Inscription dating to 693 from a niche in the Lotus Cave (Lianhua 
dong 蓮華洞): 

54. This configuration occurs repeatedly in the Visualization Scripture; see Foshuo guan wu
liangshou fo jing 佛說觀無量壽佛經, T365:12.342c, 345a. The two bodhisattvas are also men-
tioned in the Larger Sukhâvatîvyûha-sûtra; see Foshuo wuliangshou jing 佛說無量壽經, T360:12.273b, 
attributed to the Sogdian monk Saæghavarman (Sengqiebamo 僧伽跋摩; also known as Kang 
Sengkai 康僧鎧, ca. 252). The configuration is further cited in the Guanshiyin pusa shouji jing 觀
世音菩薩授記經, T371:12.353c. 

55. A preliminary survey suggests that the “Three Saints of the West” first appeared in 
the Fozu tongji 佛祖統紀, compiled by the Song monk Zhipan 志磐 (fl. 1258–1269 CE); 
T2035:49.209b, 218c, 225c, 261c, 276c, 279a, 279b. We can preliminarily conclude that it was 
not used in the Tang era, although further investigation should be conducted to determine 
when the phrase actually gained wide currency. In modern Chinese Buddhism, the epithet 
is frequently employed as a shorthand reference to the three Pure Land deities. The triadic 
icon is common in Chinese Buddhist art: for example, the Huayan (Avataœsaka) triad 
(huayan sansheng 華嚴三聖), comprising Vairocana Buddha and the two bodhisattvas 
Mañjušrî and Samantabhadra. For a study of the Huayan triad, see Gimello 1996. 

56. Inscription texts 5, 9, 12, 14, and 25 in Chang 1993: 28–29. 
57. Ibid.: 28, inscription text 5. There is a character missing after fu, or “merit.” From 

the context, the missing character is likely to be de 德, thus making the compound fude 福德, 
or “meritorious virtue.” 
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On the twenty-third day of the fourth month in the second year of changshou 
長壽 [693], Ren Zhiman 任智滿 made images of Amitâbha, Dizang Bodhi
sattva, and Guanyin Bodhisattva for the sake of my deceased mother. May my 
deceased mother be reborn in the Western Land.58

3.	 Undated inscription from a niche in the Old Dragon Cave (Laolong 
dong 老龍洞): 
. . . mother . . . Amitâbha Buddha . . . Dizang . . . one [image and] one 
[image of] Guanyin. All for the sake of teachers, saægha, parents, and all 
living beings [that they may] always procure peace and bliss.59 

4.	 Undated inscription from a niche in the Twin Caves (Shuang yao  
雙窯): 
[  ] [  ] the first month of the fourth year, [  ] [  ] [  ] day, Li Qutai 李去泰, a 
disciple of the Buddha, reverently constructs [an image of] Amitâbha; an 
[image of] Guanyin Bodhisattva, who relieves suffering; and Dizang Bodhi-
sattva, so that his teachers, saægha, parents, and all the living beings in the 
Dharma Realm, as well as living family members and relatives, may soon 
achieve awakening.60 

5.	 Undated inscription from a niche in the Old Woman Cai Cave (Cai 
Laoniang dong 蔡老娘洞): 
Bhikºunî Jiu Niang 九娘 (Ninth Daughter) of the Great Happiness Monastery 
(Jinfu si 景福寺), [on behalf of] her deceased mother, reverently constructs an 
image of Amitâbha for [the purpose of] veneration . . . reverently constructs 
an image each of Guanyin and Dizang for [the purpose of] veneration.61

The inscriptions suggest that the incorporation of Dizang into 
Amitâbha triads occurred as early as 675 in Longmen. They do not men-
tion the goal of rebirth in the Pure Land with the exception of Ren Zhi-
man, who hopes that his deceased mother may be “reborn in the Western 
Land.” The other four inscriptions transfer the merit of constructing the 
triad to goals ranging from spiritual achievement to secular benefits like 
the welfare and happiness of loved ones. 

Sichuan sites also contain several instances of Amitâbha triads in which 
Dizang appears as an attendant bodhisattva. Early examples are a cluster 
of niches (151, 152, 153, and 154) located at the Qianfo yai in Jiajiang (see 
Figures 17 and 18). Niches 151, 153, and 154 all have an inscriptional dat-
ing of 739, whereas niche 152 is dated to 712.62 

Other examples of this kind of Amitâbha triad are located at Beishan, 

58. Ibid.: 28, inscription text 9. 
59. Ibid.: 28, inscription text 12.
60. Ibid.: 28, inscription text 14.
61. Ibid.: 29, inscription text 25.
62. Unfortunately, I do not have access to these inscriptions; my information is based on 

Hu Wenhe’s research. According to Hu, the inscription for niche 152 is missing characters, so 
the date is not certain. However, on the basis of stylistic resemblances with niches 151, 153, and 
154, Chinese art historians believe niche 152 should date to 712. See Hu 1994: 33.
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a site dating no earlier than 892. Here Dizang figures in Amitâbha triads 
in a total of five niches (40, 52, 53, 57, and 73).63 Only niches 52 and 53 are 
accompanied by inscriptional dating; scholars of the Sichuan Academy 
date the remaining niches to the Five Dynasties (907–960).64 Constructed 
in 897, niche 52’s inscription identifies the images: 

The female disciple née Li 黎, in honor of her deceased husband, Liu 劉 [  ], 
respectfully forged one image of Dizang Bodhisattva; one image of 
Amitâbha; one [image] of Guanyin Bodhisattva Who Relieves Suffering. 
After [the images] were respectfully constructed, a vegetarian feast was 
hosted and hymns recited on the twenty-third day of the first month of the 
fourth year of qianning 乾寧 reign era (897).65 [  ] my deceased husband [  ] 

63. Identification of the sculptures is given in the catalogue of Dazu caves in Liu, Hu, 
and Li 1985: 364–575. 

64. This dating of the Beishan niche is from the catalogue by Liu, Hu, and Li (1985). Note 
that Li and Wang (1988) classify Beishan sculptures according to three phases (late Tang, Five 
Dynasties, and after). They place niches 40 and 52 in the same period (late Tang). 

65. The inscription refers to biao zan 表贊, translated as “reciting a hymn.” The Indian 
gâthâ is translated as zan, or “hymn,” in Chinese Buddhism. The use of hymns was common in 
both Daoist and Buddhist rites. Typically, a formal declaration of the rite’s intent is recited at 
the close of the opening phrase in which incense is offered to the Three Jewels. The deities are 
then invoked sequentially in the altar space and a short verse of praise (probably composed for 
the deities invoked) is recited by the chief celebrant or sponsor. In the case of installing images 
or making niches, a hymn addressing the deity represented was probably recited. I should 

Figure 17. Amitâbha, Dizang, and Guanyin. Qianfo yai niches 152 and 154, 
Jiajiang, Sichuan. 
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[  ] the [  ] [  ] of Chang[zhou], General [  ] [  ] and [Acting] Censor-
in-Chief to be [  ] [  ] for making offerings.66 

Niche 53, dating to 915, has the following pair of inscriptions on the left and 
right sides of the niche, respectively: 

Respectfully, the Officer on the Left and General of the Number Three 
Military Superior Prefecture, Zhong Shenneng 種審能, made an [image of] 
Dizang Bodhisattva. He made the above piece for his deceased son Xiyan  
希言, who was wounded and vanquished by bandits, in the hope that the 
merit of making the above [image] will enable [the deceased] to be reborn in 
the Western Paradise, meet the Buddha, and listen to the teachings. On the 
fourth day of the fourth month in the fifth year of the yongping 永平 reign  
era (915), the seven [vegetarian] feasts had been set up and hymns recited  
to conclude [the merit]. [The image is to] receive everlasting offerings.
	 [An image of] Guanyin Bodhisattva has been respectfully made so that 
Yanyan 鄢鹽 may enjoy everlasting peace and freedom from calamities.67 It is 
also tranquilly made for our son’s teacher, Qi Chouhu 乞丑胡 [?]. [An image of] 

thank Daniel Stevenson for sharing his insights on the ritual procedure. For hymns to the 
dead, see Teiser 1992. 

66. Guo 1999a: 14, inscription text 6. 
67. From the context, Yanyan is most likely located somewhere in Sichuan, but I have 

not been able to identify its exact location. Beishan was originally the site of a fortress, so it 
is likely the son was killed in a battle against rebels. The inscription refers to “brigands,” but 
it should be remembered that rebels were often called “brigands.” More significantly, in the 
widespread political chaos of the Five Dynasties (907–960), China saw the rise of those from 
the lowest strata of society to military and political power. Wang Qian, a former brigand who 

Figure 18. Amitâbha, Dizang, and 
Guanyin. Qianfo yai niche 154, Jiajiang, 
Sichuan. 
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Amitâbha Buddha is also respectfully forged. May the fourth month from the 
beginning to the end be prosperous and this disciple, Zhong Shenneng, receive 
blessings.68 On the sixth day of the seventh month of the fifth year of yongping, a 
vegetarian feast was hosted and hymns recited to conclude [the merit].69

This dedicatory inscription utilizes Pure Land motifs that also occur in 
the longer version of the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang: transformatory 
rebirth (on a lotus), meeting the Buddha Amitâbha, and listening to his 
preaching.70 Evidently, its exhortation to venerate Dizang as a means to 
achieve rebirth in the Pure Land was heeded in medieval religious practice. 
The inscription attests to the common understanding of Pure Land as a ge-
neric goal for rebirth in Tang China, and the veneration of deities other 
than Amitâbha as a viable means of securing that goal.71 Moreover, Beishan 
Fowan’s inscriptions, especially those dating to the tenth century, suggest 
that sponsors of Buddhist images often liturgically concluded the merit of 
making images by hosting vegetarian feasts and reciting hymns. It may also 
be discerned from other Sichuan sites that these practices mirror broader 
patterns of ritual observed in conjunction with building cave temple sculp-
ture. A close study on image-making and associated rituals in late medieval 
China must be conducted separately. But from the above comparison of 
Longmen and Fowan inscriptions, it seems that ritual abstinence from eat-
ing meat (i.e., vegetarian feasts) was practiced regularly with image-making 
only in the late medieval period. This was perhaps in part catalyzed by the 
rapid ascendancy of the cult of the Ten Kings, which I will discuss later. 

The Pure Land connection is also evident in Dunhuang paintings and 
dedicatory inscriptions. Especially interesting is the dedication of one 
Dunhuang donor by the name of Kang Qingnu 康清奴, who commissioned 
a silk painting of a hooded Dizang presiding over the paths of rebirth 
(Stein painting 9): 

The commissioner of the painting was the disciple of pure faith Kang Qingnu. 
His body resides in the house of fire and he is apprehensive about falling into 
the five paths [of rebirth]. Disaster and fortune are inconstant; his heart yearns 
toward emancipation [from saœsâra]. . . . On account of the merit may 
[Dizang’s] golden staff quake until lotuses manifest in hell, and may [Dizang’s] 
radiant gem illuminate the paths of delusion until they resemble the Pure 
Land. Also may his relations by marriage and immediate family both rest in 

gained power while in the military, carved out a kingdom for himself in Sichuan. The Wang 
brothers who were to reign in Fujian 福建 (southeast China) were former Henan bandits.

68. The inscription reads si yue 四月, which I have translated as “fourth month.” It is un-
clear from the inscription why the donor should call attention to this month. 

69. Guo 1999a: 17, inscription text 18. 
70. For previous discussion on this topic, see Chapter 4. 
71. This phenomenon was already evident in the fifth and sixth centuries, especially 

in inscriptional records; see Hou 1998: 150–248. 



140	 Multiple Images

health and peace, and may his brothers and cousins together partake of the 
portion of merits. This inscription was written on the twenty-second day of the 
fifth month, the fourth year of the jianlong 建隆 reign era (963).72

The motif of lotus buds spontaneously springing up in hell, as well as the 
transformation of hell into Pure Land, is strongly reminiscent of the Scripture 
on the Bodhisattva Dizang, which explains the genesis of Dizang’s role in hell 
and elaborates his ties with the Pure Land. 

The last example for discussion is another tenth-century Dunhuang 
painting on hemp cloth (EO 3580) portraying Amitâbha and Dizang.73 
The upper portion of the painting shows a wooden balustraded platform 
built over a pool and presided over by a buddha (probably Amitâbha) and 
a number of his retinue, including heavenly musicians. In the lower sec-
tion, a hooded Dizang sits, one leg pendant and the six paths of rebirth 
emanating from his nimbus. He is attended by his retinue and the Ten 
Kings of purgatory. A bridge spans the pool, thereby linking these scenes 
of paradise and the underworld. Again this Dunhuang painting visually 
renders the striking polarity between the two afterlife destinies highlighted 
in the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang. In the medieval religious imagina-
tion, Dizang was recognized as the passport in the afterlife passage from 
hell to Pure Land. 

Among the materials considered, the two Dunhuang pieces, which re-
flect themes from the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, are both dated to the 
tenth century, whereas the integration of Dizang into the Amitâbha triad is 
an earlier iconography from the seventh century. The relationship between 
Dizang and Pure Land may be traced to cultic practice in which Dizang was 
venerated alongside Amitâbha, Guanyin, and, to a lesser extent, Mahâsthâ-
maprâpta, all of whom were by then regarded as core members of the Pure 
Land pantheon. Inscriptions and art reflect a range of permutations through 
which Dizang was incorporated into Pure Land iconography. For instance, it 
was common practice to displace Mahâsthâmaprâpta with Dizang, probably 
because the latter was more widely venerated and was already evolving a 
more distinctive personality and iconography. Other representations por-
tray him as an addition to the Amitâbha triad. An inscription located be-
tween niches 15 and 17 at Yaowang shan in Shaanxi records the carving of a 
quartet during the late Tang in which Dizang was added to the triad of 
Amitâbha, Guanyin, and Mahâsthâmaprâpta.74 Such permutations of deities 
indicate the amorphous nature and lack of rigorous stratification in medi-
eval Pure Land. Moreover, dedicatory inscriptions suggest that the worship 
of Dizang was then regarded as one way to ensure rebirth in the Pure Land 

72. For the inscription text, see Waley 1931: 33; Whitfield 1982–1985: 2.318. 
73. See Giès 1995: 2, pl. 66. 
74. An inscription outside niches 15–17 has been dated to the late Tang period (Zhang 

and Wang 1994: 16). It reads: 阿彌陀像一區，大勢至菩薩、觀世音菩薩╱京兆府□□孫□□地

藏，造阿彌陀佛一鋪。



Figure 19. Gilded bronze sculpture. Dongkuk University Museum Collection, 
Seoul, Korea. Photograph courtesy of Jaejung Lee.

Figure 20. Portable wooden shrine. Dongkuk University 
Museum Collection, Seoul, Korea. Photograph courtesy of 
Jaejung Lee.



142	 Multiple Images

and incorporate imagery like the concept of transformational rebirth, meet-
ing the Buddha, and hearing the Dharma in the Pure Land. 

The inclusion of Dizang in Amitâbha triads, an iconography evident at 
Longmen from the late seventh century, persisted into the tenth century. 
This triadic configuration appears elsewhere in East Asia. In a study of Jizô 
art, Matsushima Gen calls attention to several Kamakura paintings and 
sculptures of Amitâbha flanked by Jizô (Dizang) and Kannon (Guanyin).75 
Examples are found in Korea, usually dating to the Chosõn era (1392–1910) 
but sometimes as early as the Koryõ period (918–1392). A Koryõ color silk 
painting, now preserved in the Hoam Art Museum in Yong’in-gun, Kyõnggi 
province, highlights an Amitâbha triad (Amitâbha, Kºitigarbha, and 
Avalokitešvara) in the act of welcoming a dying devotee.76 Moreover, the art 
historian Pak Young-sook argues that another Koryõ painting of Amitâbha 
and Chijang (Dizang) in the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art may 
originally have been part of a three-panel screen that included Avalokiteš
vara.77 Sculptural representations of Amitâbha with Chijang, largely from 
the Chosõn period, have been preserved, including an exquisite bronze 
sculpture now in the Cleveland Museum of Art.78 In Seoul, the Dongkuk 
University Museum contains two Chosõn examples of triads: a gilded bronze 
sculpture and a three-panel portable wooden shrine (see Figures 19 and 
20).79 Most interesting of all is perhaps a mural painting of the triad, dated to 
1476, in the Paradise Hall in the Monastery of Non-Action (Muwi-sa 無為寺) 
in Kangjin, Chonnam Province.80 Evidently, this form of Amitâbha triad cir-
culated as a cross-cultural strand of religious devotion in Buddhist East Asia. 

Glimpses of a Bhaiºajyaguru Connection?

Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru (Yaoshi fo 藥師佛, the Healing Buddha) are also 
represented together in art and epigraphy, but their association is not men-
tioned in Buddhist literature. It has largely been neglected because of lim-
ited textual and visual evidence. The problem is further complicated by the 
paucity of collaborating inscriptions.81 Although an examination of the ma-

75. Matsushima 1986: 33, pl. 49. 
76. For a photo reproduction, see Ahn 1986: 48, pl. 9. 
77. Pak 1998: 402–449. It has been discovered that Amitâbha and Chijang were on sepa-

rate pieces of silk that were later mounted together. According to Pak, the two might have been 
“originally part of a set of three hanging scrolls, along with a now lost representation of 
Avalokitešvara [Guanyin] flanking Amitâbha on the other side.” Pak argues that, whatever the 
original configuration of the paintings, devotees in the Koryõ period would have immediately 
understood the intrinsic iconological significance of portraying Dizang with Amitâbha. 

78. Cleveland Museum of Art, slide order no. 18.501. 
79. Thanks are due to Jaejung Lee for generously sharing his collection of pictures with me. 
80. A gilded sculpture of the triad sits before the painting. See Moon 1984, pl. 27. 
81. On the possible relationship between the two cults, see Wang-Toutain 1998: 303–

305. Wang-Toutain’s survey was limited to what was available in other publications, and she 
omits discussing the Bhaiºajyaguru tableaux of Beishan, niches 279 and 281. 
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terial often results in more questions than answers, a relationship did in fact 
exist between the medieval cults of Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru. 

If identification by the Dunhuang Research Academy is accurate, the ear-
liest vestiges of the connection between these two Buddhist deities are the 
Tang murals at the Mogao Grottoes. According to the Academy, grottoes 166, 
176, 205, and 444 contain evidence of Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru.82 In grotto 
166, Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru complement each other. To the north of the 
eastern doorway of the same cave is a painting that brings together Dizang, 
Amitâbha Buddha, Bhaiºajyaguru Buddha, Prabhûtaratna Buddha, and 
fourteen other buddhas.83 On the northern wall of grotto 176, Bhaiºajyaguru 
is flanked by either Dizang or Guanyin with the thousand buddhas in the 
background.84 A similar triad appears on the southern wall of grotto 205, im-
mediately beneath a larger mural of Amitâbha’s Land of Bliss.85 In grotto 205, 
Bhaiºajyaguru holds a staff and alms bowl while Dizang is portrayed as a 
monk and Guanyin is dressed in princely robes (see Figures 21 and 22). Fi-
nally, above the western doorway of cave 444 is a partially damaged mural 
pairing Dizang with Bhaiºajyaguru.86 

Executed primarily during the mid-Tang period, this small assortment of 
Dunhuang paintings indicates that Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru were shown to-
gether usually to enhance an important scene—just as miniature buddhas 
were often employed to augment Dunhuang murals. (Dizang and 
Bhaiºajyaguru frequently appear together with multiple buddhas.) The other 
iconography assigns Dizang and Guanyin as chief attendant bodhisattvas to 
Bhaiºajyaguru, patterned after the Amitâbha triads previously discussed. No 
textual source exists for Bhaiºajyaguru triads in which Dizang is highlighted 
as one of the attendant bodhisattvas, but grotto 205 may hold a clue to this 
triad. The Bhaiºajyaguru triad in this cave, as already pointed out, is immedi-
ately below a larger rendition of the Amitâbha entourage. In early Indian 
Mahâyâna, the Bhaiºajyaguru cult was one of several expressions of Pure 
Land—not only because Bhaiºajyaguru presides over a Pure Land, the Lapis 
Lazuli Realm (liuli shijie 琉璃世界) in the east, but also, according to the 
Bhaiºajyaguru-sûtra (Yaoshi jing 藥師經, Scripture on the Healing Buddha), ad-
herents to Bhaiºajyaguru worship could aspire to rebirth in Amitâbha’s land, 
Sukhâvatî.87 Given the Pure Land overtones of the Bhaiºajyaguru cult and 

82. The identifications are given in Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1996. 
83. Ibid.: 66. 
84. Ibid.: 70. 
85. Ibid.: 82. For a photo reproduction of this triad, see Duan 1990b: 17, fig. 50.
86. Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1996: 183. 
87. Several Chinese translations of the Scripture on the Healing Buddha exist; for a study 

with English translations, see Birnbaum 1979. The Yaoshi liuliguang rulai benyuan gongde jing 
藥師琉璃光如來本願功德經, translated by Xuanzang in 650, states: “As for those desiring to 
be reborn in Amitâbha Tathâgata’s abode, the Western Land of Supreme Bliss, on account 
of hearing the name of this World-Honored Healing Teacher, the Lapis Lazuli Radiance 
Tathâgata’s name, at the time of dying, the eight bodhisattvas will ascend into the sky to 
show the way, so that they will be spontaneously reborn in multicolored jeweled flowers in 



144	 Multiple Images

the popularity of Dizang and Guanyin, artisans may have seen fit to modify 
the Bhaiºajyaguru’s entourage by replacing his attendant bodhisattvas—usu-
ally designated in texts as Candraprabha (Yueguang 月光, Moonlight) and 
Sûryagarbha (Riguang 日光, Sunlight)—with the more widely known Dizang 
and Guanyin, after the fashion of the Amitâbha triads.88 Chinese art histori-

the [Western Paradise]” (T450:14.406b). Cf. Foshuo Yaoshi rulai benyuan jing 佛說藥師如來本

願經, T449:14.402c; Yaoshi liuliguang qifo benyuan gongde jing 藥師琉璃光七佛本願功德經, 
T451:14.414b. This promise of rebirth in the Western Paradise is also found in the Gilgit 
manuscripts of the scripture; see Schopen 1977: 177–210. 

88. The Scripture on the Healing Buddha designates Candraprabha and Sûryagarbha as 
Bhaiºajyaguru’s chief attendant bodhisattvas; see, for example, Foshuo Yaoshi rulai benyuan 

Figure 21. Bhaiºajyaguru, Dizang, and Guanyin. Southern wall, Mogao grotto 
205, Dunhuang, Gansu. Photograph courtesy of Wang Huimin. 



Figure 22. Bhaiºajyaguru, Dizang, and Guanyin, close-up. Southern wall, Mogao 
grotto 205, Dunhuang, Gansu. Photograph courtesy of Wang Huimin.

Figure 23. Bhaiºajyaguru transformation tableaux. Beishan niches 279 and 281, 
Dazu, Sichuan.
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ans of the Sichuan Academy discovered this form of Bhaiºajyaguru triad at 
Sichuan sites but, like the Dunhuang paintings, these examples are prob-
lematic because they lack corroborating inscriptions to confirm identities.89 

However, Beishan Fowan has yielded two salient examples (niches 279 
and 281) with inscriptions that link Bhaiºajyaguru and Dizang, as well as 
Amitâbha, in local cultic practices.90 Built in consecutive years during the 
mid-tenth century, the two niches mirror each to the point that it is evident 
they were intentionally conceptualized as a pair (see Figure 23).91 

Niche 281, the earlier of the two dating to 954, contains the following 
dedicatory inscription:

Reverently [we have commissioned] the sculpting of the Buddha of Healing 
and Lapis Lazuli Radiance (Yaoshi liuliguang fo 藥師琉璃光佛), the eight 
bodhisattvas, a group of twelve spirit kings (shen wang 神王), as well as the 
seven buddhas, the buddhas of the three times, Amitâbha Buddha, a pillar of 
the Buddhoºÿîºa-vijaya-dhâraÿî (Buddha’s Topknot Victorious Dhâraÿî), and 
also three figurines of Dizang Bodhisattva, all [placed] in a single niche. The 
honorable disciple and Township–Chief Administer on the Right Liu Gong 
劉恭 and his aunt née Ren, sons and daughters, first and second wives, and 

jing, T449:14.402a; Yaoshi liuliguang rulai benyuan gongde jing, T450:14.405c; Yaoshi liuliguang 
qifo benyuan gongde jing, T451:14.413c. For triads of Yakushi (Bhaiºajyaguru) flanked by Jizô 
and Kannon in Japan, see Fowler 2000–2001. On the emergence of Candraprabha and his 
messianic implications, see Zürcher 1981, 1982b.

89. According to the Sichuan Academy, one of the numerous niches at Guangyuan 
Qianfo yai is said to contain a triad consisting of an image of Bhaiºajyaguru Buddha holding a 
staff, flanked by Dizang in monastic robes and Guanyin holding a vase and staff; see Liu, Hu, 
and Li 1985: 385–386. Chinese scholars have identified at least two other sculptures from Dazu 
in which Dizang, with Guanyin, is portrayed as a member of Bhaiºajyaguru’s entourage. One 
example is from Beishan Fowan, niche 110 (no date), and the other is from Shimen shan 石門

山, niche 1, in Dazu county, dated by inscription to 1151. In both cases, the main deity is Bhai
ºajyaguru; his retinue, the twelve yakºa generals, is present somewhere in the representation. 
The Bhaiºajyaguru statue is flanked by a mendicant carrying a staff (identified as Dizang) and 
another bodhisattva said to be Guanyin. However, the accompanying inscriptions lack names 
for the attendant bodhisattvas. For instance, the inscription at Shimen shan, niche 1, records: 

Having set up this single niche of the Healing Buddha, I pray and beg for peace and 
happiness in this very existence and to be reborn in a heavenly world. Life after life, may the 
retributions of my merits be inexhaustible. It is the twentieth day of the eleventh month in 
the xinwei year of the shaoxin reign era. [The image is] carved by the sculptor Jian Zhongjin 
and [the dedication is] written by the abbot Wen Daosheng. (Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 541)

Obviously the inscription does not identify either Dizang or Guanyin. 
90. Françoise Wang-Toutain, one of the first to call attention to this forgotten connection 

between Bhaiºajyaguru and Dizang, overlooked these sources in her account (1998: 
303–305). 

91. See also Figures 23 and 24 of this study. Both of these photographs of Dazu Beishan 
niches 279 and 281 were taken in the summer of 1997 during a field trip to Sichuan. For an 
early picture of niche 279, see Bai 1985, pl. 37. Detailed descriptions of the two niches are 
given in Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 425–427; cf. Hu 1994: 264–265. 
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sons Renshou 仁壽, Renfu 仁福, and Renlu 仁祿, together have aspired to 
forge the aforementioned images for merits. Today, moreover we form a 
circle to prostrate and pray that our bodies be at ease, we may have longevity 
and prosperity, our family may have health, peace, high offices, and prosper-
ous ranks, and our deceased distant ancestors may have mutual benefits and 
goodness. On the seventeenth year of the guangzheng 廣政 reign era (954), 
the fifty-first day of Jupiter’s second month, the eleventh day of the forty-
third new moon, we have completed hosting a vegetarian feast and reciting a 
hymn. May [the images] forever be looked on with reverence!92

Niche 281’s iconography is distributed vertically into three registers: the first 
register to the right is an octagonal pillar intricately engraved and in-
scribed with the Dhâraÿî-sûtra (Tuoluoni jing chuang 陀羅尼經幢).93 The middle 
register is the main niche, which portrays a partially damaged Buddha 
Bhaiºajyaguru, sitting with legs pendant, accompanied on either side by an 
attending bodhisattva with the eight great bodhisattvas on the niche’s walls 
and the twelve yakºa generals grouped on the wall just below the niche.94 
These deities are all prominent members of the Bhaiºajyaguru assembly in 
the Scripture on the Healing Buddha, so one can assume that this scripture in-
spired and shaped niche 281. The third register to the left comprises a col-
umn of three Dizang statues, all seated with one leg pendant, flanked by a 
standing attendant at each side. Each Dizang wears a hood and holds in his 
hands a staff and a wish-granting jewel.95 The Scripture on the Healing Buddha 
cannot account for Dizang’s presence in this sculpture. Miniature buddha 
images line the top of the niche: The buddhas of the three times are above 
the pillar column, the seven buddhas are above the Bhaiºajyaguru tableau, 
and Amitâbha Buddha is sculpted between the two subsets of multiple bud-
dha cults (see Figure 24).

A year later, in 955, a local official named Wang Chengxiu 王承秀 and 
his wife sponsored another engraving (niche 279) on the adjacent cliff 
wall. It was deliberately modeled after niche 281, so the two visibly form a 
pair.96 A partially effaced inscription tells of the circumstances under which 
the niche was built:

92. Guo 1999a: 20, inscription text 25.1. 
93. The niche contains an inscription recording the pillar’s refurbishing in 1005; see Guo 

1999a: 73, text inscription 4. Pillars inscribed with the Dhâraÿî-sûtra were widespread in Sichuan 
during the late Tang and Five Dynasties periods. See Hu 1994: 264; Liu Shu-fen 1996, 1997. 

94. As previously noted, in the Scripture on the Healing Buddha, the eight bodhisattvas are 
the otherworldly guides who come to welcome the dying devotee who has venerated 
Bhaiºajyaguru to the Western Paradise. The twelve yakºa generals are protective spirits who as-
sist those who worship Bhaiºajyaguru. They may be related to the twelve astrological houses 
and the twelve time periods (two hours each) that make up the day as understood in China 
and Japan; see Birnbaum 1979: 82.

95. It appears that the jewels have eroded completely over the years; see Figure 24.
96. Niche 279’s pillar column and Bhaiºajyaguru tableau are on different sides of niche 

281; it also contains four Dizang images, one more than the number found in niche 281.
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Seeking liberation, the disciple and Official of the Reception Office and 
Column Leader Wang Chengxiu and his wife, the female disciple Zhang 張, 
[have commissioned the statues] of [Bhaiºajyaguru Buddha’s] entourage, the 
buddhas of the ten directions, Amitâbha Buddha, a pillar of the Buddha’s 
Topknot Victorious Dhâraÿî, and four Dizang Bodhisattva images, all together 
in one buddha niche.97 Née Bao 保 has aspired to recite the one-scroll 
Scripture on the Healing Buddha and has further donated money to adorn this 
niche together with née Shao 劭, who has aspired to forge the above images 
[  ] [  ] it is now accomplished. We pray for wealth and longevity and for 
the family to avert difficulties and obstacles [  ] [  ] to have integrity and 
fortune in public and private [life]. On the twenty-fourth day of the second 
month of the eighteenth year of the guangzheng reign era (995), a vegetarian 
feast was hosted and the merit [dedication] recited, with the wish that the 
Bao family flourish and prosper.98 May Mrs. Bao have good health, her sons 
be wealthy, [  ] [  ] [  ] [  ] wife [  ] [  ] née Li 李 and née Zhou 周, the 
second and fourth daughters [  ] [  ] [  ] [  ] and son-in-law, Yu Cheng

97. Another inscription in the pillar niche states that the pillar was decorated in 999; 
see Guo 1999a: 72, text inscription 2.

98. The inscription reads biao de 表德, which refers to the reciting of a formal dedica-
tion of the images at the time the niche was ritually consecrated.

Figure 24. Bhaiºajyaguru transformation tableaux and three Dizangs. Beishan 
niche 281, Dazu, Sichuan.
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jiang 于承江, and his sons, Wuxiang 五香, Erxiang 二香, and Sanxiang 三香, 
and daughter, Xiaoxiu 肖休, be free from disasters. On the eighteenth day of 
the fourth month of the fourth year of the xianping 咸平 reign era (1001), 
banners were suspended, a vegetarian feast was hosted, and a formal 
declaration made.99 Recorded by Official of the Reception Office and 
Column Leader Wang Chengxiu.100

The relationships among the donors are unclear, but it can be assumed that 
niche 279 belonged to a family, perhaps an extended family given the vary-
ing last names. From the inscription, it appears that at least one female donor 
addressed cultic practices to Bhaiºajyaguru in her daily life. Although it is 
unclear why this tenth-century woman chose this scripture as her devotional 
focus, one can conclude that for née Bao and other local donors, Bhaiºajya
guru worship had naturally merged with and subsumed an array of cults like 
those of the multiple buddhas, Amitâbha Buddha, Dizang, and the Buddhoº
ÿîºa Dhâraÿî. The niche’s contents prompt us to ask: Why was a column of Di-
zang images installed on the right side? What relationship does Dizang 
Bodhisattva have with the cultic practice inspired by the Scripture on the Heal-
ing Buddha? 

If one relies solely on the scripture to understand the niche’s visual im-
agery, Dizang’s presence here would seem baffling. But clues to this local 
cultic practice lie in the two deities’ iconographies and functions. As a bud-
dha, Bhaiºajyaguru dons a monk’s robes as does Dizang, and although 
Bhaiºajyaguru is usually depicted carrying an alms bowl, he sometimes 
carries the staff and wish-granting jewel more commonly associated with 
Dizang.101 Although the two figures are easily confused, they can usually be 
distinguished by the absence or presence of a protuberance on the head 
(Ch. rouji 肉髻; Skt. uºÿîºa), which, respectively, signifies bodhisattva or 
buddha status. The connection between these two figures, moreover, ex-
tends to religious function. The Scripture on the Healing Buddha associates 
Bhaiºajyaguru with averting untimely death, curing life-threatening ail-
ments, extending the life span, and preparing for death—functions usu-
ally associated with savior bodhisattvas like Guanyin and Dizang. (In 
particular, the Scripture on the Healing Buddha’s rites for curing fatal illness 

99. Evidently, six years after making the niches, the donor family sponsored another 
vegetarian banquet in connection with the performance of a ritual confession at the site; the 
reason for this event is not recorded. 

100. Guo 1999a: 21, text inscription 27.1. 
101. An example of Bhaiºajyaguru with a staff is in Beishan Fowan niche 147, which 

contains a seated buddha flanked by bodhisattvas holding either a sun or a moon disc. One 
of the two standing attendants holds the Buddha’s staff. On the wall beneath the niche are 
sculpted the twelve yakºa generals; see Guo 1999b: vol. 1, 147, pl. 158. Although there is no in-
scription, the imagery is clearly derived from the Scripture on the Healing Buddha, which leads 
one to conclude that the buddha is Bhaiºajyaguru. Another example is at Shuining si 水寧寺 
in Bazhong, where the center buddha holds a staff and jewel in his hands; for a photo repro-
duction, see Liu 1999b: 154. 
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and preparing for a good death and a paradisal afterlife resonate with the 
Scripture on the Past Vows.) From the inscriptions we know that local officials 
constructed both tableaux for the welfare of immediate and extended fam-
ily members in this life and the one to come. The dedicatory prayers state 
their hopes for success and prosperity, blessings and peace, health and lon-
gevity, and, according to niche 281’s inscription, a good rebirth for dead 
ancestors. In light of the iconographic and functional parallels, it is not 
surprising that the local community at Beishan seems to have linked Di-
zang and Bhaiºajyaguru in their cultic behavior. Perhaps the significance 
of these two niches lies not so much in their aligning Dizang with Bhai
ºajyaguru, but in their incorporating local cultic expressions that resisted 
convenient categorization into discrete sects circumscribed by a deity’s 
identity, function, even iconography. The tenth-century Buddhists at Bei
shan seem to have regarded the dhâraÿî, Bhaiºajyaguru, Dizang, and Pure 
Land cults as sources of religious techniques that complemented one an-
other to form a single cultic expression to combat the exigencies of life, 
particularly sickness, demon troubles, and calamities, while conferring 
blessings for a good life on this earth and expediting the dead to a para-
disal afterlife. The multiple buddhas lining the top of the niches would 
then serve to communicate the desire for such an afterlife—a visual coun-
terpart to verbalizing the desire for rebirth in the Pure Land, understood 
in a general manner as “happy destination” or “paradise.” 

A Ray of Light in the Ten Kings’ Dark Courts

In tenth-century China, it was commonly held that the deceased would be 
brought for judgment to the courts of the Ten Kings before proceeding to 
the next life. Cultic practices associated with the Ten Kings included a set of 
preparatory and memorial rites such as abstaining from eating meat, which 
the family performed on behalf of the deceased.102 As Stephen Teiser has 
suggested, in Chinese religious history the Ten Kings function as the equiva-
lent to the western concept of purgatory, serving as a composite vehicle for 
ritual confession and penance on the one hand and bureaucratic negotia-
tion on the other. The late medieval amalgamation of Dizang and the Ten 
Kings constituted a lasting cardinal change that would dominate East Asian 
imaginings of the passage from death to rebirth for the next thousand 

102. On the cult to the Ten Kings in China, see Teiser 1994; Du 1995; Ledderose 2000. 
The ten memorial rites associated with the Ten Kings evolved from the widespread obser-
vance of the seven-seven rites (qiqi 七七). These were originally formulated to coincide with 
the forty-nine-day interval during which the dead waited before being reborn. It was be-
lieved that at this time merits accrued on behalf of the deceased could significantly improve 
his or her chances for a good rebirth. The weekly rites included abstaining from eating 
meat, known as seven-seven feasts (qiqi zhai 七七齋). These feasts were actually communal 
vegetarian banquets sponsored by a donor in memory of the deceased and to procure merit 
on his or her behalf.
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years.103 Scriptural sources furnish little documentation on the connection 
between the two cults, but there is substantial evidence of this in Buddhist 
art from areas on China’s western borders.104 The numerous illustrations of 
Dizang and the Ten Kings found in Dunhuang art, mostly dated to no ear-
lier than the tenth century, are well known to modern scholars.105 Recently, 
Sichuan sites have yielded important examples of Dizang and the Ten Kings, 
which often capture themes absent in the Dunhuang material.106 

Early vestiges of Dizang attended by the Ten Kings are present in Si
chuan art and epigraphy. Niche 85 at Zizhong 資中 may be the earliest dat-
able representation.107 An inscription confirms the Ten Kings’ identity and 
dates the restoration of the niche to 898–901. 

After completing the vegetarian feast and [recitation of] the celebratory 
eulogy that were performed to repay kindnesses, the head sponsor of the 
vegetarian feast, the disciple Liu 劉 [  ] [  ] [prays]: May the merit of 
[making] the above image universally benefit the four [objects] of gratitude 
and the three directions, as well as the living beings of the dharma realm, 
and may all together partake of this blessing.108 During the [  ] year of 
guanghua 光化 (899–901) [  ] [  ] Yundeng 雲登 and other donors of 
Zhongsheng 忠勝 village repaired and installed the Ten Kings images right 
in this cloister and hosted a vegetarian feast to repay kindnesses.109 

Again epigraphy records the hosting of vegetarian feasts to conclude the 
making of images. 

Another example of Dizang and the Ten Kings is located in Guangyuan: 
In the south wall of the Grottoes of Numerous Treasures (Duobao ku 多寶窟) 
on the Qianfo yai, there is a Dizang sculpture, clad in a kâºâya robe and sitting 
with one leg pendant, flanked by five miniature figurines standing on auspi-
cious clouds. The figurines have been identified as the Ten Kings, and the 
niche has been dated to the Tang.110 More intricate motifs were gradually 
woven into the Sichuan iconography. Dated to the tenth century, Beishan 

103. S¡renson 1996: 118. In Korean Buddhist art, Dizang is frequently represented in 
the company of the Ten Kings; see Pak 1977, 1995. 

104. The Scripture on the Ten Kings contains only sporadic reference to Dizang. In Ste-
phen Teiser’s translation of the scripture, based on tenth-century manuscripts, Dizang ap-
pears only once, as a member of an entourage of six bodhisattvas who arrive at an assembly 
to praise the Buddha; see Teiser 1994: 204–205. 

105. For studies on Dizang and the Ten Kings in Dunhuang art, see Luo 1993; Luo Shi
ping 1998; Kawahara 1974; Matsumoto 1922; Pan 1998. 

106. For studies on Dizang and the Ten Kings in Sichuan art, see Chen Mingguang 
2002; Kucera 1995. 

107. The niche is located on the western cliff; see Ding 1988: 53. 
108. The four objects of gratitude are the Buddha (fo en 佛恩), parents (fumu en 父母恩), 

teachers (shi en 師恩), and the nation (guo en 國恩). 
109. For the text inscription, see Ding 1988: 53. 
110. Ma and Ding 1990: 15 and pl. 2. Also see Yao 2002.
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niche 253 preserves an elegant engraving of Dizang and Guanyin with pairs of 
small figures in various postures (praying, horse-riding, standing) chiseled on 
the side walls. These figures have been identified as the Ten Kings and their 
messenger officials.111 An inscription outside the niche records the donors 
hosting a vegetarian feast in 1001 (see Figures 25, 26, and 27). This Sichuan 
iconography differs conspicuously from other tenth-century representations 
that have survived at Dunhuang, where the Ten Kings appear comparable in 
size and detail to the other figures. 

In another depiction dated prior to 1096 and located in niche 9 of the 
Stone Seal Mountain (Shizhuan shan 石篆山) in Dazu, Dizang is accompa-
nied by the Ten Kings, five on each side with seven attendants behind them 
(see Figure 28).112 It is at Anyue that sculptural representation of Dizang 
and the Ten Kings incorporates portrayals of hell. In a pair of niches, num-
bers 60 (84) and 56 (80) in the Grottoes of Perfected Awakening (Yuanjue 
dong 圓覺洞) (see Figure 29), dated no later than 934–965, new elements 

111. Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 421. 
112. No exact date is available. My estimate is based on the inscriptional data in ibid.: 

421. Also see Hu and Chen 1998a: 46–47 and fig. 9.

Figure 25. Dizang and 
Guanyin. Beishan niche 
253, Dazu, Sichuan.



Figure 26. Dizang. Beishan 
niche 253, Dazu, Sichuan.

Figure 27. The Ten Kings and messenger officials. Beishan niche 253, Dazu, 
Sichuan.
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were added to the basic iconography of Dizang and the Ten Kings.113 In 
niche 60, the better preserved of the two, a hooded figure seated in the 
center holds a staff and a wish-granting jewel. At his feet lies a hybrid ani-
mal, and he is flanked by registers displaying the Ten Kings, three above 
and two below on each side, all dressed as Chinese bureaucrats (see Figure 
29.) Behind the kings are several attendants also clad in Chinese costume. 
Immediately beneath the central hooded figure are hell reliefs, one of which 
shows a warden dragging a woman by the hair before a karma mirror (yejing 
業鏡) (see Figure 30). 

Chinese art historians have proposed that the woman represents the 
mother of Mulian, the Buddha’s great disciple, who was renowned for his su-
pernormal powers and is said to have descended into hell to rescue his 
wicked mother.114 In some versions of the legend, the mother is reborn as a 
dog, which may account for the animal at the feet of the hooded figure in 
the carving. Following this reading, some art historians suggest that the cen-
tral character should be Mulian rather than Dizang, arguing that Mulian is 
a monk and that in folktales he was given a staff to smash open the gates of 
hell.115 However, because the iconography is identical for hooded Dizang im-
ages of the same period from Sichuan, it seems equally, if not more, plausible 
that the figure is Dizang. The monk holds in his hand a wish-granting jewel, 
an important symbol in Dizang’s iconography that is rarely associated with 
Mulian. Furthermore, in depictions of the underworld, Dizang Bodhisattva 
is frequently accompanied by a lion.

If Mulian motifs are present, they were probably added as part of an effort 

113. The variation in the numbering of the niches reflects two different categorizations 
used by scholars at Sichuan Academy. For the rationale behind the dating, see Hu 1994: 303. 

114. Liu Changjiu (1997: 71) identifies the central figure as Mulian with an iconography 
similar to Dizang’s.

115. In the Dunhuang version of the transformative text on Mulian, the Buddha is said 
to have given Mulian a staff with twelve metal rings to open the gates of hell; see the transla-
tion in Mair 1983: 104, 107.

Figure 28. Dizang and the Ten Kings. Shizhuan shan niche 9, Dazu, Sichuan.



Figure 29. Dizang and the Ten Kings. Yuanjue dong niche 60 (84), Anyue, 
Sichuan. Photograph courtesy of Hu Wenhe.

Figure 30. Karma mirror. Yuanjue dong niche 60 (84), Anyue, Sichuan.
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to embellish and concretize the image of hell in the minds of medieval Chi-
nese. In a widely circulated narrative version of the Mulian story, dated to 
around 800 and preserved in a Dunhuang transformatory text (bianwen 變文), 
Dizang appears briefly as one of several people whom Mulian encounters on 
his underworld journey.116 Mulian’s descent into hell constitutes a key chapter 
in medieval imaginings of the underworld, one in which the Chinese bureau-
cratic metaphor was imposed on punitive and grisly Buddhist hells.117 More-
over, in Tang society, Dunhuang transformatory texts were circulated through 
storytelling and were often accompanied by illustrations, so that the Mulian 
story would have been extremely familiar to medieval Chinese.118 It is thus 
hardly surprising that motifs from this story were internalized in the hell scenes 
in the Yuanjue dong. Whether the central character was originally meant to be 
Mulian or Dizang, there is no mistaking the similarities in their iconography, 
mythology, and religious function. Anyue’s sculptural reliefs thus encapsulate 
the growing amalgamation of afterlife elements in a larger religious setting. 

From the tenth century on, Dunhuang produced several syntheses of after-
life concepts involving Dizang. The Dunhuang examples generally do not high-
light the gruesome details of suffering in hell but focus more on the legal and 
bureaucratic aspects of postmortem judgment. But cave 33 in the neighboring 
Anxi Yulin Grottoes contains a tenth-century wall painting featuring a Dizang 
with a shaven head and the six paths of rebirth emanating from his body.119 He 
presides over scenes in which menacing guards hunt down half-dressed hell 
dwellers amidst a boiling cauldron and a karma mirror. Also in attendance are 
the two acolytes of good and evil and the General of the Five Paths (Wudao 
jiangjun 五道將軍; also known as the Spirit of the Five Paths, or Wudao shen 五
道神), members of the growing pantheon of underworld deities in late medi-
eval China. In charge of maintaining records of the actions of living beings, the 
two acolytes have distinct origins in pre-Han religion, which stipulated that life 
span registers be maintained at Mount Tai, the seat of otherworldly administra-
tion.120 The General of the Five Paths is closely affiliated with the afterlife—and 
the underworld in particular—in early Chinese religion; he serves as the pre-
cursor to the last member of the Ten Kings, the King Who Turns the Wheel of 
the Five Paths (Wudao zhuanlun wang 五道轉輪王).121 

116. In the Dunhuang narrative, Dizang appears briefly to notify Mulian of his de-
ceased mother’s whereabouts; see the translation in Mair 1983: 95. 

117. Teiser 1988b: 168–195.
118. For a study of bianwen in Tang China, see Mair 1989; for Indian and Central Asian 

precedents for Chinese pictorial storytelling, see Mair 1988: 1–53. 
119. For a photo reproduction, see Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1997: pl. 77. 
120. The acolytes of good and evil are said to accompany a person through life, record-

ing his or her actions. Their records would be submitted to the courts of the Ten Kings at the 
time of one’s death. On the two acolytes and their iconographies, see Soymié 1966: 45–78; 
1967: 141–170. On the quantification of fate or life span, see Kohn 1998. A pair of acolytes 
was also assigned to Guanyin; see Idema 2000.

121. On the General of the Five Paths in Tang and pre-Tang China, see Dudbridge 
1996–1997: 85–98; Oda 1976: 14–29; Sawada 1968: 90–92.
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The paintings in situ at Dunhuang (Mogao grottoes 6, 176, 202, 314, 379, 
380, 384, 390, and 456) mostly show a one-leg-pendant Dizang in the center, 
frequently wearing a hood and carrying the staff and wish-granting jewel. The 
six paths of rebirth emanate from his body and the courts of the Ten Kings ap-
pear laterally or directly below. Pairs of beings are often added to the retinue, 
usually in the lower portion of the painting. In addition to the pair of good 
and evil acolytes, another recurring duo is the monk attendant Daoming and 
the hybrid animal resembling a lion-dog, both from the Record of a Returned 
Soul. The Ten Kings and their courts are depicted with Dizang in several scroll 
paintings preserved in museum collections outside Dunhuang, dating from 
the tenth century or later.122 Similar paintings have been found at Yulin ku. Il-
lustrations accompanying manuscripts of the Scripture of the Ten Kings recov-
ered from Dunhuang and Turfan feature Dizang in the frontispiece and 
elsewhere, although he does not play a conspicuous role in the text.123 

The physical location of the relevant paintings in situ at the Mogao ku in 
Dunhuang may be of consideration. Except for caves 314 and 456, all exam-
ples of Dizang and the Ten Kings occur over the ceiling of a passageway be-
tween the antechamber and the principal chamber of the cave. This 
architectural schema most likely follows the deceased’s passage to the inter-
mediate state between death and the next rebirth, during which judgment is 
administered.124 Dunhuang cave architecture may thus have stimulated 
more than an aesthetic response; by painting Dizang and the Ten Kings over 
the passageway artists created ritual and spatial symbolism. Visitors to the 
caves were able to enact the afterlife sojourn, which began in the passageway 
with judgment in the courts of the Ten Kings. Dizang’s presence in this court 
reassured them of compassionate intervention. For the pious, the ordeal 
ended favorably with immediate rebirth in the paradisal realm of the celes-
tial buddhas and bodhisattvas in the main chamber. Dizang thus repre-
sented a gateway, the promise of salvation, a bridge between judgment and 
an idyllic life in the next world.125 

Judging from the number of visual representations and the growing 

122. For a listing and description of Dunhuang scroll paintings, see Teiser 1994: 230–232. 
123. For discussions on the Üighur manuscript illustrations to the Scripture on the Ten 

Kings, see Gabian 1973: 47–71, 1977: 25–35. Paintings of the Ten Kings produced in Ningbo 
(eastern China) were evidently exported to Japan, where some pieces have survived and are 
preserved at the Sekaidô Library; see Kwon 1999.

124. Wang-Toutain 1998: 290. The use of architecture to express religious or cosmolog-
ical concepts is, of course, not new to the study of the history of religions. The Chinese im-
bued architecture with cosmological meaning as far back as pre-Buddhist times with 
concepts like the halls of light (mingtang 明堂). For a study on the mingtang and Buddhist uto-
pias in relation to the history of the astronomical clock in Chinese civilization, see Forte 
1988. The famous vinaya monk Daoxuan wrote an illustrated text on Jetavana (T1899:45.882c–
895c), the famed Indian monastery, that correlates monastic architecture with religious con-
cepts and functions. For studies of this text, see Ho 1995; Zhihui 2002.

125. This layout is reminiscent of one Dunhuang painting’s (EO 3580) depiction of 
Amitâbha’s paradise, which appears immediately above a scene of Dizang in the courts of the 
Ten Kings.
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complexity of the iconography, the merging of Dizang and the Ten Kings 
may have crystallized just before the tenth century. It is only with the tenth-
century depictions from Anyue, Dazu, and Dunhuang that the visual imag-
ery expands and the Ten Kings are transformed from miniature to 
full-sized figures, an indication of their growing importance in Buddhist 
cultic practice. To communicate and reinforce the bureaucratization of 
the underworld, the Ten Kings are shown dressed as Chinese officials, sur-
rounded by a retinue of court attendants and scribes and tables strewn 
with writing instruments and documents. 

Guiding the Way in the Afterlife: The Bodhisattva Yinlu 

Another deity who crosses paths with Dizang in the underworld is the Bo
dhisattva Yinlu 引路 (Leading the Way), who appears in Buddhist art of the 
ninth and tenth centuries. The Buddhist equivalent to the psycho pomp of 
shamanistic religions, Yinlu leads the souls of the deceased to their desti-
nations in the afterlife.126 Usually depicted as a female deity, she holds a fly-
ing banner while standing on clouds, her face turned toward a miniature 
figure representing the deceased. First noticed among the Pelliot and Stein 
collections of Dunhuang paintings, this deity was for some time confused 
with Dizang, and the phrase “Yinlu pusa” was treated as a label for one of 
Dizang’s functions.127 Tsukamoto Zenryû was the first to distinguish be-
tween these two bodhisattvas, introducing evidence outside of Dunhuang, 
where the two are illustrated together and identified separately in inscrip-
tions.128 The relationship between Dizang and Yinlu is undeniable and 
helps illumine another dimension of Dizang’s role in medieval imaginings 
of the afterlife. 

Dated to 983, the Dunhuang silk painting MG 17662 features a hooded 
Dizang encircled by the Ten Kings and other members of Dizang’s retinue.129 
In the left corner of the bottom register, a smaller deity, identified by a car-
touche as Yinlu Bodhisattva, descends from a cloud, carrying a banner and 
looking backward to guide the deceased, who is shown in the right corner. 
This depiction of Dizang and Yinlu together might be dismissed as inciden-
tal were it not for similar pairings found outside Dunhuang. Among the rep-
resentations to which Tsukamoto has called attention was a stele engraving 
dated to 932 showing Yinlu, in the company of Dizang, with an inscribed 

126. Derived from the Greek, “psycho pomp” is the technical term for one who guides the 
dead in the afterlife. It was first used in the field of anthropology in relation to afterlife beliefs 
and practices in shamanic religions.

127. Tsukamoto 1931: 130–182. Among the collections of Dunhuang paintings are sev-
eral pieces depicting Yinlu Bodhisattva (EO 1133, EO 1398, MG 17657, MG 17697, and MG 
17662 from the Pelliot collection; Stein 47 from the British Museum). For reproductions, see 
Giès 1995: 2, pls. 63, 68, 69, 72, 73.

128. See Tsukamoto 1931: 138–158.
129.  For a reproduction of MG 17662, see Giès 1995: 2, pl. 63.
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text of the Scripture on the Buddha’s Topknot Supremely Victorious Dhâraÿî.130 
Moreover, niche 1 at the Guanyin Slope (Guanyin po 觀音坡) in Dazu, dated 
to 1154, contains two badly damaged images, one holding a staff and the 
other a banner, named in the inscriptions respectively as Dizang and Yinlu.131 
On the right wall of niche 2 at the same site, dating to the Song, is a seated 
image grasping a staff; next to it stands a figure on partially damaged clouds, 
holding a banner—perhaps yet another pairing of Dizang and Yinlu.132 

What then is the significance of the pairing of these two figures? The 
key lies in the origin of Yinlu Bodhisattva, whom Chinese Buddhists cre-
ated in the late medieval period. Buddhist literature details guiding the 
deceased in the afterlife, but yinlu is not used. The Pure Land concept of 
laiyin 來引 (more commonly known in Japanese as raigô) is undoubtedly a 
Buddhist precursor to the concept of Yinlu Bodhisattva. However, indige-
nous ideas certainly contributed to the formation of this new Buddhist 
deity. The function of a psycho pomp was already anticipated in early Chi-
nese mortuary practices. In Chinese shamanic rites the terrifying geogra-
phy of hell persuades the dead to return to their bodies. Tomb excavations 
have yielded artifacts that illustrate the afterlife journey undertaken by the 
deceased.133 Although a psycho pomp may not actually figure in either con-
text, a desire for guidance in the world beyond the grave is evident in early 
indigenous practices. With the subsequent introduction of Buddhist ideas 
and practices, especially the Pure Land concept of welcoming the de-
ceased, the stage was set for the birth of a Buddhist deity who specialized in 
directing the dead on their sojourn. 

The term yinlu was probably first coined to describe a generic function 
performed by bodhisattvas. In fact, in one of the Stein paintings, Guanyin 
herself leads the deceased.134 The task of guiding souls was eventually as-
sumed by a new deity in the Chinese Buddhist pantheon; this change was 
one of several that occurred in the rapidly expanding conceptions of the 
afterlife in late medieval China. Dizang’s connection with death and the 
afterlife developed over this period as did the purgatorial concept of the 
Ten Kings. It is thus not surprising that a Buddhist psycho pomp like Yinlu 
Bodhisattva should surface during the ninth and the tenth centuries. The 
thought of appearing before the courts of the Ten Kings struck fear in the 
hearts of sinners, whose guilt seemed all the more fixed when faced with 
the dreadful prospect of inescapable judgment; procuring help in the af-

130. Tsukamoto 1931: 138–141. 
131. See Guo 1999a: 35, text inscription 48. The date is recorded in the inscription. 
132. Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 452. Chinese scholars have identified the figure holding the 

staff as Dizang and have suggested that the other figure could be either Daoming or Yinlu. 
Given the banner and clouds, the figure is more likely the Bodhisattva Yinlu.

133. A prominent example is the banner painting found in Mawangdui tomb 1. For a 
discussion of the afterlife motifs depicted in the banner, see Loewe 1979: 17–59. Loewe be-
lieves that the painting functions like a talisman, guiding the soul of the deceased in the 
afterlife. 

134. For a reproduction of this painting, see Whitfield 1982–1985: 2, pl. 10. 
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terlife became a matter of urgency. Dizang answered the need for a savior 
who would temper justice with mercy, while Yinlu offered benevolent guid-
ance through the dark courts of the Ten Kings. In Guanyin po niche 1, an 
inscription addresses the two deities as “The Bodhisattva King Dizang” 
(Dizang wang pusa 地藏王菩薩) and “The Bodhisattva King Yinlu” (Yinlu 
wang pusa 引路王菩薩).135 This is one of the first inscriptions that identifies 
Dizang as ruler of the underworld. No doubt the metamorphosis from bo-
dhisattva to sovereign was influenced by the image of the Ten Kings reign-
ing over the courts in the underworld. Unfortunately, because the statues 
are badly eroded, it is impossible to determine if this linguistic consecra-
tion also resulted in the replacement of the jeweled coiffure with the five-
buddha crown, which characterizes Dizang in late imperial and modern 
Chinese iconography. 

After the tenth century, Dizang’s association with the Ten Kings and 
judgment after death became a key element in the Chinese vision of the af-
terlife—so much so that Dizang quickly gained prominence as the patron 
saint in Buddhist death rites, while Yinlu Bodhisattva gradually faded from 
the religious landscape. In the Ming paintings used for the Repentance Rites 
of the Water and Land Creatures (shuilu chan 水陸懺), the Bodhisattva King 
Yinlu appears as a member of the pantheon of Buddhist deities but having 
no special connection to Dizang, who is also included in these paintings as 
one of the major bodhisattvas.136 

Images of Dizang in Esoteric Buddhist Practices

A Ritual Manual, as mentioned previously, includes two sets of instructions 
for making Dizang images used in esoteric rites addressed to the bodhisat-
tva. In the version that exists today, A Ritual Manual contains no illustrations 
of these images. However, Japanese illustrated texts of esoteric deities have 
been collated and published as appendices to the Taishô edition of the Chi-
nese Buddhist canon in volumes 86–97, under the series “Illustrated Images” 
(Tuxiang bu 圖像部). In the Japanese texts, Dizang is represented either as a 
disciple draped in monastic robes or as a householder bodhisattva dressed 
as an Indian prince, replete with jewels and ornate coiffure—never as a 
monk wearing a celestial coiffure as A Ritual Manual describes. I will not dis-
cuss here the Dizang images in the Taishô canon derived from Japanese edi-
tions; they merely reflect usages in Japanese esoteric Buddhism, despite the 
fact that they claim to be of Chinese origin.

Visual sources place Dizang in the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhi-
sattvas (Ch. Ba da pusa mantuluo 八大菩薩曼荼羅; Skt. Aº¡amahâbodhisattva- 

135. Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 451. 
136. A cartouche identifies the Bodhisattva King Yinlu, who is clothed in colorful 

householder’s robes and jewelry, one hand holding a bell and the other an incense holder, in 
the company of two female attendants. See the photo reproduction in Shanxi sheng bowu-
guang 1988, pls. 87–88; for Dizang Bodhisattva, see pl. 13.
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maÿøala). The earliest evidence of Kºitigarbha, the Indian counterpart to 
Dizang, is among representations of the eight bodhisattvas in the cave tem-
ples of Ajanta and Ellora from the eighth century. Tracing the cult’s his-
tory, Phyllis Granoff has shown that the eight great bodhisattvas originated 
in Mahâyâna cultic practice and were subsequently adapted to esoteric 
practice.137 Listings of the deities in early Chinese Buddhist texts were not 
standardized, but the same set of eight bodhisattvas began appearing from 
the eighth century—although in varying permutations and with some dis-
parities in appellation or attribute.138 In esoteric art and texts, a central 
buddha was added to the eight bodhisattvas to form a maÿøala, an impor-
tant esoteric concept. Several texts include the Maÿøala of the Eight Great 
Bodhisattvas, the earliest of which are Chinese works dating to the eighth 
century.139 

Stein painting 50 from Dunhuang, now preserved in the British Mu-
seum, shows a central buddha, hands in a gesture of meditation and sur-
rounded on either side by four bodhisattvas.140 Inscriptions in Tibetan 
identify four of these bodhisattvas as Sarvanivaraÿaviºkambhin (Chugai-
zhang 除蓋障), Samantabhadra, Dizang, and Mañjušrî. Together with 
Avalokitešvara, Maitreya, Âkâšagarbha, and Vajrapâÿi (Jinggang shou 金
剛手), they constitute the eight great bodhisattvas enumerated in the Ba da 
pusa mantuluo jing 八大菩薩曼荼羅經 (Aº¡amahâbodhisattvamaÿøala-sûtra; 
Scripture on the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas), attributed to 
the eighth-century esoteric master Amoghavajra.141 However, the iconogra-
phy in the Stein painting does not coincide with the scripture. In the paint-
ing, Dizang grasps a flaming jewel in his left hand, whereas the Scripture on 
the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas describes Dizang as follows: 

His head embellished with a jeweled coiffure and his face expressing 
tranquil peace, he is compassionately mindful of all living beings. His left 
hand rests beneath his navel and grasps an alms bowl; the palm of his right 
hand is inverted and turned downward, with the thumb and index finger 
joined in the gesture of consoling all living beings.142

137. Granoff 1968–1969: 81–95. 
138. For an early listing, see Foshuo ba jixiang shenzhou jing 佛說八吉祥神咒經, attributed 

to Zhi Qian 支謙 (fl. 222–253), T427:14.72b–73a. For a more common listing of the eight bo
dhisattvas, see Foshuo ba da pusa jing 佛說八大菩薩經, T490:14.751b–752a. 

139. For example, Ba da pusa mantuluo jing 八大菩薩曼荼羅經, translated by Amoghavajra, 
T1167:20.675a–676a; Foshuo dasheng ba da mannaluo jing 佛說大乘八大曼拏羅經, translated by 
Faxian 法賢 (ca. 1000), T1168A:20.676a–c. 

140. For a reproduction of the painting, see Whitfield 1982–1985: vol. 1, pl. 17; Kawa-
hara 1974: 108. For a detailed description, see Waley 1931: 83–84. 

141. Ba da pusa mantuluo jing, T490:14.751b–c; cf. Foshuo dasheng ba da mannaluo jing, 
T1168A:20.676b.

142. Ba da pusa mantuluo jing, T1167:20.675c. The gesture described is the anwei yin 安慰

印; see Saunders 1960: 66–69. Descriptions of the eight bodhisattvas’ hand gestures are not 
given in the Foshuo dasheng ba da mannaluo jing, T1168A. 
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Apparently there existed more than one iconographical tradition for repre-
senting Dizang as a member of the eight bodhisattvas. Based on the Tibetan 
characters, the nature of the pigments used, and other details, scholars are 
inclined to date the Stein painting to the Tibetan occupation of Dunhuang, 
which occurred sometime around the ninth century.143 

Another representation of the cult of eight great bodhisattvas, believed 
to have been executed in the eighth century, is a partially damaged wall 
mural on the east side of cave 25 in the Yulin ku.144 Only four bodhisattvas 
and a central deity, Vairocana, remain of the original painting. Identified in 
a cartouche, Dizang is dressed in princely garb, his hair pulled back in a coif-
fure. His left hand forms the gesture of meditation (dhyânamudrâ), while his 
right, grasping a jewel, is raised to his chest. The three other bodhisattvas 
are Âkâšagarbha, Mañjušrî, and Maitreya (see Figure 31.)

In addition to paintings, stone carvings of the eight great bodhisattvas 
have also been found in China. At the Slope of the Reclining Stûpa (Daota po 
倒塔坡) in Dazu stands an octagonal pagoda built in the Song period. On the 
first level are chiseled eight niches, each enshrining a bodhisattva. Chinese 
art historians have identified these images as the eight great bodhisattvas.145 
Dizang, outfitted in an ornate headpiece and flowing garments, holds a staff 
and a jewel (now eroded), from which radiates two beams of light to the exte-
rior of the niche.146 

Together with artistic representations of the eight bodhisattvas, there 
exists an important piece of material evidence that places Dizang worship 
in the everyday practice of esoteric ritual: Pelliot 4514.5, a woodblock print 
consisting of an image of Dizang and liturgical text. The print is mounted 
on a scroll, which was evidently used for ritual veneration and belongs to a 
set of similar xylographs recovered from Dunhuang, all containing an 
image of a particular deity matched with a mantra and dedication verse.147 
Although largely undated, these prints probably appeared no earlier than the 
Song, when woodblock printing became integral to daily culture and life in 
China. 

In P 4514.5 Dizang is identified in a cartouche as “The Great Saint Di-
zang Bodhisattva” (dasheng dizang pusa 大聖地藏菩薩). He is dressed in 
royal robes and heavily decorated with jewelry; his long hair cascades down 
to his shoulders from beneath an ornamented headpiece. Sitting on a lotus 
with both legs crossed, his right hand forms the gesture of fearlessness and 
his left holds an alms bowl. The following liturgy appears in the lower por-
tion of the print: 

143. Waley 1931: 84. 
144. For the dating, see Dunhuang yanjiuyuan 1996: 213; and pl. 37. For more detailed 

reproductions of the painting, see Duan 1993: 26–27. 
145. Liu, Hu, and Li 1985: 505–506. 
146. Guo 1999b: 132, pl. 140. 
147. For a survey of Dunhuang woodcut prints preserved in the British Museum and 

the Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris, see Kikutake 1975: 3–35. 



Figure 31. Remains of the Maÿøala of Eight Great Bodhisattvas. Yulin cave 25, 
Anxi, Gansu. Photograph courtesy of Dunhuang Research Academy.
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An Abbreviated Version of the Dizang Ritual (Dizang lueyi 地藏略儀)
Single-heartedly I take refuge with my life and prostrate to all the  
Tathâgatas, who are of equal nature and of the same body.
Great compassionate saint, the Bodhisattva Mahâsattva Dizang,
I, together with living beings—may we all take refuge with our lives, and  
by the transference of merits may [all] be reborn in the Land of Peaceful  
Joy (anle guo 安樂國). (prostrate ten times)
Next, my mind totally resolute and singularly fixed on the deity, I recite
The Mantra of Dizang Bodhisattva’s Dharmakâya for  
Extinguishing and Determining Karmic Obstacles:
An boluomotani suofuhe 唵 缽囉沫他鸋 娑縛賀.

This mantra clearly possesses great austere power to extinguish and deter-
mine grave sins and karmic obstacles; it is able to eliminate disaster and 
epidemics, extend the life span, and protect the body. The fourfold congre-
gation [monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen] are universally encouraged to 
recite and observe [this mantra] with a resolute mind and to transfer merits 
[so that all] may together be reborn in the Land of Immeasurable Life Span 
(wuliangshou guo 無量壽國).

P 4514.5 obviously does not promulgate the kind of systematized esoteric 
practices associated with Amoghavajra and other Tang esoteric teachers. In 
the broader religious setting, the esoteric practices were absorbed by and 
merged with the exoteric—as in the ritual text above, which incorporates 
Pure Land imagery. Originating in Mahâyâna scriptures, mantra and dhâraÿî 
recitation is claimed by esoteric Buddhism as one of its core practices. Pre-
cisely because of its more diffused origins, mantra recitation swiftly became a 
vehicle for spreading esoteric teachings and practices and an indispensable 
part of daily religious praxis for monastic and lay practitioners alike.148 
Woodblock printing facilitated the mass production of images and mantras 
for daily worship. P 4514.5 is an example of this kind of production featur-

148. Mantra recitation was so widely circulated in the medieval milieu that it was incorpo-
rated into the daily routine of Chinese Buddhist monasteries of the period. The Chinese trans-
lation of the Susiddhikara (Suxidijieluo jing 蘇悉地羯囉經), an esoteric text, contains a chapter 
titled “Chapter on Observing Precepts” (Chijie pin 持戒品), which outlines the use of mantra 
recitation in everyday monastic life. See T893:18.606a–608a. The text prescribes mantras for a 
repertory of daily activities, including morning ablutions, eating, and so forth, as it aims to rit-
ualize and sanctify the mundane by transforming the secular into the sacred. This kind of al-
ternative practice for Chinese monastics is not unusual, and modern scholarship has produced 
several studies on the Chan disciplinary code (e.g., Foulk, 1995, 454–472). The esoteric contri-
bution to modern Chinese monastic codes is significant and needs to be more fully explored. 
It would be interesting to examine to what extent the chapter on precepts from the Susiddhi-
kara was actualized in the medieval Chinese context. Monastic use of mantra recitation in daily 
activities is an important antecedent for similar practices found in a later genre of Chinese dis-
ciplinary literature called pini riyong 毘尼日用, or “vinaya for daily functions,” which emerged 
during the Ming. 
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ing, in this case, the Bodhisattva Dizang as the patron saint for daily worship, 
combined in an ad hoc fashion with esoteric and Pure Land elements. 

Forgotten Images in Religious Artifacts

Visual and epigraphic evidence shows that Dizang worship rapidly expanded 
across north central China to the western borders of Gansu and Sichuan. In 
Longmen sculpture, Dizang was first represented in the princely household-
er’s guise typical of bodhisattvas before a special iconography was intro-
duced. The Scripture on the Ten Wheels provides the šramaÿa iconography, as 
well as the imagery of the six paths of rebirth and the wish-granting jewel. 
Moreover, Longmen art and epigraphy tie Dizang to other cults, especially 
Guanyin and the Amitâbha triad. 

From the eighth century on, the western regions of Sichuan and Dun-
huang became the centers of Dizang art. Substantial increases in the size 
and number of niches and sculptures reflect the growth of Dizang cults in 
the area. Sichuan and Dunhuang art also captured critical moments in Di-
zang’s history. In Dunhuang the veneration of Dizang as Lord of the Under-
world came into its own, drawing on medieval afterlife concepts such as the 
Ten Kings and the Bodhisattva Yinlu. Parallel developments occurred in Si-
chuan: In Anyue province, Dizang and the Ten Kings iconographies bor-
rowed elements from Mulian mythology, an important source for Tang 
imaginings of the afterlife. To what extent these religious currents, particu-
larly as they relate to the underworld, were molded by Central Asian cultures 
requires further research. Undoubtably, the staff and hood of the itinerant 
monk braving the sandy deserts of Central Asia were adopted by Chinese 
Buddhists in their visualizing of the Bodhisattva Dizang, the afterlife savior 
who guides travelers through the six paths of rebirth, promising mercy to 
the deceased as they stumble through the dark realm of the Ten Kings. The 
coming together of Dizang worship and the Ten Kings, while not clearly ar-
ticulated in textual sources, is attested to in visual materials. In Dizang art 
from Dunhuang and Sichuan, hell imagery became the focus of depictions 
of the six paths of rebirth, culminating in Baoding shan cave 20’s panoramic 
display of hell tortures from the Southern Song (1127–1279). Also on the 
western borders the combination of the jewel and staff remained constant in 
Dizang’s iconography. 

Vestiges of a possible link between Dizang and Bhaiºajyaguru are dis-
cernible in Sichuan and Dunhuang art, especially in a pair of tableaux 
inspired by the Scripture on the Healing Buddha at Beishan Fowan. Although 
Bhaiºajyaguru never gained the same level of prominence as Amitâbha, he 
appears consistently in East Asian Buddhist art. As the buddha of healing 
and prolonging life, he appealed to medieval Chinese, with their penchant 
for the mantic arts and magico-religious techniques for healing and exor-
cism such as those detailed in the indigenous scripture The Exorcism Method. 
Given their iconographic similarities, it is not surprising that Sichuan devo-
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tees of Bhaiºajyaguru and Dizang addressed their prayers for assistance in 
combating the evils of this world, procuring benefits for family members, 
and bringing about a good rebirth for the dead to both deities. No textual 
evidence exists, however, of a connection between these two cults. This “lost” 
relationship may have been the inspiration behind the birth of Enmei Jizô 
(Life-Prolonging Jizô) in Japanese Buddhism in the twelfth century. In me-
dieval China, there temporarily flourished a life-prolonging bodhisattva 
called Yanming pusa 延命菩薩 who evolved, like the Bodhisattva Yinlu, from 
the personification of an attribute from the array of generic functions shared 
by all bodhisattvas. These “generic” bodhisattvas were eventually absorbed 
by the cults of more prominent Buddhist deities. 

Finally, among artistic and epigraphical materials we find an “esoteric” 
Dizang as a member of the eight bodhisattvas, forming a maÿøala with a bud-
dha or receiving veneration as the presiding deity in esoteric rites. Although 
my survey is hardly exhaustive, it does indicate that such esoteric expressions 
are relatively few in number when compared to other iconographies, notably 
the underworld Dizang. As one of the eight bodhisattvas, Dizang usually ap-
pears as a householder bodhisattva who more or less resembles the other 
members of the entourage. His iconography is hardly uniform: His hand 
gestures and accessories are varied and rarely coincide with textual rendi-
tions. An intriguing iconography is the octagonal pagoda at the Daota po in 
Dazu Baoding shan, which bears little resemblance to maÿøala designs seen 
in Japanese Shingon Buddhism. Here Dizang carries the staff and jewel, 
which are more commonly associated with his underworld aspect than his 
membership in the cult of the eight bodhisattvas. Other evidence of Dizang 
as the patron deity of esoteric rites can be found in Dunhuang woodblock 
print P 4514.5. This print verifies that the so-called esoteric rites enumerated 
in A Ritual Manual, especially in the abbreviated version of P 4514.5, were 
practiced in an everyday context and the text was frequently printed in large 
quantities. In the abbreviated version, Dizang was venerated using a ritual 
formula that draws on image contemplation, mantra recitation, and the goal 
of rebirth in the Pure Land, all of which are broadly disseminated religious 
elements that cannot be relegated to a single tradition.
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chapter 5

Narrative Literature

The need to move beyond an exclusive focus on the written word in the 
study of medieval religion and culture has been voiced repeatedly in mod-
ern scholarship. But the study of the oral aspect of medieval culture poses 
its own methodological problems. Aaron Gurevich, an expert in the field 
of western medieval popular culture, frames the problem as follows: 

The oral tradition of the distant past could not be directly recorded, and 
everything we learn of it in the sources, the texts of the literary tradition, is 
only an indirect reflection. What is more, this reflection of the oral through 
the written, which is always and inevitably transformed and distorted, has 
been filtered through ecclesiastical ideology. 
	 Given that this is the case, is it then possible to “dig down” to the level of 
popular culture?� 

In response, Gurevich proposes that scholars “take account of such works 
as the lives of saints, exempla, descriptions of the wanderings of souls through 
the other world, sermons, texts of vulgar theology, ‘confession books’—
handbooks for confessors—that is, the genres of middle Latin literature in-
tended for the broad mass of the population.”� He further argues that it is 
precisely through “a symbiosis with the scholarly tradition” that popular 
culture could exist in the medieval period.�

Gurevich’s observations may be applied also to medieval China: One 
can approximate some kind of anthropological reconstruction of daily atti-
tudes and practices by investigating its popular literary genres. To under-
stand the Dizang cult as it functioned in the daily life of medieval society, 
this chapter studies the genre of Chinese narratives broadly referred to as 
“miracle tales.” Buddhist miracle tales usually fall into three categories: ac-
counts of divine intervention in times of need, usually initiated by appeals to 
a deity; illustrations of the efficacy of Buddhist piety, often through descrip-
tions of the inexorable workings of the law of karmic retribution; and mira-
cle prodigies, often famous monastics or laypeople who have demonstrated 
advanced spiritual attainments.� Broadly speaking, the term “miracle” in 

�. Gurevich 1992: 50.
�. Ibid.: 51.
�. Ibid.: 64.
�. Cf. Gjertson 1981: 296.
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western religious history refers to the suspension of the laws of nature or 
some form of divine intervention in the workings of the cosmos ultimately at-
tributed to the power or grace of the cosmic creator.� Buddhist cosmology 
stipulates a universe revolving around the paths of rebirth dictated by the ra-
tional workings of karma, a principle of moral causation.� Against this cos-
mological background, a so-called “miraculous experience” is in some sense 
always bound to the principle of moral causation insofar as the spiritual effi-
cacy or “numinous verification” (lingyan 靈驗)—however strange or inexpli-
cable at first glance—is always caused, so to speak, by the worship of a deity or 
scripture or through the observance of some form of religious practice. Pre-
cisely because of this “hidden” pattern of causation, the common Chinese 
term used for collections of miracle tales is a pair of Chinese causal concepts 
that can be literally translated as “stimulus and response” (ganying).� But in-
sofar as the experiences recounted are viewed as extraordinary in the sense 
of extending beyond daily functions and normal patterns of rationality, it is 
appropriate to call them “miracle tales.” This usage is especially apt for nar-
ratives relating uncommon experiences attributed to divine intervention, 
which results from sincere veneration of a deity. 

Miracle stories as they have been transmitted to us have undergone 
considerable editing or collation. They usually originated as oral narra-
tives and were disseminated locally. Only after a deity or religious practice 
had gained considerable sway among believers were the stories edited, 
compiled, and canonized by the tradition. After compilation, miracle tales 
continued to be transmitted orally until the cult disappeared from the reli-
gious scene. They thus serve as fairly reliable mirrors of religious attitudes 
and practices observed by the larger population across the diverse social 
strata of medieval Chinese society. Hence, Chinese Buddhist miracle tales 
offer a de facto vehicle for accessing otherwise elusive dimensions of daily 
medieval life. 

Chinese Buddhist miracle tales can often be traced to translations, be-
ginning as early as the third century, of Buddhist narratives known as 
avadâna.� Shortly afterward, indigenous collections and writings were com-
posed; by the Tang period a substantial corpus of Buddhist miracle tales ex-

�. Note that even in the context of the history of western religion, this broad defini-
tion of “miracle” does not allow for subtle refinements or explications. For the nuances un-
derlying the theory of miracles in medieval western religion, see Ward 1982: 3–19. 

�. For the problems in using “miracle” to translate the Japanese concept ryôi, see LaFleur 
1983: 33–34. 

�. Several scholars have discussed the problem of translating ganying and similar usages 
as “miracle”; see, for instance, Birnbaum 1986: 137; Kieschnick 1997: 97–101. 

�. Gjertson 1989: 8–9. The oldest surviving Chinese translations of Indian Buddhist tales 
actually date from the late second century, but these translations are mostly interspersed in 
doctrinal materials. It is not until the mid-third century that the Chinese translation of Indian 
Buddhist tales begins with a translation of the Avadânašataka, Zhuanji baiyuan jing 撰集百緣經 
(T200:4.203a–257a), by the third-century Indo-Scythian layman Zhi Qian 支謙. Also see Cam-
pany 1991.
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isted.� Their rise was probably in part spurred by a growing interest in 
another genre called “strange writing” or “anomaly accounts” (zhiguai 志
怪).10 Introduced between the fourth and the fifth centuries, these writings 
narrate human encounters with irrational and supramundane forces. An-
other catalyst was undoubtedly the transmission of Mahâyâna Buddhism 
with its pantheon of celestial bodhisattvas presented as omnipotent saviors. 
As early as the fourth century, miracle tales recording the numinous efficacies 
of the Bodhisattva Guanyin were circulating in China.11 Components of cultic 
worship, such as making and venerating images, copying and reciting scrip-
tures, and incanting the deity’s name, became key motifs in miracle stories. 

The earliest compilation of Dizang miracles, the Dizang pusa xiang ling-
yan ji (A Record of Numinous Verifications of Images of Dizang Bodhisat-
tva), was completed in 989. Prior to it, miracle tales featuring Dizang already 
existed, scattered and preserved in Buddhist and non-Buddhist records. 
Those included in non-Buddhist compilations are especially valuable be-
cause they must have been sufficiently widespread to warrant the attention 
of elite Chinese authors, who might or might not have been Buddhists. 

The Earliest Dizang Miracle Tale 

Previously I noted Dizang worship and the efficacies of Dizang images in sev-
enth-century Buddhist texts such as The Pearl Forest of the Dharma Grove and 
the Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks. However, the earliest miracle tale 
referring to Dizang occurs in the early eighth century in the Huayan jing 
zhuanji 華嚴經傳記 (Chronicles of the Flower Adornment Scripture), by the 
famous Huayan patriarch Fazang 法藏 (643–712).12

This Huayan compendium of miraculous stories includes a short narra-
tive concerning a Mr. Wang’s encounter with Dizang Bodhisattva in hell. It is 
the earliest documentation of Dizang’s role in the netherworld, and it recurs 
in subsequent collections of miracle tales. Fazang records the story as follows:

In the first year of wenming 文明 [684], a metropolitan person, one Mr. Wang, 
whose first name is today not known, did not cultivate good acts and moreover 
was lacking in moral conduct. When he died of illness, two persons came to 
lead him to the entrance of hell, where they encountered a monk who said, “I 

�. Gjertson 1981: 287. 
10. For a study of this literary genre, see Campany 1996b.
11. Several titles in Gjertson’s survey of early Chinese collections of Buddhist miracle 

tales celebrate the miraculous potency of Guanyin Bodhisattva; see Gjertson 1981: 292–296; 
Makita 1970: 13–108. 

12. Huayan jing zhuanji, T2073:51.153a–173a. The Tang da Jianfu si guzhu fanjing dade fa-
zang heshang zhuan 唐大薦福寺故主翻經大德法藏和尚傳 states that Fazang died before com-
pleting the Huayan jing zhuanji. Evidently, his disciples completed the work and added their 
own commentaries and eulogies (T2054:50.283a). Scholars agree that the Huayan jing 
zhuanji was mostly authored by Fazang and that the “accretionary layers” added by his disciples 
contributed very few changes to Fazang’s work; see Takamine 1963: 213.
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am the Bodhisattva Dizang.” [The bodhisattva] then taught Mr. Wang to recite 
a line of verse, which states: “If a person seeks to apprehend all the buddhas of 
the three realms, he or she should contemplate thus: It is the mind that creates 
all tathâgatas.” After delivering the scriptural line, the bodhisattva addressed 
him, saying, “Recitation of this gâthâ can dissipate [the fate of] hell.” Mr. Wang 
recited most earnestly, and then he was brought to meet King Yama. The king 
asked, “What merits does this person possess?” Wang replied, “Only the 
observance of the above gâthâ of four phrases.” The king subsequently released 
and pardoned him. At the time when this gâthâ was recited, in the places where 
the recitation could penetrate, all those suffering obtained liberation. After 
three days, Mr. Wang revived. Recalling his observance of this gâthâ, he spoke 
of it to all the monks. Searching for the text of the gâthâ, they then realized 
that it occurred in the “Chapter on the Preaching of Teachings at the Cloud 
Assembly of All the Countless Bodhisattvas in the Suyama Celestial Palace” 
(Yemo tiangong wuliang zhu pusa yunji shuofa pin 夜摩天宮無量諸菩薩雲集說法品) 
from the twelfth fascicle of the Avataœsaka-sûtra (Huayan jing 華嚴經, Flower 
Adornment Scripture). Mr. Wang himself told it all to the monk Dingfa 定法 
from the Monastery of Contemplating Emptiness (Kongguan si 空觀寺).13

This story is later cited almost verbatim in a commentary on the Huayan jing 
composed by the Huayan patriarch Chengguan 澄觀 (738–839).14 In Cheng-
guan’s treatment, the story is said to have come from the Zuanling ji 纂靈記 
(Compendium of Numinous Records), evidently a variant name for the 
Chronicles of the Flower Adornment Scripture.15 The story appears again in a 
tenth-century collection of Dizang miracle tales, A Record of Numinous Verifi-
cations.16 As recorded in Huayan writings, the role of Dizang is minimal: He 
appears as one who teaches the mind-only doctrine of Huayan to those re-
born in hell. 

Mention of Dizang in Huayan writings poses several questions. Françoise 
Wang-Toutain explains that Huayan had a close relationship with Sanjie jiao 
and thus might have been molded by Sanjie jiao’s penchant for Dizang wor-
ship.17 But the perplexing fact is that Fazang’s writing constitutes the earliest 
extant record of Dizang’s underworld function—before it became an explicit 
theme in art, inscription, or other nonsectarian Buddhist collections of mir-
acle tales. No evidence suggests that Sanjie jiao might have already promoted 
Dizang’s underworld character. More likely, Fazang extrapolated the basic 
narrative of the underworld sojourn from contemporary sources before re-
casting it as propaganda for Huayan teachings. Narratives recounting un-

13. Huayan jing zhuanji, T2073:51.167a.
14. Da fangguang fo huayan jing suishu yanyi chao 大方廣佛華嚴經隨疏演義鈔, T1736:36.1a–

701a. The story occurs twice in this commentary: T1736:36.116b–c, 324b.
15. For an occurrence of this variant title of the Huayan jing zhuanji, see Tang da Jianfu 

si guzhu fanjing dade fazang heshang zhuan, T2054:50.283a. 
16. See record 5, Lingyan ji, 356a–b. 
17. Wang-Toutain 1998: 144. 
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derworld journeys were common in medieval China and constituted a genre 
that modern scholarship refers to as “return-from-death narratives.”18 The 
motif of returning from death can be traced to the third century BCE in 
China.19 By the seventh century, the Buddhist monk who performs a panoply 
of ritual functions, including funerary rites, is a familiar figure. The associa-
tion of the Buddhist monk with death, particularly the belief that the monk’s 
merits could bring salvation to the deceased, was already integral to Tang re-
ligion. A well-known example is the Mulian story, discussed previously, which 
furnishes the mythology for the Ghost Festival, a ritual for making offerings 
to the saægha to accrue merit for deceased ancestors and particularly to liber-
ate the suffering of those reborn as hungry ghosts. The association of the 
monastic establishment with the afterlife is further reflected in popular sto-
ries. For example, in a return-from-death narrative collected in the late fifth-
century text the Mingxiang ji 冥祥記 (Auspicious Records in the Dark 
Terrain), monks operate as important agents in the proper running of a 
highly bureaucratic administration that dispensed karmic retribution in the 
subterranean lands.20 In particular, the monk Sengda 僧達 decides to pro-
long the protagonist’s life and permits his return to the living world.21 Nu-
merous examples, too many to recount here, are recorded in various 
collections of Chinese narratives. 

Another example from Huayan literature is the Da fangguang fo huayan 
jing ganying zhuan 大方廣佛華嚴經感應傳 (Biographies of the Responses 
Stimulated by the Great Extended Buddha Flower Adornment Scripture), 
composed by Fazang’s disciple, the eighth-century monk Huiying 惠英 (d.u.). 
This narrative relates the return-from-death experience of a donor named 
Guo Shenliang 郭神亮, who lived in the Quarter of Benevolent Peace 
(Xian’an fang 賢安坊) in Chang’an.22 Guo describes his own death experi-
ence: Upon his death in 687, he was led by three messengers to the abode of 
the Impartial King (Pingdeng wang 平等王), who determined that he be 
sent to hell for his wrongdoings.23 At the entrance to hell, Guo encounters a 
miracle: 

18. For example, Campany 1990.
19. Among the excavated finds from the Fangmatan tombs, dated to the fourth cen-

tury BCE, is a petition directed to underworld authorities urging the resurrection of a dead 
man. For a discussion of this document, see Harper 1994: 13–28. For return-from-death nar-
ratives in medieval China, see Campany 1990, 1995.

20. The Mingxiang ji is said to have been compiled by Wang Yan 王琰 (fl. 424–479). Pre-
cisely when it was written is unclear, but the extant work refers to a date as late as 485, and it 
was known to have been in circulation by 501. See Campany 1996a: 82–83. 

21. Recorded in the Mingxiang ji, this story is cited in two anthologies: Fayuan zhulin, 
T2122:53.988c–989a, and Taiping guangji, 379: 3014. Minor discrepancies in wording exist 
among these versions, but the story’s content is basically the same. For a translation of the 
entire story, see Campany 1995: 351–353.

22. For the complete narrative, see Da fangguang fo huayan jing ganying zhuan, T2074: 
51.175b–c.

23. The Impartial King is usually listed as the eighth of the Ten Kings. His origins are un-
clear, but an Impartial King also exists in Manichaean cosmology; see Bosijiao can jing 波斯教
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He suddenly saw a monk, who said, “Because I wish to save you from the 
suffering of hell, I shall teach you to recite a line.” Astonished, Shenliang 
asked the monk to save and protect him and to bestow the gâthâ. Reciting the 
gâthâ, the monk stated, “If someone desires to apprehend all the buddhas of 
the three realms, one should thus contemplate that the mind creates all 
tathâgathas.” Shenliang then resolutely recited this gâthâ numerous times. 
Consequently, Shenliang obtained liberation, together with numerous 
thousands of billions of people who were all undergoing suffering, and he 
did not [have to] enter hell.24

This story is strongly reminiscent of Mr. Wang’s return-from-death experi-
ence, except for the identity of the monk: The monk Mr. Wang encoun-
tered is recognized as the Bodhisattva Dizang, whereas Guo met an 
ordinary, nameless cleric who held the key to the salvation of denizens in 
the underworld.

A parallel between these two return-from-death stories recorded in 
separate Huayan works suggests how Dizang’s connection with the under-
world may have evolved in medieval China. In Fazang’s version of Mr. 
Wang’s story, Dizang appears as a monk at the entrance to hell: There is 
no indication that he necessarily resides or presides there. Dizang’s ap-
pearance seems no different from that of any other bodhisattva assisting 
living beings in dire need. The sectarian import of the story is obvious: Di-
zang is represented as the agent who delivers the teaching of mind-only, 
which enables living beings to elude the horrible destiny of rebirth in hell. 
In Guo’s story, a nameless monk assumes this role. By replacing a generic 
monk with Dizang, a bodhisattva monk, the story of Mr. Wang may have 
captured a historic moment in Chinese underworld development—that is, 
between the late seventh and eighth centuries, the subtle shift in narrative 
accounts that resulted in Dizang assuming a role formerly ascribed to an 
average Buddhist monk, namely, the task of assisting those reborn into 
the underworld.

Non-Buddhist Records

From the eighth-century Chronicles of the Flower Adornment Scripture to the 
tenth-century compilation A Record of Numinous Verifications, other miracle 
tales mention Dizang, but these were recorded outside the Chinese Buddhist 
canon. The inclusion of such stories in any non-Buddhist compilation con-
firms that they were sufficiently disseminated in the larger milieu and that a 
non-Buddhist author would be familiar with them. A set of narratives from a 
tenth-century compilation, the Taiping guangji 太平廣記 (Extensive Records 

殘經, T2141B:54.1282c. On the relations between Manichaeism and Buddhism, see Bryder 
1985: 102–103. 

24. Da fangguang fo huayan jing ganying zhuan, T2074:51.175c.
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from the Taiping Era), and a return-from-death narrative retrieved from 
Dunhuang relate stories in which Dizang plays a central role.

Compiled by Li Fang 李昉 (925–996) from 977 to 978, the Extensive Re-
cords from the Taiping Era is an extensive collection of anecdotes and stories.25 
In one story dating to 746 and derived from the Jiwen 紀聞 (Records of Hear-
say), a monk named Qizhi 齊之 enjoyed socializing with the upper classes 
and neglected monastic discipline. He was summoned to the underworld 
when a recently deceased maidservant from his monastery mistakenly ac-
cused him of causing her death. After the case was resolved and Qizhi was 
about to return to the world of the living, he met Dizang, in the guise of a 
monk, who explained that Qizhi had died on account of his lack of merit. Di-
zang exhorted Qizhi to correct his bad habits and live a secluded life.26 Here 
Dizang is not cast as Lord of the Underworld; instead, he appears as a moral 
agent delivering injunctions to perform good deeds and observe monastic 
values. This treatment portrays the underworld bureaucracy as no different 
from the human institutions of law and order, which were prone to error. Ex-
cept for Dizang’s intervention, the otherworldly bureaucrats would have al-
lowed the course of karma to play itself out. 

The next story is about an official, Li Siyuan 李思元, who reportedly 
died and was later revived in 746. The narrative describes Siyuan’s encoun-
ter with underworld bureaucrats, ranging from official underlings, who so-
licited bribes, to the underworld king, who allowed Siyuan to return to the 
realm of the living. On his way home, Siyuan passed through the gates of 
hell, where he encountered the Bodhisattva Dizang: 

At the west wall of the gate a door stood facing east. Outside the door were 
several hundreds of multitudes of monks holding banners and flowers to 
welcome Siyuan. They said, “The bodhisattva wishes to see you.” Siyuan 
entered the cloister. Lucid ponds covered the entire grounds. The hall and 
balcony were all made of seven precious substances.27 In the hall was a monk 
wearing a robe with golden designs and sitting on a bejeweled couch. Siyuan 
paid respect to him. [The monks] on both sides said, “This is the Bodhisattva 
Dizang.” Siyuan then knelt down. The monks all composed eulogies, and on 
hearing them Siyuan shed tears. The bodhisattva told the congregation, “Do 
you see this person shedding tears? This person will depart in a short while. 
It is because he hears the singing of praises to the Buddha that he is crying.” 

25. Li Fang headed the editorial committee compiling and editing the Taiping guangji. 
The task was decreed under imperial auspices in 977 and completed the following year. This 
encyclopedic work amounts to a repertory of extracts from strange tales and stories of the su-
pernatural, constituting a great source of material on the social history of medieval China. 
About one third of its entries are said to be from the Tang; most belong to the Han and the 
Six Dynasties, and a handful are from the tenth century. See Teng and Biggerstaff 1971: 125; 
Hervouet 1978: 341.

26. Taiping guangji, 100: 672.
27. Qibao 七寶 (saptaratna) in Buddhist texts usually refers to gold, silver, lapis lazuli, 

crystal, red pearl, agate, and mother-of-pearl. 
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He told [Siyuan], “You have seen the affairs of this realm. When you return 
to the human world, you should accordingly speak about it and let people of 
the [living] world hear about it [that they might] correct their conduct and 
cultivate good deeds. If in this life you do not have disorderly conduct and 
always maintain correct thoughts, you can come here again.” He then 
commanded all the monks to escort [Siyuan on his] return. When Siyuan 
woke up, he [had his family] prepare a meal for thirty people as well as 
separately prepare meat and wine for two persons. As a result, they all 
received gifts and benefits.
	 Siyuan lived for seven days. After hosting a great vegetarian feast, Siyuan 
died again. But reviving at daybreak, he said that he had been summoned to 
Dizang’s place, where [Dizang] reprimanded Siyuan, saying, “I commanded 
you to report the affairs of retribution in hell; why did you not talk about it?” 
[Dizang] was about to have him whipped, [but] Siyuan pleaded for forgive-
ness and was released. Because Siyuan usually did not consume wine and 
meat, he was again revived. He finally purified himself and became a vegetar-
ian, and his family refrained from eating past noon. Also every time Siyuan 
was at a place where a crowd gathered, he would definitely report the nether-
world incident. The people were all converted by it.28

In this story, Dizang’s abode is located on the fringes of the underworld, 
where afterlife decisions and grisly penal tortures take place. The descrip-
tion of his lodgings, with their ponds and buildings made of precious sub-
stances, is reminiscent of the stock descriptions of paradise in Buddhist 
cosmology, although neither the term “paradise” nor “Pure Land” actually 
occurs here. Because most texts locate Dizang either in the land of Kharâdîya 
in the south or in the western Land of Bliss, the association with the east is 
puzzling.29 Moreover, Dizang seems to have under his command a throng of 
monks who live with him in his paradisal residence. Garbed in ornate robes, 
Dizang is thus presented as the monk of monks: The bodhisattva-monk is the 
monk par excellence.30 This image of Dizang presiding over a host of monks 
on the fringes of the underworld is most likely an extension of the tendency 
to connect monks with the salvation of the dead. Compared to other ac-
counts, Siyuan’s story assigns a larger role to Dizang and further introduces 
echoes of Pure Land. Dizang’s abode seems to be located immediately out-
side the underworld, between King Yama’s court and the realm of the living. 
As I will show later, the A Record of Numinous Verifications contains a narrative 

28. Taiping guangji, 100: 670–671.
29. The use of the eastern direction might well come from indigenous Chinese cos-

mography. The seat of otherworldly administration in early China, Mount Tai, is located in 
the east. In pre-Buddhist China, mortuary rites invoked a series of paradises, among them 
the Palace of the Eastern King presided over by the King Father of the East. 

30. We are reminded here of the honors, especially the special monastic robe of royal 
purple, that the imperial Chinese court sometimes bestowed on a famous monk to signal 
courtly approbation and recognition of his accomplishments.
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that presents lesser-known destinations of rebirth in Dizang worship; these 
are cast as semiheavenly abodes located in the subterranean geography on 
the return route from hell to the living realm.31

The third narrative from the Extensive Records from the Taiping Era was 
originally recorded in the ninth-century collection the Youyang zazu 酉陽雜
俎 (A Miscellany on the Setting Sun).32 It relates the otherworldly sojourn 
of Sun Xian 孫咸, a low-ranking general who, sometime between the late 
ninth and the beginning of the tenth century, reportedly died and was sub-
sequently revived. The event is said to have occurred at Chongyi 崇義 in 
Xiang prefecture. In the story, Sun Xian is summoned to hell to verify the 
claim of a corrupt monk who falsely maintains that while alive he urged 
Sun Xian to copy the Lotus Scripture. Sun Xian’s prolonged confrontation 
with the monk concludes only with the intervention of a monk who turns 
out to be Dizang. After the court hearing, Dizang leads Sun Xian on a 
guided tour of hell: 

Upon arriving at the gate, smoke and flames were blazing brightly, making a 
noise that sounded like wind and thunder. [Sun Xian] was apprehensive and 
dared not look. Just before him he saw a cauldron of boiling soup. The foam 
bubbled up and dripped onto his left thigh. The pain seared his heart and 
[pierced his] marrow. Dizang instructed a messenger to send [Sun Xian] 
back and forbade [Sun Xian] to divulge any underworld affairs. [Sun Xian] 
revived as if from a dream. . . . The spot where the drop had fallen in the 
dream formed a scar that remained throughout his entire life.33

Another story of Dizang in the underworld is a return-from-death narra-
tive, the Huanhun ji (Record of a Returned Soul, S 3092), from Dunhuang.34 
Here the protagonist is Daoming, a monk from the Monastery of Kaiyuan 
Era (Kaiyuan si 開元寺) in Xiang prefecture.35 The underworld sojourn re-
portedly occurred in 778: 

31. See Lingyan ji, 362a–363a. 
32. The Youyang zazu was a collection of anecdotes and stories composed by Duan 

Chengshi 段成式 (d. 863).
33. Taiping guangji, 106: 717.
34. For an unannotated transcription of the Huanhun ji, see Wang 1982: 173. However, 

Wang’s transcription omits lines from the original texts. Stephen Teiser has edited and trans-
lated a portion of the narrative according to the manuscript copy S 3092; see Teiser 1988a: 
448–449, 464. 

35. The name “Daoming” was fairly common and surviving sources contain biogra-
phies of over a dozen Buddhist monks with this name. The recurrence of the name among 
Buddhist monks was acknowledged in the Record of a Returned Soul that relates how the neth-
erworld authorities mistook Daoming of Kaishan si for Daoming of Longxing si 龍興寺; for a 
discussion of the various Daomings related to death and afterlife, see Teiser 1994: 66–69. In 
subsequent extensions of Dizang mythology in conjunction with the cult of Mount Jiuhua, 
Daoming was the name of a character in the Golden Dizang legend. He was the son of a local 
village elder, a patron of Kim Chijang, who subsequently received ordination from Kim. 
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Having been granted a clean slate, Daoming was overcome with emotion {as 
he left the king} to return to the human world. Lifting his head and turning 
to the west, he saw a meditation monk with eyes like blue lotus and a face like 
the full moon. Replete with jewels and lotuses, majestically adorned with 
fringe, by shaking the metal rings of his staff he could gather and disperse 
clouds and water. The bodhisattva asked Daoming, “Do you recognize me?” 
Daoming replied, “My eyes and ears are common and low. I do not recognize 
your venerable countenance.”
	 [The monk said], “Take a good look, I am Dizang.”
	 [Daoming said], “The way you look in the other world is different from 
this.”
	 [The bodhisattva said], “How do I look on Jambudvîpa?”
	 [Daoming said], “Your body {is concealed under a big} gown, you hold 
rare jewels in your hands, and your head is exposed, not covered with 
hanging pearls and flower tassels.”
	 [The bodhisattva said], “Those who hand down this tradition are in 
error! [Images of me] in the chambers and halls of {temples} must be odd in 
the same way. Most of the sentient beings of Jambudvîpa would not recognize 
me! You must observe closely the appearance {of my demeanor and comport-
ment}, noting clearly my proportions one by one, so that you can transmit 
them to the world. Admonish all sentient beings to chant my true words 
[mantra]—at the {top of their voices}! The sins of those who hear my name 
shall be wiped away, blessings shall accrue to those who see my appearance; 
and I vow that I shall without fail bring salvation to those who {meet me in} 
this hall.”
	H aving received these enticing instructions, Daoming was happy to put 
into practice what is hard {to practice. With devotion and} sincerity he 
accepted the bodhisattva’s grace.
	A s he was about to take his leave Daoming went again to study the 
bodhisattva’s venerable countenance, and only then did he see that there was 
a lion {at his side}. Daoming asked the bodhisattva, “What animal is this that 
dares to approach the Worthy Sage? When it comes time for me to transmit 
and copy [your likeness], I must know where [this animal] comes from.”
	 “I suppose you do not recognize him,” [replied the bodhisattva]. “This is 
the transformation body in the present of the Great Sage, Mañjušrî Bodhisat-
tva. He and I together in the dim dark world bring salvation to all in distress.”
	 Daoming left, and within an instant he was back in the temple of his old 
home, breathing once again. There he set to work mixing his paints, passing 
down to the world the portraits he had copied of [Dizang’s] true countenance.36 

The date of this text is uncertain, but it was probably copied in the ninth cen-
tury.37 The narrative not only points to Dizang’s role in the underworld but 

36. Translated in Teiser 1988a: 448–449. 
37. Ibid.: 447.
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also sheds further light on the evolution of the underworld Dizang’s iconog-
raphy. The return-from-death narratives all portray Dizang as a šramaÿa in 
the netherworld. The image of Dizang as a monk must have been a critical 
factor in the articulation of his underworld function. However, the Record of 
a Returned Soul seems to indicate that at some point after his underworld role 
was established, there was a concerted effort to reinforce the bodhisattva as-
pect of Dizang’s personality by reinstating the jewels and ornamented head-
dress typical of a bodhisattva. A similar iconography of the monk Dizang 
wearing a celestial coiffure is prescribed in A Ritual Manual. The Record of a 
Returned Soul was probably written no earlier than the end of the eighth cen-
tury, after Dizang had already gained a firm foothold in the larger religious 
milieu. In other words, both the ritual and narrative date roughly to the 
same period, but because we do not have firm dating for either, it is hard to 
say how exactly one was influenced by the other. The narrative insists on the 
priority of Dizang by making another great bodhisattva, Mañjušrî, his atten-
dant animal. The lion-dog “vehicle” occurs only in late medieval iconogra-
phy of Dizang in association with his underworld function. Dunhuang and 
Sichuan art certainly furnishes examples of the monk Dizang adorned with 
jewels and attended by an animal. Whether or not these motifs emerged first 
in art or narrative, it is impossible to ascertain. 

These stories recorded outside the Chinese Buddhist canon are return-
from-death narratives that focus on the underworld. Except for the last story, 
all are from the Extensive Records from the Taiping Era, which in turn extrapo-
lated the stories from other non-Buddhist collections. The non-Buddhist ori-
gins of the sources suggest that Dizang’s underworld aspect belonged not 
only to the Buddhist population in medieval society, but also to a wider 
audience. 

A Buddhist Compilation of Dizang Miracle Tales

Compiled by the monk Changjin 常謹 (d.u.), the earliest extant collection 
of Dizang miracle tales, A Record of Numinous Verifications, was completed in 
989.38 Changjin explains in his preface that he was summoned by the court 
to compile the text. The preface does not explain the rationale for the 
project, but one may assume that Dizang worship was sufficiently wide-
spread in the tenth century to merit compiling miraculous accounts of his 
images. Changjin observes that there exists an overwhelming number of 
incidents attesting to Dizang’s numinous efficacy transmitted orally or 
through written records, of which he has only compiled thirty-two. Little is 
known about Changjin. Except for A Record of Numinous Verifications, no 
other work is attributed to him, although a brief mention in one source 
tells us that in 982, he was attached to an imperially sanctioned translation 

38. At the close of the preface, the compiler notes that his task was completed in the 
second year of duangong 端拱; see Lingyan ji, 354a.
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bureau in Kaifeng 開封 (in modern-day Henan).39 He refers to himself as 
“a šramaÿa who transmits the teachings” (chuanjiao shamen 傳教沙門).40 
Changjin probably belonged to the elite class of literate monks, which in-
cluded copyists and translators engaged in the transmission and propaga-
tion of Buddhism in China. 

As previously mentioned, the Scripture on the Ten Wheels frequently served 
as the scriptural core for the early development of Dizang Bodhisattva. But 
in a shift that probably took place in late medieval China, the Scripture on the 
Past Vows increasingly emerged as the new scriptural source for Dizang imag-
ery. Changjin indicates early in his preface that the Scripture on the Past Vows 
was a salient influence on his compilation of Dizang miracle tales. He recalls 
events from the scripture, especially the scene of its preaching in Trâyastriœša 
heaven.41 His recounting of this scene quotes almost verbatim lines from the 
Scripture on the Past Vows, establishing a connection with the scripture that 
canonized Dizang’s role as savior of the living beings of the Sahâ world dur-
ing the interval between Šâkyamuni and Maitreya. After invoking the myth 
of Dizang’s origin, Changjin then explains Dizang’s special affinity with this 
world and its inhabitants and that there are countless believers who have re-
ceived miraculous assistance from him. Changjin’s compilation of Dizang 
miracle tales is then presented as a record of some of these incidents.42 

The narratives reflect a wide range of themes that locate Dizang in more 
various religious developments than those found in miracle tales from non-
Buddhist sources. To facilitate my discussion, I have organized Changjin’s 
work around four sets of recurring themes. 

Rebirth in the Pure Land and Heavenly Abodes
Three narratives (records 9, 11, and 26) in A Record of Numinous Verifica-

tions confirm Dizang’s connection with Pure Land, which, as we have seen, is 
apparent in art, epigraphy, and other texts. Record 26 is especially important 
for its Pure Land echoes. The protagonist in this story is an exemplary Bud-
dhist nun, Zhizang 智藏, who lived in the chaotic times surrounding the year 
980. As part of her aspiration to be reborn in the Pure Land, Zhizang com-
missions and worships a painting portraying the Buddha Amitâbha flanked 
by Dizang and Guanyin. Her deathbed scene is described as follows:

On the twenty-third day of the second month in the seventh year, she 
informed her friends that “It has been decided that I will die the next day, 
and the Bodhisattva Dizang shall lead me to the Pure Land.” She burnt 

39. Fozu tongji, T2035:49.398a.
40. Lingyan ji, 354a.
41. Changjin especially invokes the events of Chapter 2, “The Assembly of the Emana-

tion Bodies” (Fenshen jihui pin er 分身集會品二), in the Benyuan jing, T412:13.779a–c. Literally, 
“Trâyastriœša deva” refers to the thirty-three gods in Vedic lore. In Buddhist cosmology, it is 
the second of six heavens in the realm of desire (yujie 欲界; Skt. kâma-dhâtu).

42. Lingyan ji, 354a.
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incense, scattered flowers, intoned the names of the holy triad 108 times 
each. Then she sat upright, palms joined, faced west, and passed away.43

Granted that this description has undergone editing to better reflect the 
normative views of the elite Chinese Buddhist community, it is nonetheless 
one vignette, albeit idealized, of Buddhist death rites practiced in late me-
dieval times. Here the paradigm invoked is the death rites and deathbed 
testimonials from the Amitâbha Pure Land tradition flourishing in medi-
eval China.44 Dizang appears as a psycho pomp leading the dying devotee 
to the Pure Land as in the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang. This miracle 
tale shows a medieval Chinese nun venerating Dizang as one of the Pure 
Land triad: In her conception of the afterlife and her preparatory rite for 
rebirth, Dizang is an integral element of her Pure Land devotion. As a mir-
acle tale, this story very likely reflects the afterlife beliefs and practices ob-
served by Buddhists in late medieval China. 

Another example is record 24, which describes cultic life in the city of 
Liao 遼 also around 980.45 The religious practices in that city are described 
thus:

In a village in Liao, more than one thousand families of the past [and up to] 
about two thousand families of the present generation had always served the 
Great Dharma. Also they always had faith in Guanyin and Dizang. They took 
refuge under the monks and nuns and were strongly predisposed to the 
Guanyin Scripture and the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. There was an ancient 
saæghârâma with three bays and four sides. In the renovated green-tiled hall, 
two statues of Guanyin and Dizang, their bodies seven feet five inches high, 
were placed on the left and right, and an image of Amitâbha stood in the 
middle, one zhang and six feet tall. All [three] were divinely auspicious images, 
sculpted in the past by Liu Dengdu 留鄧度.46

The passage records the shrine arrangement in what was probably the main 
hall of a rural monastery in tenth-century China. Whether or not the monas-
tery in question actually existed, the description certainly mirrors to a 
greater or lesser degree the socio-cultural and religious realities of late me-
dieval China. My previous discussion of cave temple art already uncovered 
several instances of this triad, although examples from cave temple art can-
not conclusively establish whether the triad was actually used for daily wor-
ship. Both narratives concerning the nun Zhizang and Liao city indicate 

43. Ibid., 367a. 
44. On Pure Land death rites and deathbed testimonials in medieval China, see Ste-

venson 1995a, 1995b; Huang 1998. On this genre of writings, see Lai 1996. 
45. The chaotic times mentioned in the story of the nun Zhizang also appear in record 

24: “During the reign of Taizong 太宗 in the period of taiping xingguo 太平興國 (976–984), an 
epidemic raged” (Lingyan ji, 366b). 

46. Lingyan ji, 366a–b. 
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that the triad was employed for personal and communal ritual in the tenth-
century. In other words, Dizang’s connection with Amitâbha’s Pure Land 
was not an abstract theoretical formulation but rather existed as part of daily 
religious practice in medieval society. 

In A Record of Numinous Verifications, those who worship Dizang may 
also be reborn in Maitreya’s abode, Tuºita heaven. For example, in record 
13, a filial daughter, Miss Zhang 張, makes a Dizang image on behalf of her 
mother, who has been reborn as a hungry ghost: 

After that, in her dream, [Miss Zhang] saw her mother, her body emitting 
radiance and dwelling in space. [Her mother] said, “[Because of] the power 
of the good merits you cultivated [on my behalf], I was swiftly reborn into 
heaven. If you prostrate and pay homage to this image with a reverent heart, 
we will together dwell in the abode of Maitreya Bodhisattva and will listen 
together to the teachings.”47

In another record, a regional inspector named Zu 祖 makes an image of Di-
zang for his parents and succeeds in converting them to Dizang worship be-
fore his father passes away. In a dream, his deceased father appears before 
Zu, saying: 

“I was reborn in the Fourth Heaven. The Bodhisattva Dizang led and guided 
[me] to serve [the future buddha Maitreya], who has only one more rebirth 
(Ch. buchu 補處; Skt. ekajâtipratibaddha). People reborn in that heaven are 
mostly led and guided by this Great Being. He who has only one more rebirth 
applauds, saying, ‘The Great Being can never neglect the injunction of all 
the buddhas!’”48

In record 6 the monk Dingfa 定法, who worships Dizang, dreams of a pro-
phetic voice that declares:

“[Because] you have traced and copied my form numerous times, you will 
never fall into the three evil paths [of rebirth]. When you die, you shall be 
born in Tuºita heaven. On the day the Compassionate One [Maitreya] 
descends, you shall receive a prediction obtained from the Buddha.”49

In record 11 the protagonist has a miraculous encounter with Dizang, fol-
lowing which he becomes a monk named Fashang 法尚, who builds the Mon-
astery of the Wisdom Sun (Huiri si 慧日寺). At seventy-eight, he reports to 
the other monks of his monastery a vision in which Dizang predicts that he 
will attain awakening at one of the preaching assemblies Maitreya holds on 

47. Ibid., 360b. Although the name of Maitreya’s abode is not specified, we can assume 
that the passage refers to Tuºita heaven, the dwelling of the future buddha. 

48. Ibid., 355b. 
49. Ibid., 356b.
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earth; in the meantime, however, he will be reborn into the pleasures of 
Trâyastriœša heaven.50 

In addition to Tuºita, Trâyastriœša is another heavenly realm held out as 
a place of rebirth for devotees of Dizang Bodhisattva. The emphasis on re-
birth in Trâyastriœša heaven, as previously mentioned, can be ascribed to 
the influence of the Scripture on the Past Vows. For instance, in record 12 a filial 
daughter named Miss Chen 陳 makes an image on behalf of her deceased 
mother. She later dreams that a šramaÿa tells her he has braved the flames of 
the Scorching and Burning hell (jiaore diyu 焦熱地獄) to preach to her 
mother, who is consequently reborn into the Trâyastriœša heaven.51 In re-
cord 18 a husband commissions an image of Dizang for his deceased wife; as 
a result, she is reborn into Trâyastriœša heaven, where, on the twenty-fourth 
day of each month, boundless transformation bodies of Dizang appear to 
preach at the Hall of Excellent Dharma (Shanfa tang 善法堂).52 

At least two narratives (records 9 and 11) suggest some kind of rivalry 
between the cults of Amitâbha and Maitreya in the medieval period. Re-
cord 9 relates how a poor widow is miraculously impregnated after dream-
ing that a monk opened her mouth with a staff to place a precious gem in 
it. She subsequently gives birth to two children, a boy named Dizang (Earth 
Treasury) and a girl named Ruyi 如意 (Wish-Granting). The girl’s name 
deliberately invokes the jewel frequently associated with Dizang Bodhisat-
tva. The children disappear and on their return: 

The mother queried the cause [of their disappearance]. The boy said, “I went 
to the Pure Land of Peace and Joy in the west, where I presented myself to 
the congregation of bodhisattvas and saints. Mother should aspire to be 
reborn in that land,” and so forth. The girl said, “I went to Tuºita heaven and 
presented myself to Maitreya. The place was filled with men and women. Will 
mother aspire to be reborn there?” The mother said, “I loathe the female 
body, so I do not delight in the enjoyments of heaven. Should I be reborn in 
heaven, I fear I may receive the female form [again]. I should [therefore] 
aspire to be reborn in the western Pure Land.53

The underlying polemical intent is quite evident: Rebirth in the western 
Pure Land implicitly guarantees release from the female body, an advan-
tage over Tuºita, which belongs to the heavenly sphere of enjoyments where 
gender differentiation still exists. In record 11, Fashang asks to be reborn 
in the western Pure Land, thereby rejecting the prospect of rebirth in 
Trâyastriœša for fear of being distracted from the path. Fashang further 
explains: “Moreover, the time [of the coming] of the future buddha is still 

50. Ibid., 360a.
51. Ibid., 360a–b.
52. Ibid., 364a–b.
53. Ibid., 358b.
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distant, so I aspire only to be reborn in the Western Land of Bliss.”54 Present 
again is the criticism of rebirth in the heavenly realms, this time directed 
at Trâyastriœša rather than Tuºita. Such rebirth is associated with the my-
thology of Maitreya’s descent. The final verdict in these stories emphasizes 
the advantages of being reborn in the Pure Land. Even the promise of 
achieving awakening in the future cannot enhance the goal of heavenly re-
birth. Rebirth in the Pure Land is not, however, always pitted against re-
birth in Maitreya’s realm. In record 16 the two are held out as complementary 
soteriological destinations and devoted patrons of Dizang images may be 
reborn in either of them: 

Among the donor-disciples of Dizang Bodhisattva who make offerings, those 
who had emphasized [the commission of] paintings and images are mostly 
reborn in the Pure Land or Tuºita heaven.55

Finally, record 16 introduces new afterlife destinations as part of the oth-
erworldly geography traversed by the protagonist, Cui Lixi 崔李係, referred 
to as Xi. Having witnessed a variety of tormenting hells, Xi, accompanied by 
escorts, heads back to the world of the living. En route he encounters two 
places that sharply contrast with the terrifying scenes of hell he had wit-
nessed earlier: 

I saw green-tiled houses of sand, elegantly piled up with seven- or eight-inch 
thick beams of precious substances. On the left and right of the side paths 
were jeweled trees interspersed with a variety of fruits. Therefore, I immedi-
ately questioned the two historiographers, who answered, “Those disciples of 
Dizang who, among acts of service and donation, in particular emphasize 
[commission] paintings and images will mostly be reborn in the Pure Land or 
Tuºita heaven in accordance with their aspiration. But the majority of those 
who do not believe in images but serve [Dizang] will dwell in this abode.” 
	 We proceeded further and saw a precious hall in the middle of a great 
city. Hundreds and thousands of millions of men and women were frolicking 
[in the hall]. I also saw my parents, brothers, relatives, and so forth, who, in 
delight, paid respects [to me]. All the men and women said, “We were 
previously in hell. Because your lordship taught us to chant [the name of] 
Dizang Bodhisattva, we were relieved from afflictions and reborn in this 
huge hall.” Parents, brothers, and relatives joyously said to me, “Your 
lordship’s kindness has brought about Dizang Bodhisattva’s transformation, 
so we were able to escape from [hell] sufferings and be reborn in here.”
	A gain I asked, “Where is this place?” They answered, “It is called Merit 
Lodge (fushe 福舍), and those who live here experience longevity and are 
removed from all sufferings. Although we are reborn in this place, we will 

54. Ibid., 360a.
55. Ibid., 364a.
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definitely meet Maitreya in the three assemblies and exhaust the time of 
suffering.” I asked, “Who established this land?” They answered, “In the past, 
when Dizang Bodhisattva was in the world, he received an injunction from 
the Buddha. [Dizang] told the Buddha, “The four groups of disciples should 
not fall into the evil paths [of rebirth]. In the period of fifty-six hundred and 
seven millions of years, from the time of the Buddha to Maitreya’s birth [into 
this world], those with scarce merits who desire to be reborn in the Pure 
Land and the fourth heaven will all reside in this Merit Lodge and will not 
return to the evil paths [of rebirth]. They will be made to wait only for the 
future buddha.” We returned to the commanding governor, who dispatched 
the two previous [officials] to escort me back.56

Although the descriptions echo those of paradise, the two new afterlife 
destinations are evidently “low” in the ranks of Buddhist heavenly realms; 
they are not on par with Tuºita or Amitâbha’s Pure Land. 

A brief look at similar concepts in the tradition of Amitâbha’s Pure Land 
may shed light on the quasiheavenly realms encountered in Xi’s story. The 
Chinese translation of the Larger Sukhâvatîvyûha-sûtra, attributed to Saægha-
varman, speaks of the Palace of Seven Jewels (qibao gongdian 七寶宮殿) as the 
place “where persons of faltering faith are reborn in the Land of Bliss.”57

These living beings will be reborn in one of these palaces, and will spend in 
it five hundred years of their life span without seeing the Buddha, without 
hearing the teaching of the scriptures, without seeing the holy assemblies of 
bodhisattvas and disciples. This is why we speak about rebirth in a womb in 
that country. . . .
	T hose who are reborn in a womb inhabit flying palaces of a hundred 
leagues or five hundred leagues; and in those palaces each and every one 
experiences all manner of delightful pleasures; and, again, all of these they 
experience spontaneously, exactly as in the Heaven of the Thirty-Three 
Gods.58

The Palace of Seven Jewels performs the same function in the Pure Land 
as borderlands (Ch. piandi 遍地; Skt. pratyantajanapada) in the cosmogra-
phy of our Sahâ world. Borderlands such as the higher heavens and the 
northern continent of Uttarakuru are conceived as paradisal lands in this 
world system, where one does not encounter Buddhist teachings.59 There 
are parallels between the concepts of borderlands and the Palace of Seven 
Jewels on the one hand, and the two quasiheavenly realms Xi encounters 
on the other. Adherents lacking faith in the efficacy of Dizang icons or ade-
quate merits will be reborn in the garden of green-tiled sand houses or in 

56. Ibid., 363a.
57. Gómez 1996: 314.
58. Translated in ibid.: 217.
59. On the concept of borderlands, see ibid.: 286.
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the city of Merit Lodge. In either situation, their flaws are such that they 
cannot be reborn in Amitâbha’s Pure Land or Maitreya’s Tuºita heaven. In 
other words, because of their weaknesses these devotees cannot encounter 
the buddha—be it the Buddha Amitâbha or the future Buddha, Maitreya. 
These believers can, however, receive the assurance that they will meet 
Maitreya when he attains buddhahood in Jambudvîpa, which is similar to 
the promise given to those reborn in the Palace of Seven Jewels—that they 
will eventually meet the Buddha Amitâbha and his saintly congregation 
after five hundred years. 

The geography of these two alternate destinations of rebirth for Dizang 
devotees is somewhat perplexing. The narrative does not indicate that Xi ex-
ited the subterranean territory where the infernal regions are situated, and 
the new places of rebirth are presented as if they were spatially continuous 
with the terrifying hells Xi just visited. Perhaps one can assume that these 
two anomalous afterlife destinations are located in the subterranean realm. 
Although the exact location of the hells is not specified in Chinese Bud-
dhism, they are supposedly located under the earth. In classic Indian Bud-
dhist cosmology, the hells of this world system (sahâloka) are located beneath 
Jambudvîpa; in early China, several terms are coined for “underworld,” all of 
which invoke the earth as a referential location: for example, the earliest 
usage of “below the earth” (dixia 地下); or “earth prefecture” (tufu 土府) like 
in the Scripture of Great Peace (Taiping jing 太平經); or “prison in the earth” 
(diyu 地獄), which occurs frequently as the translation for Buddhist hells.60 
One can therefore presume that the hells Xi visits, as well as the new afterlife 
destinations that are depicted as spatially continuous with the hells, are all 
situated in a subterranean region. In other words, the garden of green-tiled 
houses and Merit Lodge are underground paradises that rank lower than the 
Buddhist heavens. They are somewhat akin to the underground grotto para-
dises imagined by Chinese thinkers. For example, as early as the late third 
and early fourth centuries, Tao Yuanming 陶淵明 (365–427) envisioned a 
grotto paradise called the Peach Flower Font (Taohua yuan 桃花源).61 South-
ern developments of Daoism created an entire mythology of underground 
grotto paradises located in the mountains and connected to one another by 
passageways.62 In medieval Chinese mythology, “the city” subsequently dis-
placed earlier pastoral imagery as the principal metaphor for paradise. 

The garden of green-tiled houses and Merit Lodge probably resulted 
from a synthetic combination of Buddhist paradises like the borderlands or 
the Palace of Seven Jewels with underground heavenly grottoes. It is espe-
cially appropriate that Dizang should be the deity associated with these two 
idyllic subterranean realms; his name literally means “storehouse of the 
earth.” As alternative destinations for devotees of Dizang, they are not men-

60. See Seidel 1987a: 187. In ancient western cosmologies, the Greek Pluto and the old 
Norse Hel are located underground. 

61. On Tao Yuanming and the Peach Flower Font, see Bokenkamp 1986. 
62. Ter Haar 1998: 91–95. 



Narrative Literature		  185

tioned in other literature. Given the paucity of sources, it would seem that 
these elaborations of otherworldly geography never took root in China. 
Hence the Dizang narratives offer a glimpse into neglected features of medi-
eval imaginings of the afterlife. 

The Underworld Connection
In A Record of Numinous Verifications, a number of stories (records 3, 5, 

8, 10, 14, 16, 17, 21, 24, and 32) are presented as return-from-death narra-
tives. With few exceptions, the portrayal of the underworld in these tales is 
fairly standardized. The infernal bureaucracy is present at the beginning 
of the underworld voyage in the form of messenger officials, sometimes on 
horseback, pursuing and bringing victims to court. At times other court at-
tendants such as scribes and officials who keep records of allotted life spans 
may also appear. Record 16 depicts an expanded administration, including 
court historians and local magistrates, which mirrors the Chinese imperial 
bureaucracy. Ever present is the underworld sovereign, referred to simply 
as “the king” or at times more specifically as “King Yama.” The authority of 
the king varies but misjudgment and error on his part as well as the various 
court members is common. Dizang’s role is seldom amplified: His presence 
is frequently an intrusion into the routine functioning of the infernal judi-
ciary, although he is often represented as a fixed element in the subterra-
nean framework. For instance, in record 8, during his underworld journey, 
Deng Zong 鄧宗 encounters a monk who identifies himself as Dizang:

“I am the Bodhisattva Dizang of the Monastery of Founding a Mountain 
(Kaishan si 開山寺). To rescue living beings in the three realms of suffering, 
Zhiman 智滿, a disciple of the monk Zhizang 智藏, has sculpted my image in the 
past, and I heard his prayers. At an appointed hour each day, I enter the eighteen 
hells and the numerous smaller hells to teach and guide [living beings].”63

In record 13 a daughter learns of Dizang’s role in the subterranean realm 
from her mother, who has been reborn as a hungry ghost:

The daughter saw her mother, who appeared before her as a great malevolent 
spirit. [The mother continued,] “Except for a day every month in the human 
world, I cannot eat at all. I am referring to the morning of the twenty-fourth 
day of [each] month. A monk enters the city [of hell] and bestows food [on 
hungry ghosts], causing them to be satiated. Other than this day, I cannot be 
exempted from this [kind of] suffering. At that time, the monk recites these 
words, ‘I am the Bodhisattva Dizang, and I am now entering the Hell of 
Hungry Ghosts. I can bestow great peace and joy. All of you should arouse 
the mind of awakening.’”64

63. Lingyan ji, 357b. 
64. Ibid., 360b–361a. 
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In both these versions, Dizang is integrated into the routine structure of the 
underworld, manifesting as a savior at a specific hour or day to bring relief to 
those undergoing torments in hell. 

A Record of Numinous Verifications does not allude to the Ten Kings of pur-
gatory except for one prominent mention in record 29. The narrative offers 
an origin myth for the iconic representation of the Bodhisattva Dizang to-
gether with the Ten Kings. A šramaÿa from the western region named Zhiyou 
智祐 supposedly came to China and lived in the Monastery of the Qingtai Era 
(Qingtai si 清泰寺) in the middle of the tianfu 天福 reign era (936–944):

Among the images and scriptures [Zhiyou] brought with him were a trans-
forming image of Dizang Bodhisattva and a Scripture on the Merit of [Dizang’s] 
Past Vows bound in Brâhma-style boards. The special marks of the image 
were that in the central circle the Image of the Bodhisattva was drawn 
wearing a cap and carrying a jewel and metal staff. To the sides were images 
of the Ten Kings, five on each side . . . and each accompanied by the Officer 
of Life Span and the Officer of Emoluments, magistrates, and various 
administrators. 
	 Zhiyou explained their origins. He said, “Formerly in western India 
there lived a Bodhisattva who was compassionate and brought salvation to 
the world. He took a great vow to paint an Image of Dizang in order to bring 
salvation to living beings suffering in the three paths. He went to the city of 
the Ten Kings and declared, ‘I have aspired to bring salvation to the suffer-
ing of the three paths. I seek your help in bringing benefit to those who 
suffer.’ The Ten Kings assented respectfully by bringing their palms to-
gether. They lined up in order to the left and the right and told the Image [of 
Dizang]. ‘All living beings belong to the Great Sage. If you should wish to 
transform them, we will serve as companions to help in the process of sagely 
transformation.’ At that time the Image gave a subtle smile [and said], 
‘Excellent! The sinful acts of living beings will soon be lessened.’ Then it 
emitted a beam of light that illuminated the suffering vessels in the three 
paths. All of the sufferings of the living beings who received illumination 
were relieved.” 
	 [Zhiyou continued,] “Such is the great profit that was bestowed when the 
Indian Bodhisattva entered the samâdhi of bringing benefit to living beings 
and prayed to the Ten Kings. That Bodhisattva himself made into a picture 
the forms that he had seen and added the Ten Kings and the others to the 
original Image. This [painting that I have brought from the West] is the 
numinous image.”65

Indian origins are assigned to both the scripture and the icon. In light of the 
urgent need to establish an authoritative source for the icon and scripture 
and the text’s sophisticated literary style, this genesis legend was undoubt-

65. Ibid., 367b–368a; adapted from the translation by Teiser (1994: 44–45). 
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edly the work of literate clergy attempting to explain and incorporate popu-
lar beliefs—in this case the cult of the Ten Kings. By the tenth century, iconic 
paintings of Dizang together with the Ten Kings were circulating in China; 
they were a common motif in Dunhuang scroll paintings and ceiling paint-
ings over grotto passageways.66 The popularity of these depictions may have 
warranted attention from the clerical establishment, who sought to “authen-
ticate” the practice as part of its transmitted heritage. 

Another aspect of Dizang’s underworld function is introduced in re-
cord 17, which presents King Yama as a manifestation of Dizang. This text 
narrates the experience of Guo Xu’an 郭徐安, a regional inspector in Yi 
prefecture (modern-day Chengdu), who fell very ill and died in 950. He is 
subsequently resurrected and records King Yama as saying: “I am the true 
body of the abode of King [Dizang] who, in order to make living beings ex-
perience the penalties of their actions, had manifested as King Yama. In 
reality I am the Dharma King.”67 The merging of King Yama and Dizang, 
originally two separate Buddhist personages, might have contributed to 
the development of the image of Dizang as a sovereign. This fusion of iden-
tities offers a possible Chinese antecedent for the subsequent Japanese 
doctrine of honji suijaku 本地垂迹, which correlates indigenous deities with 
Buddhist deities to form pairs of emanations and essence bodies.68 

Demonology and Extending the Life Span
I have already highlighted the themes of warding off illness, averting 

death, and prolonging the life span in connection with Dizang Bodhisat-
tva. Two narratives (records 22 and 32) in Changjin’s collection confirm 
that venerating Dizang brought about the goal of prolonging life. In re-
cord 22 an acolyte averts death and has his life span lengthened after he 
practices drawing Dizang’s image with his fingernail: 

In the great Song, Shi Huiwen 釋惠溫 was a monk of the Monastery of Kaibao 
Era (Kaibao si 開寶寺). There was an acolyte there whose name was unknown. 
When the acolyte was fourteen years old, he met Jian Zhen 健真, a fortune-
teller, who [forewarned], “This child’s life span is exceedingly short, and he 
has only one month of life remaining.” Hearing Jian Zhen’s words, the teacher 
let the acolyte return to his immediate family. On the way, it rained heavily and 
there was no through road leading to his home or [to the monastery]. [Hence] 
the acolyte lodged at an artist’s house for the night. [The acolyte] saw a 
drawing of an image of Dizang Bodhisattva and used his fingernail to copy the 
image on the wall. The weather cleared, the rain ceased, and he returned 
home. After more than a month, he returned to Kaibao si. Rejoicing, Huiwen 
said, “What Jian Zhen said was false.” He immediately summoned Zhen to let 

66. See Chapter 4 for a discussion on the iconography of Dizang and Ten Kings.
67. Lingyan ji, 363b.
68. For a study of honji suijaku, see Matsunaga 1969.
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him see the child. [Zhen] said, “This child’s life has been extended and he will 
[live to be] fifty years old. I do not really know the reason.” The acolyte himself 
said, “That very night after I used my fingernail to draw Dizang’s image, the 
monk sleeping by my side spoke to me, saying, ‘You will [live to be] fifty, fifty 
[years old].’ Thus he spoke thrice. Except for this, I have practiced no other 
good deed.” The teacher and fortune-teller exclaimed, “The saint’s power is 
inconceivable!” Subsequently, the acolyte was ordained, received full precepts, 
and became the Reverend Huizang 惠藏.69

In record 32 a filial son, Chen Jian 陳健, sets up a shrine room for his 
parents with the images of Dizang and Guanyin. In the fourth year of qiande 
乾德 (966), he dies and subsequently revives to relate how he was brought to 
the netherworld for questioning by King Yama.70 The two images he com-
missioned for his parents appear and protest that he will not be released 
back to the living world because he has yet to complete his filial practice and 
that he has accrued significant merits from image-making. Consequently, 
King Yama bestows another forty years of life on Chen so that he may fulfill 
his practice of filial piety; he further spares Chen’s son from an early death 
so that Chen may enjoy his due of filial piety from his son. Of course, pro-
longing the life span is a generalized religious function attributed to both 
Buddhist and non-Buddhist deities and thus should not be regarded as the 
special domain of the Bodhisattva Dizang. 

A few stories in A Record of Numinous Verifications are preoccupied with a 
set of thematic concerns that could be broadly classified under “demonol-
ogy.” One aspect of Dizang’s personality, set forth in the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels, emphasizes his mastery of dhâraÿî, which enables him to dispel all 
natural and supernatural harm and to bring about various benefits for living 
beings. In the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, Dizang is the subduer of calami-
ties, especially those unleashed by fiendish demons and spirits. One may re-
call that in the same vein, The Exorcism Method explains how Dizang trained, 
in a past life, under a skilled saint to master an array of magico-religious 
techniques to help those persecuted by demons, ghosts, and other harmful 
spirits. During the time of the Buddha, he uses his skill to liberate a family 
from fiendish spirits. Record 7 in A Record of Numinous Verifications refers to 
an anecdote from the indigenous scripture The Exorcism Method: 

A Tang layman, Li Xinsi 李信思, was from Lushui 瀘水. The men and women 
in his family were vexed by fiendish ghosts. More than thirty people, without 
cause, were in pain or vomited blood, and the majority were suffocated to 
death. At that time, Xinsi was perturbed and questioned a monk, “Do you 
have methods and ways to save them?” The monk thought for a very long 
while and told him, “In the past, when the Tathâgata was in the world, in the 

69. Lingyan ji, 365b–366a.
70. Ibid., 368b–369a.
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country of Magadha at the foot of Mount Vipula, a malevolent ghost that was 
vexing the family of Elder Qiaoti 橋提 exhaled its last vital vapor.71 For ten 
days, five hundred members of his family were all strangled to death without 
cause. At that time, the Bodhisattva Dizang was roaming and performing 
supernormal feats in all the lands. Arriving at the elder’s house, he aroused 
the mind of great compassion and recited incantations to save them. 
Instantly, all [ailments] were eradicated and they recovered. Relying on that 
teaching, you should take refuge in the venerated Dizang.” [Li], in a blink of 
an eye, thought and rejoiced. He delighted in selecting beautiful [images] 
and used his wealth to make [copies].72 For fifty years after that, the Lushui 
district was immune from the terrors of epidemics. All that remains is the 
efficacious image, which still exists.73

The experience of Li Xinsi is deliberately presented as continuous with the 
events related in The Exorcism Method. It cannot be ascertained whether the 
compiler deliberately incorporated the anecdote from The Exorcism Method, 
but we do know that in medieval China, among the techniques used to van-
quish demons and ghosts, was an expanding set of devices associated with 
Dizang: intoning his dhâraÿî, reciting his name, making images of him. Two 
stories in A Record of Numinous Verifications state that venerating Dizang may 
avert calamities wrought by malevolent spirits. In the tale of Kang Jutong 康
居通 (record 14), a regional inspector in Lu 路 prefecture, the following an-
ecdote is included: 

In the first year of guangming 廣明 (880), during the reign of Emperor 
Xizong 僖宗 (r. 873–888), great turmoil was caused by malevolent spirits. In 
the country, there was an epidemic that caused the numbers of dead to rise 
as high as a mountain peak. Tong dreamt that hundreds of thousands of 
blue-colored spirits, who happened to pass by his gate, said, “This household 
is the chamber of Dizang Bodhisattva. We and our subordinates should not 
enter this gate.” [Tong] awoke and greatly rejoiced. He and his family 
members were [thus] able to remain free of demonic calamities.74

Record 24 also mentions the return-from-death experience of a heretical 
shamaness who died from the plague. She explains that while a fiendish 
spirit was strangling her, a šramaÿa appeared. On seeing the šramaÿa, the 
spirit fled in fear, and the šramaÿa then disclosed that he was Dizang 
Bodhisattva.75

71. Mount Vipula is in the city of Rajag¿ha (Wangshe cheng 王舍城), located in present 
Bihar (eastern India). 

72. An editorial annotation states that the phrase quanshi 泉失 is ambiguous. I have 
translated it as “used his wealth.” 

73. Lingyan ji, 356b–357a. 
74. Ibid., 361a–b.
75. Ibid., 366b.
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Image-Making and Icon Worship
The title of A Record of Numinous Verifications signals its preoccupation 

with recording and exalting the miraculous power of Dizang images. The 
potency of icon worship has always been a salient factor in cult formation. To 
the believer, the icon is more than a mere replica of the deity; through the 
icon, the deity is transformed into a living presence amidst daily life. Not sur-
prisingly, image-making, in the form of sculpting statues or drawing pic-
tures, is a central theme underscoring all the stories collected in A Record of 
Numinous Verifications. 

Making and venerating images of Dizang is also emphasized in the Scrip-
ture on the Past Vows. According to this text, in certain past lives, the Bodhisat-
tva Dizang appeared as the filial Brâhman daughter Luminous Eyes, who 
renounced all her wealth to sculpt an image of the past Buddha and dedi-
cated herself completely to pious contemplation of the image to rescue her 
deceased mother from the sufferings of hell.76 Such accounts connect the 
practice of Buddhist filial piety and the making and worship of Dizang im-
ages attested to in records 4, 9, 12, 13, 20, and 32 of A Record of Numinous Veri-
fications. Records 12, 13, and 20 in particular relate how filial daughters made 
and venerated images of Dizang to liberate their deceased mothers from the 
evil paths of rebirth. Both in its narrative structure and contents, record 12 
closely parallels the story of the Brâhman woman as told in the Scripture on 
the Past Vows: 

It was said that a commander-in-chief in Chen 陳 city had a young daughter 
whose last name was Chen. (Her first name is not known.) As her mother had 
died when she was very young, the daughter fretted day and night that she 
had never known [her mother]. The commander-in-chief advised her, “If you 
yearn for your deceased mother, you should forge [an image of] the Bodhi-
sattva Dizang to venerate and aspire to relieve [your mother] from suffering.” 
She immediately donated five hundred in cash to employ an artisan to sculpt 
a three-foot image. . . . The daughter venerated [the image] and made 
offerings day and night. She prayed and vowed to save her mother from 
suffering. She dreamt that she saw a šramaÿa, who told her, “Your mother was 
[reborn] in the Scorching and Burning hell.” [The daughter replied], “I am a 
woman. My father’s name is Šilasudaršana [Shiluoshanxian 尸羅善現] and 
my mother is called Yuedili 悅帝利.” The šramaÿa said, “I sought the place of 
your mother’s rebirth and saw her suffering. [Because] I have vowed to 
arouse the mind of awakening to help living beings and have been moved by 
your filial heart, I myself entered hell to emit light and preach the Dharma. 
Your mother has been released from sufferings and has been reborn in 
Trâyastriœša.” Seeing that the šramaÿa’s clothes were burnt and damaged, 
the daughter Chen immediately enquired the reason. The šramaÿa said, 
“When I entered hell, there were only raging flames.” When the daughter 

76. Benyuan jing, T412:13.778b–779a, 780c–781b.
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awoke, she was both sad and happy. A crowd gathered and saw that the 
image’s robes appeared to have been scorched. Family members said it was 
an extraordinary event. On hearing [what had happened], many duplicated 
the image hoping to save their parents from suffering.77

Here we have a reenactment of Dizang’s descent into hell during his previ-
ous life as the filial Brâhman daughter. The names of Chen’s parents are the 
same as those of the Brâhman’s parents. In all likelihood, the story of Daugh-
ter Chen was a colloquial retelling of the Dizang avadâna in the Scripture on 
the Past Vows. Nonetheless, it is important to note deviations that the miracle 
tale introduces. In the miracle tale, for example, Dizang appears not as the 
filial daughter but as the patron deity who manifests himself as a šramaÿa to 
enter hell in response to a filial daughter’s prayers. 

Here, too, one encounters the theme of the icon springing to life: Reli-
gious devotion and filial piety transmute the image so that the material ob-
ject becomes the embodied flesh of the deity who performs the supernormal 
act of braving the raging flames of hell. The image verifies the miracle by its 
scorched robes—a visual confirmation of its own efficacy that in turn at-
tracts adherents to venerate the image. The particular image through which 
the deity is venerated in daily religious practice often becomes the form 
through which the deity manifests itself to the worshiper, thereby driving 
home the point that the icon has indeed come alive. For example, in record 
32 a filial son, Chen, forged twin images of Dizang and Guanyin for his par-
ents before dying in 966. He revived two hours later and reported that when 
he was brought to the underworld court, the exact two images he had com-
missioned arrived to intervene on his behalf and secured his release back to 
the realm of the living.78 

In A Record of Numinous Verifications, potency is not restricted to formal 
objects of worship. In fact, Dizang icons sketched at leisure are equally effi-
cacious and bring about numinous experiences. In the previous story of 
the young acolyte, he is not only spared, but has his life extended after he 
casually traces an image of Dizang with his fingernail.79 In another narra-
tive, a sudden thunderstorm breaks out while some youths play at tracing a 
Dizang icon in the sand; as the terrified youths flee in different directions, 
Dizang simultaneously manifests himself to each one and guides them to 
safety.80 The import of these stories is evident: Images of Dizang are so 
powerful that even idly drawing his form brings religious protection and 
otherworldly assistance. 

Seeing a deity in the flesh is a highly coveted experience interpreted as a 
verification of one’s spiritual state. One example from A Record of Numinous 

77. Lingyan ji, 360a.
78. Ibid., 368b-369a.
79. Ibid., 365b–366a. 
80. Ibid., 367a–b. 
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Verifications is the story of the monk Dingfa 定法, who earnestly prayed for a 
chance to witness a manifestation of the Bodhisattva Dizang: 

After a full three years, during which nothing happened, a novice monk came 
asking for lodging at the monastery. Overhearing this conversation in the 
corridor, Dingfa politely came out to make inquiries. Before speaking more 
than a few words, [the monk] abruptly vanished. People were baffled by this 
and questioned Dingfa: “Who was that šramaÿa guest?” [Dingfa] replied, “The 
šramaÿa spoke [to me] thus: ‘[Your] wondrous vow has already been fulfilled. 
Why is your resolve so deficient?’ and so forth.” All those who heard this said, 
“You were anxious to see Dizang, but you did not attend to the essential matter 
of transcendence. Hence, the bodhisattva manifested his body and questioned 
your lack of resolve.” Ding[fa] cried out, “A miracle!” [Dingfa] aroused the 
aspiration for awakening and earnestly pursued the Unsurpassed Awakening. 
Consequently, he stimulated a response [in the form of] a dream [in which a 
voice] said: “The previous šramaÿa was I, Dizang Bodhisattva. You sought to see 
my bodily manifestation, [but] you did not engender the mind of awakening. 
For this reason, I [appeared as a monk to] awaken you. [Because] you have 
traced and copied my form numerous [times], you will never fall into the three 
evil paths [of rebirth]. When you die, you will be born in Tuºita heaven. On the 
day the Compassionate One descends, you should receive a prediction from 
the Buddha. I will follow you as shadow follows form and as water takes [the 
shape of its] vessel.”81

Here the patron deity, Dizang, manifests himself in everyday life and in-
structs Dingfa to discriminate the true essence from the material form of the 
sacred. The story draws on controversial points regarding image worship, 
probably reflecting larger debates in the Buddhist intellectual milieu. Vener-
ating images implies an attachment to material form as well as the antici-
pated merits and efficacies. In the narrative, Dingfa is criticized for being 
overly attached to “seeing” the deity’s form and neglecting the path to awak-
ening. Ultimately, the story affirms the practice of venerating images because 
Dingfa is compensated in the afterlife for piously copying images of Dizang. 

At times, a particularly efficacious image of a deity verifies its potency 
through visible signals. For example, records 1, 2, 3, 6, 15, 26, 28, and 29 all 
speak of Dizang images that miraculously emanate lights and are particu-
larly efficacious in assisting or granting the prayers of devotees. The notion 
of icons emitting light was a familiar one in medieval China, and both Di-
zang and Guanyin were known to do so.82 As illustrated in records 1, 2, 28, 
and 29, the practice of tracing and duplicating images was especially associ-
ated with Dizang icons that emitted light. In records 1 and 2, wall paintings 

81. Ibid., 356b.
82. A famous example is the Dunhuang scroll painting titled “Painting of Bodhisattvas 

Radiating Light” (Fangguang pusa tu 放光菩薩圖), now preserved in Japan. 
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in certain monasteries known to emanate light prompted widespread copy-
ing. Even venerating replicas caused them to emanate light and stimulate 
numinous efficacies. 

Another widespread practice associated with image worship is the invo-
cation of the deity’s name. In the retelling of Cui Lixi’s 崔李係 otherworldly 
journey (record 16), as Cui visits each of the hells he exhorts those suffering 
to invoke the name of Dizang in their appeals for relief. In a story (record 
20) that invokes Dizang’s past life as the filial daughter Luminous Eyes in the 
Scripture on the Past Vows, an orphaned girl seeks out a šramaÿa, who teaches 
her to recite the name of Dizang. After doing so, the girl is able to ascend to 
heaven and meet her mother. In record 26 the nun Zhizang recites the name 
of Dizang and, as a result, she miraculously recovers a drawing of the Pure 
Land triad that she had lost. 

Finally, A Record of Numinous Verifications indicates the growing practice 
of consecrating specific days of the month to the worship of Dizang. Vener-
ating particular deities on assigned days was a prevalent practice in late 
medieval China; this can be seen in the widespread observance of the Ten 
Feast Days. Depending on the version of the text used, the twenty-fourth or 
the twenty-third day of the month was usually consecrated to the worship 
of the Bodhisattva Dizang.83 Two narratives in A Record of Numinous Verifica-
tions signal the growing association of Dizang worship with the twenty-
fourth day of the month. In record 18 a deceased wife is liberated from hell 
and reborn in the heavenly realm after her husband worships Dizang on 
her behalf. She describes how the emanation bodies of Dizang appear in 
heaven on the twenty-fourth day of each month: 

Now that you, my husband, have constructed the holy image on my behalf, as a 
result of this good deed, my [bad] karma is eliminated and I have been reborn 
into Trâyastriœša heaven. . . . On the twenty-fourth day of each month, a 
trichiliocosm of numerous and limitless transformation bodies of Dizang, 
measureless and boundless, assemble inside the Hall of Good Deeds (Shanye 
tang 善業堂) of that heaven. They completely spread out under the Tree of No 
Worries to preach teachings for the benefit of living beings. [The emanations] 
are all gold and in the form of a monk. Once when they preached the teach-
ings to me, they informed me, “You, [both] husband and wife, have made [the 
Dizang statue], and on account of [this] practice of the teaching, you were 
freed from the realm of suffering and reborn in heaven.84

Also in record 13 a filial daughter dreams of her deceased mother, reborn 
as a hungry ghost, who says that on the twenty-fourth day of each month, 

83. For example, see the Dunhuang manuscript Dizang pusa shizhai ri (S 2568), tran-
scribed in T2850:85.1300a–b. In this version, the twenty-fourth day of the month is conse-
crated to Dizang veneration; incanting Dizang’s name will prevent one from falling into the 
Hell of Being Chopped in Two and will efface a thousand aeons of wrongdoings.

84. Lingyan ji, 364a–b.
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Dizang himself enters the Hell of Hungry Ghosts to bring temporary re-
spite and satiate the acute hunger of the beings there.85 

In summary, A Record of Numinous Verifications suggests that by the tenth 
century a full-fledged Dizang cult was in existence. Making Dizang icons, 
copying images, contemplating his image, incanting his name, reciting scrip-
tures, abstaining from meat on a specific day of the month—these were all 
practices that flourished in late medieval China. The diverse social back-
grounds of the devotees indicates the dissemination of Dizang worship 
across varied sectors of Chinese society. Female devotees include a maid
servant, a poor widow, a Buddhist nun, the daughter and mother of a govern-
ment official, even Empress Wu herself. Most male worshipers—who frequently 
appear as husbands, fathers, or sons—possess official titles or are members 
of the Buddhist clergy; a goose hunter and a fisherman, however, are also 
found among them.

The Canonization of a Buddhist Cult

Miracle tales are important sources for studying the underworld Dizang 
cult and its function in medieval society. The earliest story, of Mr. Wang’s 
voyage, may denote a historic moment in the medieval Chinese conception 
of the afterlife, signaling a shift from the generic Buddhist monk to the Bo-
dhisattva Dizang the monk-bodhisattva responsible for the salvation of the 
dead, especially those reborn in the subterranean realm. At first glance, it 
may seem that the shift hardly constitutes a major transition and only sup-
plies a name and personality for the generic monk responsible for the sal-
vation of those reborn as ghosts or in hell. On reflection, however, 
introducing Dizang in place of a generic monk does bring about a paradig-
matic shift—a move from the monastic establishment to the savior bodhi-
sattva cult as the site of Buddhist afterlife practice. The result is a new 
Chinese afterlife cult centered on a set of fairly generic Buddhist practices, 
such as image-making and veneration, recollecting the deity’s name, scrip-
ture recitation, ritual confession, and the observance of vegetarianism. 
These practices are Mahâyâna insofar as they were subsumed under the 
savior bodhisattva Dizang. 

As stated previously, medieval Chinese, inspired by new Buddhist con-
cepts, fashioned visions of death and the afterlife that brought together 
threads from various religious sources. In keeping with Indian practices of 
making and transferring merits, Chinese Buddhists regarded the monk as a 
specialist in the affairs of death and the afterlife. The Ghost Festival reflects 
the successful integration of the Buddhist saægha into medieval Chinese eco-
nomic and institutional structures centered on the enterprise of caring for 
the dead. In the late seventh and early eighth centuries, with the growing im-
portance of Buddhist savior cults, it was critical that Buddhist piety root itself 

85. Ibid., 360b–361a.
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in the sphere of death and afterlife practices, which were so germane to ev-
eryday religion in medieval China. Because Buddhist monks had by then es-
tablished a reputation for delivering the deceased from undesirable realms 
of rebirth, the šramaÿa iconography of the Bodhisattva Dizang made him 
the logical candidate for an afterlife bodhisattva cult and eased the transi-
tion from the monastic to the bodhisattva paradigm. Discernible in the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels, Dizang’s šramaÿa iconography emerged in Chinese 
Buddhist art in the seventh century—the same period as Fazang’s record of 
Mr. Wang’s underworld voyage. The image of Dizang the šramaÿa had a last-
ing impact on Chinese Buddhists and drove home his dual role as both 
bodhisattva and monk. 

The tale of Mr. Wang’s journey heralds the beginning of what would be 
a lasting connection between Dizang and Chinese imaginings of the under-
world. Derived from earlier collections, miracle tales in the tenth-century Ex-
tensive Records from the Taiping Era indicate that this association was 
continuously enlarged upon so that by the time the Extensive Records from the 
Taiping Era and A Record of Numinous Verifications made their appearance in 
the second half of the tenth century, Dizang was already recognized across 
sectors of Chinese society as an integral part of the underworld. The stories 
preserved in non-Buddhist collections are usually styled as accounts of re-
turn-from-death experiences. Thus Dizang’s underworld character was most 
likely first elaborated in a diffused religious setting where miracle tales 
spring up and are transmitted. Return-from-death narratives were a literary 
genre in early medieval China, and Buddhist return-from-death narratives 
soon appeared as a subgenre operating as a forum for negotiating the imag-
inings of the afterlife, especially the underworld. From the eighth century 
on, this subgenre served as the stage for scripting Dizang’s underworld char-
acter. In return-from-death accounts collected in the Extensive Records from 
the Taiping Era, Dizang possesses considerable status in the underworld; he 
resides in a palatial residence located immediately outside or in the precincts 
of the subterranean realm.

The third body of evidence discussed in this chapter is A Record of Numi-
nous Verifications, a tenth-century Buddhist compilation of Dizang miracle 
tales. Orally transmitted from disparate geographical regions, the stories 
can hardly be expected to be consistent or compatible with one another. Yet 
the collection exhibits a remarkable degree of thematic consistency, suggest-
ing that the compiler, a member of the elite literate clergy, had a hand in re-
shaping the narration. The overall picture of the Dizang cult in the narratives, 
especially its afterlife aspects, is relatively systematized and coherent. More-
over, the stories frequently invoke themes consistent with scriptural lore and 
imagery, especially the Scripture on the Past Vows. In fact, A Record of Numinous 
Verifications evinces a decided preference for the Scripture on the Past Vows as 
the scriptural core for the Dizang cult. This canonical compilation of Dizang 
miracles, unlike non-Buddhist anthologies, includes several themes in addi-
tion to underworld concerns. 
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The rich diversity of the Dizang cult is still evident in the collection de-
spite editorial efforts to maintain thematic unity. Several themes have been 
reiterated, some obviously continuous with motifs from Dizang Bodhisattva 
scriptures, art, and epigraphy. The Pure Land connection, for instance, sur-
faces in several stories and is considerably expanded so that one catches 
glimpses of Dizang’s relationship with both Maitreya and Amitâbha. A Record 
of Numinous Verifications states that Dizang devotees attain rebirth either in 
Amitâbha’s Pure Land or Maitreya’s Tuºita. Trâyastriœša heaven is intro-
duced as another rebirth destination for Dizang devotees; this addition can 
probably be traced to the Scripture on the Past Vows.86 Other lesser-known af-
terlife destinations are invoked. The differentiated goals of rebirth held out 
to adherents of Dizang worship suggest the existence in medieval times of a 
rich afterlife geography, which for the most part remains obscure to us. 

86. In the Scripture on the Past Vows, the Buddha visits Trâyastriœša heaven, where he 
preaches to his deceased mother, the Lady Mâyâ; see Benyuan jing, T412:13.779c–780b.
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Conclusion

Reassessing Dizang, 
Lord of the Underworld

In the modern encounter described in the Introduction, Dizang Bodhisat-
tva presides over a set of afterlife rites, all of which were introduced by Tang 
Buddhism. On the thirtieth day of the seventh lunar month, Dizang’s birth-
day, local temple celebrations seamlessly synchronize a medley of rites for 
feeding deceased ancestors reborn as hungry ghosts and hell dwellers.� The 
observances of the Ghost Festival, the Buddho-Daoist purgatorial rites of 
Universal Salvation, the esoteric rite of liberating flaming mouths, and the 
Scripture on the Past Vows—all converge into a single vision of afterlife redemp-
tion, at the crucible of which stands Dizang, Lord of the Underworld. Dizang 
reigns over this synthetic reconfiguration of afterlife rites as the patron deity. 
Avalambana and its more widespread manifestations (the Middle Primor-
dial and Universal Salvation rites) traditionally take place on the fifteenth 
day of the seventh lunar month. In local temples, however, these rites are 
subsumed beneath the ceremonies honoring Dizang’s birthday—a testa-
ment to Dizang’s centrality in death and afterlife practices in Chinese reli-
gion today. Dizang’s sovereignty over the underworld is so much an accepted 
fact that ritual actors and audience alike presume that it is Dizang who is 
opening and closing the gates of hell during the ritual. 

Casting Dizang as the savior of the damned in all situations has also per-
vaded modern scholarship, and scholars are predisposed to reconstruct Di-
zang’s early history largely from the perspective of his role as Lord of the 
Underworld. Analyzing Dizang Bodhisattva through this lens, however, 
superimposes over the evidence a preconceived trajectory that culminates in 
Dizang’s crowning as an underworld sovereign. Such a perspective necessar-
ily predetermines the selection, reading, and analysis of source materials. 
This study has so far avoided viewing Dizang’s early history as an evolution of 
his underworld character and has instead let the evidence speak for itself 
and shape the discourse. Medieval sources all suggest variegated historical 
situations and make apparent how inadequate the paradigm of the Lord of 
the Underworld is for describing the formative historical relationships that 
Dizang worship forged with other religious components in medieval China. 
From the sixth to the tenth century, Dizang was an important image, facili-

�. For a listing of birthdays of prominent buddhas and bodhisattvas, see Zhong 2000: 
186. 
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tating and embodying a dynamic interplay of relationships among religious 
forms often thought of as autonomous and separate from one another. In 
this environment, Dizang developed a series of complicated associations 
with Sanjie jiao, Pure Land, esoteric Buddhism, the cults of Bhaiºajyaguru, 
Guanyin, Maitreya, the Ten Kings, and Mulian mythology, as well as com-
monplace practices such as ancestral worship, filial piety, demonology, use of 
the mantic arts, and abstaining from eating meat. 

Medieval sources, nonetheless, indicate that by the end of the eighth cen-
tury, Dizang worship melded with other death and afterlife cults, especially in 
Dunhuang and Sichuan, where the bodhisattva shows up frequently in por-
trayals of afterlife judgment. This concluding chapter will piece together the 
relevant evidence to map out Dizang’s trajectory as Lord of the Underworld 
and then reevaluate the extent to which this role describes the medieval Di-
zang cult. What is it about Dizang that captured the attention of medieval 
Chinese, who reconfigured this bodhisattva to play a part in the afterlife? To 
what extent was he internalized to form the array of concepts and practices 
conjured up to confront the anxieties of dying and secure salvation for the 
dead? Approaching the study of Dizang Bodhisattva from the material evi-
dence before scrutinizing his emergence as the Lord of the Underworld ulti-
mately lays out the larger significance of studying the medieval Dizang cult. 

Afterlife Practices in China

Afterlife beliefs and practices in early China can be classified as public or 
private. In the public sector were the cults of ancestral worship and popular 
sacrifices. Rites of feeding and propitiating ancestral spirits were held in the 
precincts of ancestral temples and were accessible only to the aristocracy. 
The larger population fed and appeased the restless spirits of the dead by 
conducting sacrifices of meat and wine presided over by village shamans. Af-
terlife practices from their inception were intertwined with those of filial 
piety and the family, which forms the institutional core of Chinese society. 
Tomb excavations in the twentieth century reveal that the interval between 
the Warring States and the Han saw a rise in the performance of funerary 
rites spurred on by a new spiritual concern with the fate of the individual 
after death. This growing consciousness of individuality led to an investiga-
tion of the composition of the self, which came to be equated with the ethe-
real (hun 魂) and earthly (po 魄) spirits. Funerary and mortuary practices 
often reflect the desire for an idyllic existence beyond death and the urgent 
need not only to pacify the dead (conceived of as disembodied spirits), but 
also to separate them from the living. Imaginings of life beyond the grave 
were linked to quests for immortality and otherworldly paradises, as well as 
the burying of material provisions for the use of the dead in the afterlife.� 
Appeasing the restless dead and separating them from the living are themes 

�. For early pre-Buddhist Chinese attitudes toward death and the afterlife, see Poo 1998.
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that resonate in many traditional societies.� Early Chinese conceptions of 
the underworld were prompted by a need to seal off the dead in a remote 
place, away from the world of the living.� Mirroring the political reality of 
Chinese society, an underworld bureaucratic administration surfaced early 
on, undoubtably created to bring a sense of order to the unpredictability of 
death and the potential havoc it can unleash. 

The transmission of Buddhism to China at the beginning of the common 
era introduced the principles of karma and rebirth, the heart of the Buddhist 
afterlife. Although the six paths of rebirth was a new concept to the Chinese, 
the realm of hungry ghosts immediately struck a resonating chord because of 
its similarities to traditional ideas of the dead as wandering, disembodied 
spirits; similarly the bureaucratic metaphor was transposed onto Buddhist re-
tributive hells.� The Ghost Festival constitutes one medieval Chinese Buddhist 
reimagination of the familiar theme of feeding ancestral spirits in association 
with making offerings to the saægha and transferring merits. The Ten Kings 
function as another formula that creatively envisions the passage from death 
to rebirth; it furnishes a ritual solution offering salvation to the deceased 
through liturgical penances on their behalf. The Dizang cult represents an-
other strand of afterlife imaginings in this malleable environment, where 
variant permutations of death and life beyond the grave were played out.� 

Dizang’s afterlife connection is present in his early image as the savior of 
the six paths of rebirth from the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. This role situates 
him at the heart of the Indian Buddhist view of the afterlife, founded on the 
principle of karma and rebirth. In the sixth century, Dizang as overseer of 
the six paths of rebirth was germane to his function as the savior of this Sahâ 
world in the age of the five turbulences, a role especially conducive to the re-
ligious and intellectual ethos in fifth- and sixth-century China. Exacerbated 
by the Northern Zhou persecution of Buddhism and the widespread socio-
political chaos on the eve of the Sui unification of China, sixth-century Chi-
nese Buddhists were convinced that the decline of Buddhism prophesied in 
the scriptures had arrived. In this volatile atmosphere, Dizang was the savior 
who possessed the key to salvation, a function that forged ties between Di-
zang worship and Sanjie jiao. However, during the period of political stabil-
ity and prosperity following the unification of China between the seventh 
and the eighth centuries, in his capacity as the savior of the six paths of re-
birth, Dizang interacted with prevalent afterlife expressions to produce both 
a desire for an afterlife in paradisal abodes and a deep-seated phobia of re-
birth in hell. 

�. For the ancient Greek concept of neutral death, see Bernstein 1993: 21–49; for the 
restless dead in ancient Greek religion, see Johnston 1999.

�. For a study of Chinese conceptions of the underworld before Buddhism, see Harper 
1994; Seidel 1982, 1987a; Thompson 1989. 

�. Teiser 1994: 171–195.
�. For another example, see Wu (1996), who discusses what he calls “secularized or vul-

garized Buddhism” (shishu fojiao 世俗佛教) through a study of Tang tomb documents. 
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The pursuit of an idyllic afterlife is expressed fairly early in Dizang wor-
ship. Inscriptions indicate that from its inception, Dizang images were com-
missioned in the hope that the deceased or sponsor might be reborn in the 
Pure Land. Moreover, Buddhist art and epigraphy reveal that the earliest 
phase of Dizang art at Longmen, dating to the seventh and eighth centuries, 
evinced a Pure Land connection, beginning with the appearance of Dizang 
in Amitâbha triads. Such Pure Land iconography also occurs in the miracle 
tales collected in the tenth-century A Record of Numinous Verifications. Dizang 
figures as an addition to the Amitâbha Pure Land triad as well. This quartet 
is invoked, for instance, in the writing of the eighth-century Pure Land 
thinker Fazhao. His Jingtu wuhui nianfo lue fashiyi zan 淨土五會念佛略法事儀
讚 (Hymns from the Abridged Procedure for the Five-Cadence Buddha Incantation 
of the Pure Land) calls on followers to “recite [the names of] the Buddha 
Amitâbha and the bodhisattvas Guanyin, Mahâsthâmaprâpta, and Dizang, 
each hundred and fifty times.”� A similar quartet of Pure Land deities occurs 
in Dunhuang liturgical writings, namely the Tankuang wen 嘆壙文 (A Tomb 
Eulogy, S 4474).�

Dizang was further connected to other forms of Pure Land, notably the 
cults of Maitreya and Bhaiºajyaguru.� A Record of Numinous Verifications sug-

�. Jingtu wuhui nianfo lue fashiyi zan, T1983:47.475a. In the preface to this text, Fazhao 
explains that the ritual assembly of the five-cadence Buddha incantation is found in an orig-
inal three-fascicle text titled Wuhui fashiyi 五會法事儀. The five cadences here refer to five 
basic melodic rhythms for reciting the Buddha’s name, which Fazhao himself is alleged to 
have personally heard from Amitâbha during a visionary journey to Sukhâvatî. 

�. The Tankuang wen states: 

	 Homage to the Great Compassionate Buddha Amitâbha in the Western Land of Bliss 
(repeat 3 times); 

	 Homage to the Great Compassionate Bodhisattva Guanyin in the Western Land of 
Bliss (repeat 3 times); 

	 Homage to the Great Compassionate Bodhisattva Mahâsthâmaprâpta in the Western 
Land of Bliss (repeat 3 times); 

	 Homage to the Great Compassionate Bodhisattva Dizang (repeat 1 time). (Wang 1995: 7)

As a eulogy, the Tankuang wen brings together several cultic strands. In the above verses, Di-
zang is appended to the triad of the Western Land of Bliss, although his position as an “in-
terloper” in this tradition is perhaps indicated by the fact that his name is incanted only 
once. The eulogy concludes with a description of Guanyin and Mahâsthâmaprâpta coming 
to lead the way to the Western Land of Bliss, where one will meet the future Buddha Mai-
treya and listen to his teachings. 

�. Narratives in A Record on Numinous Verifications hold out rebirth in Maitreya’s land, 
Tuºita, as a reward for venerating Dizang; see Lingyan ji, records 9, 11, 14, 16, and 26. This con-
nection follows logically from Dizang’s role as the savior of this Sahâ world in the period before 
Maitreya’s advent, a function canonized in the Scripture on the Past Vows. The scripture states: 

You should recollect my painstaking injunction at the Palace of Trâyastriœša and cause 
all living beings in the Sahâ world, until the appearance of Maitreya in this world, to attain 
liberation, to leave suffering eternally, to encounter the buddhas, and to receive 
prophecies [of their buddhahood]. (Benyuan jing, T412:13.779b–c; my italics)
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gests that Dizang worship was, moreover, associated with rarely documented 
anomalous afterlife destinations.10 Constructed as heavenly subterranean 
realms (the Buddhist counterparts to Daoist paradisal grottoes), these 
abodes are presented as temporary residences for those adherents of the Di-
zang cult who possessed scarce merit or lacked faith in the efficacy of Dizang 
images. They apparently did not take root in the Buddhist context, and their 
presence in medieval Dizang literature serves as a portal to lesser-known as-
pects of the medieval afterlife geography. 

The underworld Dizang becomes increasingly discernible from the late 
eighth century. Except for an early allusion in The Exorcism Method, the first 
phase of Dizang’s underworld theme is largely elaborated in the return-
from-death narratives, which tell of encounters with Dizang during journeys 
to the subterranean realm. Dizang normally appears in hell as an interces-
sor, a ray of mercy and redemption in the afterlife judiciary process over 
which King Yama or the Ten Kings presided. Because these return-from-
death narratives are preserved in non-Buddhist and Buddhist anthologies, 
they affirm that Dizang worship was observed across the boundaries of orga-
nized religions; this may also explain how Dizang’s underworld character 
was disseminated in medieval society. The Record of a Returned Soul in partic-
ular belongs to a genre of tales and ballads recovered from Dunhuang man-
uscripts that were frequently used in storytelling.11 In short, the underworld 
Dizang was defined and disseminated in a malleable religious landscape 
that absorbed and intermingled doctrines and practices extracted from a 
wealth of diverse sources. 

After his introduction, the underworld Dizang generated new motifs 
and interacted with other underworld cults. Iconography captures themes 
not often acknowledged in writing, such as the amalgamation of the Ten 
Kings with Dizang Bodhisattva in Dunhuang and Sichuan. In A Record of 
Numinous Verifications, one story associates an icon of the Ten Kings with an 
Indian copy of the Scripture on the Past Vows.12 Dunhuang art also introduces 
Dizang’s entourage, which includes the acolytes who record good and bad 
deeds, the monk Daoming, the lion-dog, and the Ten Kings and their court 
attendants.13 These characters became permanent fixtures in Chinese un-
derworld mythology. Sculpture from the Yuanjue dong at Anyue docu-
ments an encounter with another afterlife cult, the Ghost Festival, and its 
foundational myth, Mulian’s descent to hell. The ambiguous identity of the 
main figure (is it Mulian or Dizang?) in the sculpture suggests that the two 
underworld cults may have overlapped in late medieval China. Precisely 
because Mulian and Dizang are both frequently illustrated as monks bear-

10. See Lingyan ji, record 16, 362a–363a. 
11. On Dunhuang transformation texts, see Mair 1983, 1989; for the pan-Asian origins 

of Chinese storytelling and performance, see Mair 1988.
12. Record 29, Lingyan ji, 367b–368b.
13. For the iconography of Dizang’s acolytes, see Soymié 1996, 1967.
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ing staffs, it is often difficult to distinguish one from the other without a 
corroborating inscription.14 In the fifteenth century, the Sanjiao yuanliu 
soushen daquan 三教源流搜神大全 (The Complete Collection of the Investi-
gation of Spirits Originating in the Three Teachings) matter-of-factly 
names Mulian as one of Dizang’s past lives.15 

The growing status of Dizang’s underworld image probably prompted 
the monastic establishment to produce scriptural legitimization and canon-
ize this aspect of his cult. The Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang and, quite 
likely, the Scripture on the Past Vows represent efforts to rearticulate and nor-
malize novel expressions, to make them conform to accepted discourse, in-
terpretations, and practices.16 King Yama’s role as head of the underworld 
bureaucracy and the existence of administrative errors in the afterlife judi-
ciary process were “canonized” in this fashion. Juxtaposition of beatific vi-
sions of Pure Land against the ghastly terrors of hell may signal differentiated 
aspects of complex medieval Chinese attitudes toward death and the after-
life: Did Dizang devotion become a conduit for dealing with the residual 
guilt and anxiety that even a strong faith in Amitâbha could not entirely 
erase? Whatever the catalysts, Tang Buddhists added Dizang to the pan-
theon of deities invoked to bring about rebirth in the Pure Land, thereby 
continuing trends in Indian Pure Land. 

In Tang afterlife practices, filial piety and the salvation of deceased kin 
were channels through which Buddhism permeated the family, the institu-
tion at the heart of Chinese society. In this context, Dizang was one of several 
key symbols in Chinese reimaginings of Mahâyâna Buddhism, especially the 
bodhisattva doctrine. The question must then be raised: Why Dizang—and 
not other bodhisattvas like Mañjušrî, who also attracted widespread devo-
tion during the Tang period?17 Dizang’s cultic status in Tang society cer-
tainly catalyzed his steady assimilation into afterlife practices. He already 
possessed a natural affinity with the afterlife as the savior of the six paths of 
rebirth in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. But the critical factor was no doubt 
Dizang’s physical appearance as a monk bodhisattva, introduced early on in 
the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. In medieval Chinese society, Buddhist monks 
quickly established themselves as ritual specialists in the cult of the dead; 

14. For a discussion of this sculpture, see Howard 2001: 157–159. 
15. Sanjiao yuanliu soushen daquan is an encyclopedia of 181 deities found in the Three 

Teachings (sanjiao): Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism. It was composed in the late Ming, 
probably after the yongle 永樂 era (1402–1424), and is based on an earlier work, the Soushen 
guangji 搜神廣記, dating to the Yuan (1280–1368). Sanjiao yuanliu soushen daquan is especially 
useful because it includes a set of woodblock illustrations of the deities. The text hails Dizang 
as the Bodhisattva King Dizang (Dizang wang pusa 地藏王菩薩); besides naming Mulian as 
one of Dizang’s past lives, the record briefly narrates the legend behind the establishment of 
his cult on Mount Jiuhua; see the Sanjiao yuanliu in Wang and Li 1989: vol 3, 304. 

16. One cannot conclusively make this claim for the Scripture on the Past Vows given the 
ambiguities surrounding its composition. 

17. On the flourishing of Mañjušrî worship in medieval China, see Birnbaum 1983; 
Gimello 1992, 1994, 1997; Gu n.d.



Reassessing Dizang, Lord of the Underworld		 203

they were in competition with indigenous Chinese experts like village sha-
mans and Daoist priests. The myth of Mulian and the Ghost Festival exem-
plify the Buddhist monastic establishment’s successful intrusion into Chinese 
family religion centered on procuring purgatorial cleansing and afterlife 
salvation for dead ancestors. For a savior bodhisattva to secure a similar foot-
hold in medieval Chinese religion, it was imperative that he should also be 
inextricably tied to the range of concerns about death and the salvation of 
deceased family members. Although several bodhisattva cults, notably Guan-
yin, did form relationships with the cult of the dead, the monk bodhisattva 
Dizang furnished the most effective imagery in this cultic contest between 
holy monk and savior bodhisattva. Dizang’s iconography as a monk eases the 
paradigmatic shift from the holy monk to the savior bodhisattva, implanting 
Mahâyâna cultic practices permanently in the landscape of Chinese afterlife 
religion. If Dizang’s identity as a monk helped connect him with the cult of 
the dead, then it was his status as a bodhisattva that allowed him to execute 
the marriage of indigenous death and afterlife concepts to those practices 
rudimentary to a savior cult like copying and reciting scripture, making and 
venerating images, and incanting dhâraÿî or the deity’s name. 

Female Practice of Filial Piety

The marriage of afterlife practice and the cult of filial piety has always been 
a salient characteristic of Chinese religion. Although filial piety was known 
in India, Chinese Buddhists emphatically stressed providing for the welfare 
of ancestors and relatives in the afterlife to accommodate indigenous prac-
tices. Afterlife rites advocating Dizang worship as a form of filial behavior 
are documented in non-Buddhist historical records, especially memorials 
composed for the eminent or virtuous. The practice of embroidering Dizang 
images on behalf of the deceased is recorded in three memorial eulogies col-
lected in the Wenyuan yinghua 文苑英華 (A Literary Grove of Elegant Flow-
ers) and the Sikong Biaosheng wenji 司空表聖文集 (A Collection of Essays by 
Sikong Biaosheng).18 

One of the two records from A Literary Grove is titled Xiu Dizang pusa zan 
繡地藏菩薩讚 (Hymn to the Embroidery of Dizang Bodhisattva), attributed 
to the Tang scholar Mu Yuan 穆員 (ca. 790), who belonged to a family of civil 
officials living in the era of zhenyuan 貞元 (785–805).19 The hymn memorial-
izes the sewing of Dizang images on behalf of the deceased. Sometime 
around 790, Mu Yuan’s family suffered a series of deaths. His mother first 
embroidered a Dizang image on behalf of his dying younger sister, a nun liv-

18. Sikong is the author’s last name or family name; Tu 圖 is his given name, and Biao
sheng is his courtesy name (zi 字), usually coined at the age of twenty.

19. Wenyuan yinghua, fasc. 782, collected in Wenyuange siku quanshu, yingyin (影印)文淵

閣四庫全書, 1340: 607. I have translated zan here as “hymn” because the piece is styled as a 
prayer to the deity Dizang for assistance in the afterlife. For biographical details on Mu 
Yuan, see Xin Tang shu, 16: 5015–5016; Jiu Tang shu, 13: 4114–4117.
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ing at the Monastery of Pacifying the Nation (Anguo si 安國寺). Later his 
youngest sister dreamt of their elder sister reporting that this image of Di-
zang kept watch over her. The youngest sister then embroidered another 
image and the older sister subsequently died. Mu Yuan eulogizes Dizang as 
the bodhisattva unsurpassed in relieving the three unfortunate paths of re-
birth (hell, ghost, and animal realms) and dispelling the grief of those 
mourning the loss of loved ones. He beseeches the deity to cause the deso-
late dark realms to quake (shengling cui zhen you 聖靈萃振幽). 

Another record, the Dizang pusa zan 地藏菩薩讚 (Eulogy to the Bodhi-
sattva Dizang), composed by Liang Su 梁肅 (753–793), praises a daughter for 
embroidering an image of Dizang on behalf of her deceased mother in addi-
tion to observing Confucian rites of mourning.20 A distant relative of the 
family, who happened to be vice director of the palace library, reported her 
actions to the imperial court. Consequently, the filial daughter was officially 
lauded and memorialized in Liang Su’s verse. Born in Anding 安定 (mod-
ern-day Jinchuan 涇川 in Gansu), Liang Su became a lay disciple of the Tian-
tai 天台 monk Zhanran 湛然 (711–782), composed several Tiantai works, and 
wrote a stele inscription to honor his religious teacher. His numerous ties to 
the literati and the court must have facilitated the Tang revival of Tiantai as-
sociated with Zhanran.21 It is no coincidence that Liang Su was a prominent 
member of literati circles, particularly a group that harmonized Confucian 
and Buddhist concepts to reiterate the position that “patriotism and filial 
piety are innate to the nature of mind” (xinxing ben ju zhong xiao 心性本具忠
孝).22 In the late eighth and ninth centuries, the largely male court literati 
envisioned living out an integration of Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist 
teachings and saw literati education as beginning with Confucian, then Dao-
ist, and finally Buddhist learning.23 Arising from these broader intellectual 
trends, Liang Su’s Eulogy to the Bodhisattva Dizang furnishes a rare glimpse of 
the male literati spelling out ways for elite court women to embrace a combi-
nation of Buddhist piety and Confucian social norms in keeping with the in-
tellectual changes in late Tang society. 

20. Wenyuan yinghua, fasc. 781, Wenyuange siku quanshu, yingyin, 1340: 602. I have trans-
lated zan here (and also in the title of the next piece by Sikong) as “eulogy” because this text 
formally praises the virtues of the woman who embroidered the image and is not a prayer to 
the deity. It is unclear whether it was ever read in a ritual context.

21. Liang Su held several posts in the central government: Palace Library Secretariat, In-
vestigation Censor, Rectifier of Omissions of the Right, the Prince’s Reader-in-Waiting, and 
Scholar of the Hanlin Academy. Tiantai Buddhism enjoyed the patronage of the Sui court. In 
their ascent to power, Tang rulers were at first reluctant to promote this form of Buddhism be-
cause of its association with the former dynasty. Consequently, Tiantai Buddhism suffered a 
short decline only to be revitalized in the late eighth century with the rise of Zhanran and his 
supporters. For Liang Su and Tiantai thought, see Pan and Wu 2001: 326–336.

22. The literati thinkers frequently associated with Liang Su include Li Ao 李翱 (774–
836) and Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), both of whom were also drawn to Buddhist teach-
ings on the nature of the mind. See Pan and Wu 2001: 336–349.

23. On Tang literati and Buddhism, see Guo Shaolin 1993; Zhang Gong 2003.
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The third piece, the Jin xiangguo Dizang zan 今相國地藏贊 (Eulogy to the 
Dizang [Image Made for] a Tang Statesman), was composed by Sikong Tu 司
空圖 (837–908), a late Tang poet and statesman.24 Although Sikong’s essays 
and poems mostly treat secular topics, a few of his essays do reflect his inter-
est in Buddhism and his participation in religious rituals.25 In his preface to 
the eulogy, Sikong explains that he was invited (deqing 得請) to compose the 
piece in praise of his younger sister-in-law’s embroidery of a Dizang image 
for his dead father-in-law, a duke in the Ministry of Personnel.26 

The triple worlds [operate on] the same principle.27

The six directions are without bounds.28 
For sages there is the cause for buddhahood 
The culmination of which cannot be obstructed. 
The forms are imperceptible.
The principle is inexhaustible.
For humans there is sincere reverence.
Arousing [this emotion] can access [the supernormal]. 
Filial piety is truly the teacher of women.
The merit can only be a female virtue.
Its accomplishment is most admirable
[One should] go to all lengths to respectfully report it.29

Like Liang Su, Sikong Tu seems less concerned with venerating Dizang than 
lauding and promoting the embroidering of Buddhist images as a filial be-
havior appropriate for women. 

These three compositions suggest that Dizang worship was recognized 

24. Sikong Biaosheng wenji, fasc. 9, Wenyuange siku quanshu, yingyin, 1083: 538. For a mod-
ern annotated edition, see Zu and Tao 2002: 304–305. The exact reference of the phrase Jin 
xiangguo is unclear; I have translated it as “a Tang statesman” to refer to the deceased man, 
Sikong’s father-in-law. The Xin tang shu states that Sikong was born in present-day Shanxi but 
the Jiu tang shu speaks of him as coming from Linhuai 臨淮 (present-day Jiangsu). Modern 
scholars believe that Linhuai was in fact his ancestral home and the poet associated himself 
with the place as a form of respect for his ancestors. See Zu and Tao 2002: 5–6.

25. For instance, Sikong wrote the Guanyin chanwen 觀音懺文, the Yingxiu shihui zhai 迎
修十會齋, the Shihui zhaiwen 十會齋文, and the Yuntai sanguan tang 雲臺三官堂. For a modern 
annotated edition of these essays, see Zu and Tao 2002: 314–318.

26. Neither the preface nor the verse tells us who invited Sikong to compose the eulogy. 
Given his in-laws’ affiliations with the court, he was most probably addressing an elite audi-
ence that included court officers and aristocrats.

27. The “triple worlds” (Ch. san jie 三界; Skt. tri-dhâtu) is a Buddhist usage referring to 
the realm of desire (Ch. yu jie 欲界; Skt. kâma-dhâtu), the realm of form (Ch. se jie 色界; Skt. 
rûpa-dhâtu), and the realm of formlessness (Ch. wuse jie 無色界; Skt. ârûpya-dhâtu).

28. In indigenous Chinese thought liuyou 六幽 is a cosmological term referring to the 
six directions: zenith, nadir, north, south, east, and west.

29. The text reads shenbao 申報, a reverential way of saying “to report to superiors.” 
Given that he refers to his in-laws by their official titles, Sikong could be reporting his sister-
in-law’s filial practice to the court. 
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as a component of death and afterlife rituals in late eighth- to ninth-century 
China. All three records focus on the families of officials. Evidently, sewing 
Dizang images, as an act of transferring merit to a dying or deceased rela-
tive, was a practice prescribed to and adopted by women of elite families in 
the eighth and ninth centuries. Although the eulogies are addressed to Di-
zang Bodhisattva, they frequently exalt female filial piety in afterlife prac-
tices. In the example recorded in Liang Su’s eulogy, court recognition of an 
elite woman’s practice of filial piety points to official sanction of the amalga-
mation of Buddhist and Confucian afterlife observances involving filial be-
havior. Ornate embroidery of Buddhist images was already practiced in 
pre-Tang times and was in vogue especially in the Tang court; sewing images 
of Dizang on behalf of the dead probably began only in the Tang, which wit-
nessed the ascendancy of Dizang worship in connection with afterlife prac-
tices. Other Buddhist deities, notably Amitâbha, Bhaiºajyaguru, Guanyin, 
and Vairocana, also appeared as subjects of needlework undertaken for the 
spiritual welfare of deceased family members or relatives.30 Using needle-
work to convey Buddhist piety may have flourished as a way for women to 
participate in a religious environment that encouraged variegated combina-
tions of afterlife and filial practices. 

Given this background, it is necessary to address the gender implica-
tions in the rise of Dizang worship in Tang society. In Japan, Dizang (known 
as Jizô) is famous for his role in female religiosity in the late Heian and Kama
kura periods.31 Female expressions of the Dizang cult are naturally traced 
to the Scripture on the Past Vows’ portrayal of Dizang as a filial daughter who 
braves the fiery descent into hell to rescue her deceased mother. A Record of 
Numinous Verifications includes colloquial versions of this prototypical prac-
tice of Buddhist filial piety, where the female protagonist commissions and 
venerates an image of Dizang, thereby successfully liberating her deceased 
mother from hell.32 In view of the eulogies and narratives, it is tempting to 
regard the flourishing of female veneration of Dizang as anticipating later 
Japanese trends. But prudence must prohibit one from reading too much 
into the relationship between the cult of Dizang and women in medieval 
China. After all, embroidering Buddhist images was a common practice 
among women of elite families, and the image chosen was not always Di-
zang Bodhisattva. The historical situation is really more nuanced, and the 
afterlife of Dizang furnishes a paradigm that particularly but not exclu-
sively accentuates female filial behavior. 

Investigating a set of indigenous Chinese Buddhist texts like the Mu-

30. For a listing of embroidered images of Amitâbha, Bhaiºajyaguru, and Guanyin, see 
Wenyuan yinghua, fasc. 782, Wenyuange siku quanshu, yingyin, 1340: 602. 

31. Glassman (2002) has investigated the nude Jizô in Denkôji, proposing a connection 
between Jizô worship and women in Kamakura Buddhism. It is also in Japan that we see an 
array of Jizôs dealing with pregnancy, childbirth, and abortion during the late Heian pe-
riod. For a popular account of the feminine aspects of Jizô, see Bays 2002: 81–93. 

32. Lingyan ji, records 12, 13, and 20. 



Reassessing Dizang, Lord of the Underworld		 207

lian myth, all of which speak to the mother-son relationship in afterlife so-
teriology, Alan Cole has argued that medieval Chinese fabricated a 
Buddhist model of filial piety centered on mothers and sons. For Cole, this 
Buddhist emphasis on a mother-son paradigm intentionally contrasted 
and competed with the father-son relationship in normative Confucian 
models.33 Similarly, the Scripture on the Past Vows can be regarded as a means 
to combine an alternative filial behavior with Buddhist afterlife obser-
vances, one that emphasizes the mother-daughter relationship. But it 
should be cautioned that these alternate forms of filial piety accentuating 
the mother-son or mother-daughter relationship are not uniquely Bud-
dhist; they rearticulate the plural paradigms of filial behavior circulating 
in Chinese society. From the perspective of gender, the Scripture on the Past 
Vows deliberately pits the filial daughter bodhisattva at the crux of the af-
terlife Dizang cult against the filial son monk of the Ghost Festival, thus in-
troducing the female savior, who is at once a filial daughter and a virtuous 
saint, in contrast to the wretched mother engulfed in the retributive afflic-
tions of hell. Sophia Lai notes that the mother-son paradigm in the story of 
Mulian still subscribes to a fundamentally patriarchal structure that lodges 
“Father in Heaven, Mother in Hell.” 34 In these versions, the sinful mother 
has to depend on male offspring for her spiritual salvation, thus reinforc-
ing the Confucian social hierarchy that always subordinates a woman to 
the men in her life.35 The Scripture on the Past Vows deliberately shifts the re-
sponsibility of the mother’s salvation from the son to the daughter. How-
ever, it is crucial to realize that the text ultimately conforms to and 
deliberately invokes norms of womanhood associated with Confucian or-
thodoxy. The filial daughter belongs to a category of exemplary women ex-
alted in texts known as Lienü zhuan, which first appear at the beginning of 
the common era and were eventually integrated into standard dynastic his-
tories.36 The contrast between the saintly daughter and the fallen mother 
thus explicitly draws on themes familiar to a Chinese audience schooled 

33. Cole 1998: 3. 
34. Lai 1999: 187–213. Lai uses the phrase in the title of her article. 
35. In keeping with the Confucian “three obediences,” a woman lives under perpetual 

male protection and authority, defined according to three stages of her life, furnished first 
by her father, then her husband, and finally her son. 

36. In the Lienü zhuan, Liu Xiang 劉向 (77–76 BCE), a Confucian historian, compiled 104 
tales of virtuous women from antiquity up to his time. The work includes only a few exemplary 
daughters who saved their fathers from some peril or other. For a study of the filial daughter in 
medieval China, especially the period 200–600, see Knapp 2005: 164–186. Knapp concludes 
that in early medieval China, the examples of female filial piety were significantly fewer than 
those of filial sons; they mostly centered on the daughters-in-law rather than daughters. It may 
be useful to further explore how Buddhist narratives and practices might have addressed this 
lack in medieval China. As a preliminary note, it is important that the theme of female filial 
piety was expressed in the Dizang cult only in late medieval China, just before or about the 
same time when another Buddhist model of female filial piety was introduced: the Miaoshan 
story of the Guanyin cult that highlights the father-daughter relationship. Were Buddhists in-
tentionally responding to the needs of women in medieval China?



208	 Conclusion

for centuries in normative portrayals of female virtuosity. Precisely because 
of its compatibility with the prescribed norms of female behavior in Tang 
society, embroidering Dizang for a dead parent met with approbation by 
the court and the largely male elite literati (wenren 文人), for whom this 
practice was mostly meaningful as yet another conduit for disseminating 
and perpetuating a praiseworthy female virtue. 

The Scripture on the Past Vows and the miracle tales all reiterate the 
mother-daughter relationship, whereas the eulogies collected in non-Bud-
dhist historical records contain both mother-daughter and father-daugh-
ter relationships. The link between Dizang and the mother-daughter 
model of filial piety was never intended as absolute; it is better understood 
as a normative paradigm scripted into the Scripture on the Past Vows. The 
gender shift from the filial son to daughter did not necessarily correspond 
to actual practice. Historical records indicate that men and women in dif-
ferent kinship settings venerated Dizang. In the records by Sikong Tu and 
Liang Su a daughter sewed an image of Dizang for her dead father, while in 
Mu Yuan’s eulogy, the images are embroidered by a mother for her de-
ceased daughter and by one sister for another. Finally, in Liang Su’s ac-
count, the Buddhist combination of filial piety and afterlife observance 
apparently received court approbation and was practiced alongside Confu-
cian mourning rites. Hence one must conclude that the rivalry between 
Confucian and Buddhist articulations, which Alan Cole presumed, cannot 
completely render the complicated array of historical and social relation-
ships that interconnected divergent forms of religion in Tang society. The 
hymn and eulogies feature poets, scholars, and officials from the Tang 
court; they make sense of the afterlife Dizang cult and recast the practices 
for a broader (and not necessarily Buddhist) audience. Applying the lens 
of filial behavior in a sense rationalizes and elevates the “cultic” and “vul-
garized” connotations of the afterlife Dizang, reorienting the worship to a 
moral discourse and agenda on cultivating filial piety.37 In this regard the 
literati Liang Su exemplifies how a lay Buddhist thinker was involved in re
imagining Dizang through the broader intellectual trends in the late Tang 
court. Similarly, Buddhist clerics probably felt encumbered to reimagine 
parts of Dizang mythology and practices that would illuminate affinities 
between Dizang worship and observances of filial piety. Examples are 
Changjin’s compilation A Record of Numinous Verifications and his preface, 

37. After its initial incorporation into Tang religion, filial piety remained a salient di-
mension of the Dizang cult, often highlighted by Buddhist exegetes anxious to elevate and 
reinstate the relevance of Dizang Bodhisattva in the societies of their time. There exist sev-
eral Qing commentaries on the Scripture on the Past Vows like the Dizang benyuan jing ke 地藏本

願經科 (XZ 35: 393–408), Dizang benyuan jing ke zhu 地藏本願經科註 (XZ 35: 409–438), and 
Dizang benyuan jing lunguan 地藏本願經綸貫 (XZ 35: 439–671). Similarly contemporary Chi-
nese Buddhist teachers, propagating a form of Buddhist humanism (renjian fojiao), speak of 
Dizang Bodhisattva as the Buddhist paragon of filial piety; examples include Yinshun 1989 
and Zhengyan 2003. 
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which frames Dizang miracles against the preaching of the Scripture on the 
Past Vows. The Scripture on the Past Vows (or portions of it) may have been re-
written to bolster and disseminate the revisioning of the afterlife Dizang 
via the lens of filial behavior. It is therefore impossible to map religious 
change on a linear trajectory of influences. Instead, as the cult to Dizang 
eloquently shows, religion is perpetually remaking itself, innovatively draw-
ing from and profoundly embedded in a rich pluralism of genres and 
traditions. 

Ritual Divination, Exorcism, and Healing

Even if one were to recast Dizang, Lord of the Underworld, more broadly 
as a Buddhist afterlife deity, the title still cannot do justice to the many di-
verse functions this bodhisattva assumed in medieval religion. An impor-
tant dimension not entirely explicable or subsumable under the rubric of 
“afterlife religion” is Dizang’s association with a body of ritual techniques 
for combating malicious forces, healing disease, prognosticating the past 
and the future, and prolonging the life span, some of which in modern 
times have been designated as (for example, in the Taishô canon) “esoteric 
teachings” (Ch. mijiao 密教; J. mikkyô). In other words, Dizang is integrally 
linked to a cluster of religious concerns and thaumaturgic techniques that 
adhered themselves to and grew up around dhâraÿî teachings. 

Dizang’s association with dhâraÿî was established in China in the earliest 
scriptural accounts of this bodhisattva (no later than the sixth century): the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury. Both texts as-
sociate Dizang with dhâraÿî teachings that can effect miraculous healing, 
spiritual protection, fulfillment of desires, and even removal of mental afflic-
tions. In the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, Dizang subjugates malevolent 
dragons in a spirit world where dark forces wreak havoc. Originating in early 
Indian Mahâyâna, dhâraÿî recitation was conceived as a “quick fix” technique 
for the inevitable ills of earthly existence; it coexisted with the practice of 
“medicine” in a broad religious milieu to counteract fears of death, catastro-
phe, ailments, poverty, and malicious spirits.38 After its introduction to 
China, dhâraÿî incantation melded with indigenous methods for healing 
and expelling ghosts, which included the use of potent utterances and other 
forms of breath magic. 

The centrality of dhâraÿî to the Dizang cult is most apparent in the exis-
tence of a small corpus of Dizang dhâraÿî texts, mostly recovered from Dun-
huang manuscripts or Japanese archival collections. Varying in length, these 
dhâraÿîs are frequently associated with the Scripture on the Ten Wheels. The 
shorter texts are meaningless phonetic characters strung together, suppos-
edly utterances by Dizang; the longest comprises the prefatory chapter on 
Dizang from the Scripture on the Ten Wheels with some additions. Clearly, the 

38. Schopen 1978: 271–275. 
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dhâraÿî originally attributed to Dizang in the Scripture on the Ten Wheels had 
come alive in medieval cultic life. From the Tang period on, incantations 
from the scripture were extrapolated for independent circulation, some-
times with substantial changes most likely for usage in rituals, thus engen-
dering a subset of Dizang dhâraÿî texts. The dhâraÿî appears to function as a 
statement of the quintessence of a scripture or a series of scriptures, much 
like the collection of Prajñâpâramitâ literature was reduced to the Heart Scrip-
ture, which in turn was further narrowed down to an efficacious mantra. Rit-
ual efficacy was probably an important catalyst in the production of dhâraÿî 
texts. In Tang society, the written dhâraÿî was most likely looked upon as a 
material token of numinous protection—a counterpart to the talisman—
and deployed as a charm or amulet. 

Related to dhâraÿî literature are scriptures and ritual texts composed on 
Chinese soil, which mobilize indigenous resources to reimagine Dizang as 
the bringer of otherworldly assistance in a world of uncertainties populated 
by destructive spirits. An early Tang composition, The Exorcism Method, ex-
panded the dhâraÿî teaching to encompass a repertoire of rituals (hand ges-
tures, spitting, clapping teeth, composing talismans), all of which Dizang, 
envisioned as a Buddho-Daoist exorcist expert, deployed to battle demonic 
forces and reestablish health, longevity, peace, and prosperity in this world. 
The Scripture on Divination, composed in the late sixth century, also endeav-
ored to broaden the scope of techniques associated with Dizang Bodhisat-
tva, integrating repentance rites and the mantic arts. Although this scripture 
technically does not belong to the class of dhâraÿî literature, it is similar to 
The Exorcism Method insofar as they both illustrate the medieval Chinese use 
of indigenous formulae to connect Dizang Bodhisattva to the task of mini-
mizing uncertainties and misfortunes and maximizing worldly enjoyment. 

Along the same vein, A Ritual Manual provides guidelines for perform-
ing rites to Dizang Bodhisattva as a patron deity. The term yigui 儀軌, or sâ
dhana, in its title places the text in the subgenre of ritual manuals on venerating 
and visualizing deities in esoteric rites. A Ritual Manual invokes the ritual 
structures and terminology typically associated with the esoteric cosmology 
of salvation articulated by the Indian esoteric masters of the Tang court: vi-
sualizing the deity, making the deity’s mudrâs, incanting the deity’s mantras, 
and performing homa rites to the deity. Despite this “esoteric” overlaying, the 
text really evinces marked similarities with the kind of religion we have 
mapped out thus far, manifesting the same propensity for formulaic ritual 
solutions to remedy ills and reap boons in daily life. For instance, homa offer-
ings, which entail the use of medicinal herbs and plants, resemble prescrip-
tions for curative and demonofugic purposes rooted in early Chinese 
medical practices and employed in medieval Daoist rituals. 

But it is also equally important to note that in the so-called “esoteric so-
teriology,” the pursuit of secular gain is formalized as a legitimate religious 
goal known as laukika siddhi, or “worldly accomplishment.” The religion of 
practical benefits and its paraphernalia of magical properties were thus 
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grafted onto systematized visions of Buddhist soteriology, which are hailed 
today as esoteric teachings. This acknowledgment of the validity of the 
worldly or conventional existing alongside the transcendental or the abso-
lute is hardly novel; it was spelled out previously in Indian Mahâyâna as the 
teaching of two truths (er di 二諦). What is perhaps unique to the esoteric 
formula of the twofold siddhi is its translation of the two truths to soteriologi-
cal, or more specifically ritual, terms.39 The ritual emphasis would have been 
particularly attractive to indigenous religions like Heavenly Master Daoism 
which emphasize ritual performance. Except for being framed within ex-
plicitly esoteric terminology and liturgical structures, most of the religious 
components in A Ritual Manual like hand gestures, magical incantations, 
and deity visualization were fairly ubiquitous practices in the larger cultic 
milieu and not confined to any single religious tradition.40 Our sources re-
ally do not yield treatments of Dizang in relation to the two maÿøalas at the 
heart of Japanese Buddhist esoterism.41 Iconographic and epigraphic mate-
rials point to Dizang’s presence in the Maÿøala of the Eight Bodhisattvas, 
but examples are relatively few and are mostly concentrated (during the 
ninth and tenth centuries) in Dunhuang and less frequently in Sichuan. 
Moreover, this maÿøala has its origins in the Mahâyâna concept of the eight 
bodhisattvas, conceived as a group of protective spirits to whom prayers for 
blessing and protection are addressed. More comprehensive investigation 
must be conducted before establishing conclusions on the medieval esoteric 
Dizang cult. For now, the medieval sources seem to suggest that venerating 

39. Charles Orzech (1989) has highlighted the fallacies of viewing the achievement of 
secular benefits and the attainment of liberation as two mutually exclusive goals in esoteric 
practice. According to him, this erroneous conception springs from employing taxonomies 
polarizing “pure” against “miscellaneous,” “the elite” against “the popular,” distinctions that 
obscure the nature of Chinese Vajrayâna. Orzech argues that Vajrayâna instead exists in 
China primarily in a series of esoteric yet popular rituals in which enlightenment is identi-
fied with “mundane” pursuits such as the healing of diseases and the expulsion of enemy 
armies or epidemics. 

40. Recent studies have disputed the “existence” of esoteric teaching (also known as 
Tantra and Vajrayâna) as an independent, distinctive movement with a clearly defined insti-
tution and audience; see Sharf 2002a: 263–278; McBride 2004.

41. The maÿøalas of the Diamond Realm (Ch. Jinggang jie 金剛界; J. Kongôkai; Skt. 
Vajradhâtu) and the Matrix Realm (Ch. Taizang jie 胎藏界; J. Taizôkai; Skt. Garbhadhâtu) 
constitute the core interpretative lens in Japanese esoteric Buddhism. Modern scholarship 
often uncritically accepts the Japanese Shingon’s biased account of the history of these two 
maÿøalas, which posits their origins in the heyday of Chinese esoteric Buddhism and attri-
butes them to the great Indian esoteric teachers of the Tang court. Based on this perspec-
tive, older Japanese scholarship understands the esoteric Dizang in Tang Buddhism via Jizô 
in one or both of the maÿøalas; see Hatta 1968. Modern studies still tend to include the texts 
for the maÿøalas in their overview of the esoteric Dizang; see Zhuang 1999: 162–167. Dizang 
does appear in the esoteric scripture on which the Matrix Realm Maÿøala is based, the 
Mahâvairocana-abhisaœbodhi-vikurvita-adhiº¡âna-sûtra (Da Piluzhena chengfo shenbian jiachi jing 
大毘盧遮那成佛神變加持經, T848:18.1a–55a), attributed to Šubhakara. In addition to the un-
certainty of dates and composition, Dizang art and epigraphy contain little if any record of 
practice in relation to this text. 
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Dizang in the esoteric context, whether as the deity of a self-contained cult 
(bie zun 別尊) or as a member of the eight bodhisattvas, really derived from 
the broader cultic milieux and was perpetuated in those settings. 

In this regard, woodblock print P 4514.5 from Dunhuang further af-
firms the diffused nature of esoteric rites in late medieval China. The print 
describes a common rite (one in a series devoted to several different dei-
ties) that involves contemplating the deity through mantra recitation to 
eliminate sins, karmic obstacles, disasters, and epidemics; to extend the 
life span; and even to achieve rebirth in the Western Paradise. It is within 
this broader cultic context—where the mantic arts, medicine, ritual magic, 
and the quest for immortality interact with one another—that the Sichuan 
visual imaginations of Bhaiºajyaguru, Dizang, and the Buddhoºÿîºa Dhâraÿî 
as seen in Beishan Fowan niches 279 and 281 are best understood. Demon-
ology and healing also figure in A Record of Numinous Verifications, dated to 
the tenth century; several stories relate how Dizang worship enables adher-
ents and their families to escape epidemics and demonic assaults or have 
their life spans extended. 

Dizang’s early representation as the savior of this world in an age with-
out the Buddha left a profound imprint on the Chinese religious imagina-
tion; it repeatedly surfaces in the history of this bodhisattva even after his 
cult took on strong afterlife colorings in the eighth century. The historical 
sources reveal the fluid imagination of medieval Buddhists, who drew on a 
rich variety of resources to conjure multiple personalities and roles for Di-
zang Bodhisattva, which are linked to a greater or lesser extent to his early 
scriptural associations with a wish-granting and antidotal dhâraÿî. A cluster 
of practices—ritual healing, exorcism, divination, longevity techniques—
surfacing in variant permutations with impressive consistency across differ-
ent genres of evidence shows how profoundly embedded Dizang was in the 
broader cultic milieu of the Tang. The image of the afterlife bodhisattva, 
therefore, cannot map Dizang’s trajectories as the patron saint of Buddhist 
divination and repentance or as a Buddho-Daoist priest who employs spells 
and talismans to subjugate demons and recruit their services to assist and 
benefit living beings. These dimensions of the Dizang cult continued to exist 
long after the dominion of Dizang’s afterlife function and remain discern-
ible in East Asian religion today.42 

The Daoist Savior of Hells

A short digression at this point to discuss the emergence of a Daoist savior of 
hells may be in order as Daoist parallels may further elucidate Dizang’s his-
tory as Lord of the Underworld. In Chinese religion today, the Great Unity 
Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves Suffering (Taiyi Jiuku tianzun 太一救苦天尊) 

42. See the Introduction for examples of modern occurrences of these lesser-known as-
pects of Dizang Bodhisattva. 
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is the Daoist savior of hells.43 Although the epithet “Taiyi jiuku tianzun” oc-
curs only in the Song period, the deity Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves Suffer-
ing (Jiuku tianzun) appears as early as the sixth century. In a mid-sixth-century 
text titled Taishang dongxuan Lingbao yebao yinyuan jing 太上洞玄靈寶業報因緣
經 (Scripture of the Most High from the Dongxuan Lingbao Canon Regard-
ing Retribution and Karmic Causes), it is stated that when one approaches 
death, one should first forge an image of the Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves 
Suffering, copy the scripture, and engage in recitation all day long.44 Medi-
eval Chinese heeded the instruction to commission images of the Heavenly 
Worthy on behalf of the deceased; this is apparent from an early inscriptional 
reference to this deity in Anyue, which attributes the engraving of the image 
in 748 to a certain Wang family.45 Fascicle 6 of the scripture states: 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the east who 
compassionately relieves suffering; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the south who 
relieves suffering out of his fondness for living beings; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the west who 
impartially relieves suffering; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the north who 
relieves suffering with great love; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the northeast who 
universally relieves suffering; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the southeast who 
immeasurably relieves suffering; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the southwest who 
relieves suffering contemplating the equality [of all beings]; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy in the northwest who 
relieves suffering through the transformation of grace; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy at the zenith who 
relieves suffering with pervasive love; 

Single-mindedly prostrate before the Heavenly Worthy at the nadir who 
relieves suffering through boundless assistance. 

After completing the prostrations respectfully, each should then bow with 
head to the ground and for a long time kneel, reciting thrice: The Great 
Supreme Worthy Who Relieves Suffering in the Ten Directions.46

43. Sometimes written as 太乙救苦天尊. 
44. Taishang dongxuan Lingbao yebao yinyuan jing, HY 30900, 6: 7a–b. Note that all my trans-

lations of titles of Daoist texts follow or modify those used in Schipper and Verellen 2005.
45. According to the inscription, the image shows the Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves Suf-

fering riding on a nine-headed dragon in one of the grottoes engraved by members of the 
Wang family, evidently on the behalf of their mother. The Wangs carved several niches to me-
morialize their deceased mother, including the niche with the image of the Heavenly Worthy; 
see Yusa 1989: 25. 

46. Taishang dongxuan Lingbao yebao yinyuan jing, HY 30900, 6: 4a–b. 
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If one were to substitute the Heavenly Worthy with one of the Buddhist dei-
ties, the above liturgical sequence could have been excerpted from a Bud-
dhist confession rite. This liturgical formula is also reminiscent of Sichuan’s 
visual representations of Dizang and Guanyin with the cult of multiple 
buddhas, including the buddhas of the ten directions. Like Dizang and 
Guanyin, the Heavenly Worthy is the divine intercessor mediating rela-
tions between this world and all otherworldly realms, this life and the after-
life. Like the two bodhisattvas, this Daoist deity ultimately holds out the 
promise of a good conclusion to this life—that is, passage to one of the par-
adisal lands. 

In the above liturgical invocation, the Heavenly Worthy comes across as 
a generic savior. In his early phase, he resembled the Buddhist deity Guan-
shiyin, Perceiver of the Cries of the World, apparent from the appellation 
Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves Suffering through Locating the Cries for 
Help (Xunsheng Jiuku tianzun 尋聲救苦天尊). But over time, the Heavenly 
Worthy’s functions expanded and he was increasingly defined as the Daoist 
savior of hells. In this vein, the Daojiao lingyan ji 道教靈驗記 (Record of Nu-
minous Verifications in Daoism), a collection of miracle tales compiled after 
905 by Du Guangting 杜光庭 (850–933), includes four stories on the Heav-
enly Worthy Who Relieves Suffering under the category “numinous verifica-
tions of the worthies’ images” (zun xiang lingyan 尊像靈驗).47 One story, the 
return-from-death experience of a Daoist priest, Zhang Renbiao 張仁表, ob-
viously resonates with the Record of a Returned Soul, which relates the monk 
Daoming’s meeting with Dizang Bodhisattva.48 Zhang falls ill and the Direc-
tor of Destiny (siming 司命) guides him to the underworld, where Zhang is 
surprised to come upon a palatial complex. Upon learning that it is the resi-
dence of the Great Unity Heavenly Worthy, he intones the deity’s name and 
the deity manifests itself in a halo of light attended by a retinue of more than 
a thousand followers. The Great Unity Heavenly Worthy extends Zhang’s life 
span by seven years and instructs him to return to the living to correct and 
propagate the deity’s iconography. Awakening in this world, Zhang exhausts 
his wealth by commissioning statues and paintings of Great Unity Heavenly 
Worthy and devotes himself to copying scriptures. He dies seven years later. 

Other stories in A Record of Numinous Verifications in Daoism share conspic-

47. Born in the region of Chuzhou 處州 in Zhejiang, Du Guangting was raised in the 
Confucian classics. After failing the mingjing 明經 examinations, he went to Mount Tiantai 
to receive Daoist training and ordination. Hearing of his abilities, Emperor Xizhong 僖宗 (r. 
873–888) summoned Du to the imperial court, where he served as court priest. In 881, he 
fled with the court in exile to Sichuan during the Huangchao 黃巢 rebellion (874–884). 
When the civil war ended, Du stayed on in Sichuan and became the spiritual leader of the 
Shu 蜀 kingdom. He helped restore Daoist collections destroyed during the political chaos 
and was the first to have the works he edited printed for wider dissemination. In terms of his 
work, he was an expert in Lingbao liturgy and was also reputed for his versatile synthesis of 
Confucian and Daoist thought. See Schipper and Verellen 2005: 1259–1260.

48. Daojiao lingyan ji, HY 9983, 5: 1a–3a. For parallels between the Buddhist and Daoist 
stories, see Yusa 1989: 27.



Reassessing Dizang, Lord of the Underworld		 215

uous parallels with those collected in A Record of Numinous Verifications. In A 
Record of Numinous Verifications in Daoism Yuan Feng 袁逢 encounters a tidal 
wave while sailing one day.49 In the face of disaster Yuan incants the Great 
Unity Heavenly Worthy’s name a hundred times. The deity reveals himself in 
a stream of light and averts the danger. This story corresponds to record 1 of 
A Record of Numinous Verifications, which narrates how Wang Ji 王記, who reg-
ularly copies and venerates Dizang images, is miraculously saved when he en-
counters danger at sea.50 Another story in A Record of Numinous Verifications in 
Daoism tells of a dead wife suffering punishment in hell at the hands of an ox-
headed warden. She obtains respite after her husband forges and venerates 
an image of Great Unity Heavenly Worthy.51 In A Record of Numinous Verifica-
tions a deceased wife suffering in hell instantly ascends to Trâyastriœša 
heaven after her husband commissions an image of Dizang on her behalf.52 
Finally, in A Record of Numinous Verifications in Daoism, a large family escapes 
from harm during an epidemic simply because its head, Sun Jingzhen 孫靜
真, is reputed for his reverence to Heavenly Worthy.53 Similarly, in A Record of 
Numinous Verifications, the family of Kang Jutong was also spared during an 
epidemic because the demons recognized him as a pious devotee of Dizang 
Bodhisattva.54 In all of these miracle tales, the Heavenly Worthy Who Re-
lieves Suffering gradually becomes a Daoist savior of the underworld not un-
like Dizang Bodhisattva. Because Du compiled his work sometime in 
905–933, while Changjin completed his work in 989, one may be tempted to 
conclude that the miracle tales on Dizang Bodhisattva were latter deriva-
tions based on the Daoist collection. But one must bear in mind that return-
from-death narratives about an underworld Dizang were already circulating 
prior to the tenth century. Hence, given the frequent oral sources of narra-
tive literature, it is more prudent to resist making general assumptions about 
the direction of influence and recognize that the overlap in these two sets of 
Buddhist and Daoist miracle tales places their origins in a broader cultic set-
ting in which the boundaries of organized religions blur and lose their sharp 
distinctions. 

The Heavenly Worthy, the savior of hells, is sometimes juxtaposed with 
the Ten Kings, as in the Taishang Jiuku tianzun shuo xiaoqian miezui jing 太上
救苦天尊說消愆滅罪經 (Scripture on the Great Supreme Heavenly Worthy 
Who Relieves Suffering Explaining How to Extirpate Guilt).55 Another ex-
ample connecting the Heavenly Worthies of the Ten Directions to purga-

49. Daojiao lingyan ji, HY 9983, 5: 3a–b.
50. Lingyan ji, 354a–b.
51. Daojiao lingyan ji, HY 9983, 5: 3b–5a. 
52. Lingyan ji, 364a–b.
53. Daojiao lingyan ji, HY 9983, 5: 5a–6b. In the story of Sun, the deity is known as the 

Heavenly Worthy Who Relieves Suffering; the other three stories refer to the deity as the 
Great Unity Heavenly Worthy. 

54. Lingyan ji, 361a–b.
55. Taishang Jiuku tianzun shuo xiaoqian miezui jing, HY 30900, 1a–3b. In this text, the 

Heavenly Worthy delivers as sermon to an audience of celestial dragons, the Ten Kings, and 
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torial visions and afterlife salvation is a twelfth-century work titled Yuanshi 
Lingbao ziran jiutian shenghua chaodu yinlian mijue 元始靈寶自然九天生化超
度陰煉秘訣 (Private Tutor of the Nine Spontaneously Generating Lingbao 
Heavens of Primordial Commencement: On Latent Refinement for Tran-
scendent Salvation and Vitalizing Transformation).56 This text describes a 
liturgical visualization where the Daoist master imagines the cosmos within 
his own body and, through this rite, visualizes the path of salvation for 
souls lost in the depths of purgatory. For the lay sponsors of the ritual, the 
rite becomes a staged public enactment of one’s ancestral spirits advancing 
to paradise. The Heavenly Worthy, who started his career as a generic sav-
ior, gradually developed associations with the underworld and emerged 
after the tenth century as the Daoist deity of the underworld—a transfor-
mation comparable to Dizang in the Buddhist pantheon. Given the dates, 
the Heavenly Worthy’s transfiguration probably occurred on the heels of 
Dizang’s success as Lord of the Underworld. Once the underworld Heav-
enly Worthy was introduced, these two saviors of hells evolved in close asso-
ciation with each other in late medieval China.

The Cult of Mount Jiuhua

A final discrepancy between the modern and the medieval Dizang cult needs 
to be addressed: namely, the emergence of Mount Jiuhua as a pilgrimage 
center of Dizang worship. As mentioned earlier, Mount Jiuhua, located in 
southern Anhui (eastern China), is one of the four famous Buddhist moun-
tains and is specifically consecrated to Dizang Bodhisattva. The cultus locus 
for this site is an eighth-century Korean monk named Kim Chijang, who was 
said to be Dizang’s earthly incarnation. Early biographical records situate 
Kim at Mount Jiuhua, but they contain no explicit allusion to Dizang Bodhi-
sattva. The earliest of these records is an essay relating the coming of Kim to 
Mount Jiuhua. It is titled Jiuhua shan Huacheng si ji 九華山化城寺記 (Record 
of the Monastery of the Manifested City at Mount Jiuhua) and was authored 
in 813 by Fei Guanqing 費冠卿 (fl. 807–822), a member of the literati from 
Qingyang 青陽 in Chizhou 池州, Anhui.57 Born a prince in the Silla court, 
Kim became a monk and moved to China, where he settled at Mount Jiuhua. 
He supposedly possessed unusual bone structure, measured seven feet tall, 
and was known for his incredible strength. The text describes Kim’s encoun-
ter with a lovely mountain goddess who recognized the monk, made offer-

Directors of Destiny, in which he explains the performance of penance rituals for liberating 
all “solitary souls” (gu hun 孤魂) from hells. 

56. Yuanshi Lingbao ziran jiutian shenghua chaodu yinlian mijue, collected in Lingbao wu
liang duren shangjing dafa 靈寶無量度人上經大法, HY 219, 57: 2b–5b. See Boltz 1983 for a 
study and translation of this text. I use her translation of the title (1983: 496). 

57. Fei’s essay is collected in the Qinding quan Tang wen 欽定全唐文, 694: 10–12. Griev-
ing over his mother’s death, Fei retreated to Mount Jiuhua, where he evidently lived in seclu-
sion and even rejected a summons in the year 823 to assume a court appointment. 
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ings, and manifested a gushing spring for his nourishment.58 Kim retreated 
to a grotto, where he practiced meditation and observed a rigorous ascetic 
regimen, cooking meager meals of millet mixed with white clay in a cracked 
pot. Attracted to his religious aura, villagers built a temple for him, and, as 
Kim’s reputation grew, it was expanded in 780 and named Huacheng si by 
imperial decree.59 The charismatic monk attracted hundreds of followers, 
who flocked to the mountain. Kim died at the age of ninety-nine, an event 
marked by omens including a sudden earthquake that caused the temple 
bell to fall without a sound.60 His corpse, sitting in meditation with legs 
crossed, was interred in a cave. When the cave was reopened three years 
later, Kim’s body had self-mummified and “the bones rattled like golden 
chains.”61 His body is now interred in a pagoda on the hills overlooking the 
basin of the Monastery of the Manifested City. Similarly, shorter accounts of 
Kim’s life are preserved in the Song gaoseng zhuan 宋高僧傳 (Biographies of 
Eminent Monks of the Song Dynasty), a work completed in 988 by Zanning 
贊寧 (919–1001), and the Shenseng zhuan 神僧傳 (Biographies of Holy Monks), 
composed in the fourteenth century.62 

However, in all of these records, Kim really does not have any intrinsic 
relationship with Dizang Bodhisattva except for a shared name. Biographi-
cal records do refer to monks whose religious names are Guanyin or Puxian, 
and it is clear that Chijang was Kim’s religious name because Fei refers to 
him as such (seng Dizang 僧地藏).63 Similarly, in his record, Zanning refers to 
Kim as “Shi Dizang” 釋地藏.64 Moreover, in the Shenseng zhuan, the entry 
simply titled “Dizang” identifies the monk as coming from the royal clan of 
the Kim (Jin) in Silla. Observing an ascetic life on the mountain, he came to 
be known in the south as “the solitary withered one” (ku gao 枯槁) who was 
venerated by all.65 No mention is made of him as Dizang Bodhisattva’s incar-
nation, and in the rest of the text he is simply referred to as “Zang.” Very likely 
the character “Di” was omitted because it was common to all the ordination 
names in the tonsure lineage to which Kim belonged. Finally a Ming visitor 
by the name Liu Cheng 劉城 recorded that previously in the Song people 

58. The goddess is Jiuzi shen 九子神, or the Spirit of the Mountain of Nine Sons. The an-
cient name of Mount Jiuhua is Mountain of Nine Sons (Jiuzi shan 九子山). 

59. The monastery’s name, Huacheng (Manifested City), is borrowed from the parable 
of the phantom city in the Lotus Scripture. At Mount Jiuhua today, a monastery with this name 
still exists, although the original buildings have been rebuilt and expanded. 

60. According to Fei’s dating, Kim passed away in 794 (Qingding quan Tang wen, 694: 10–
12). Zanning, in the Song gaoseng zhuan (T2061:50.839a), dates Kim’s death to 803. 

61. In Chinese Buddhist mythology, a person whose skeleton is interlocked like a golden 
chain is understood to have achieved a high level of spiritual attainment. For instance, the 
Song gaoseng zhuan states that ten-stage bodhisattvas leave behind a “linked skeleton” (十地菩

薩骨節解盤龍相結), while a buddha’s entire body is a šarîra (sheli 舍利). See T2061:50.830a.
62. Song gaoseng zhuan, T2061:50.838c-839a; Shenseng zhuan, T2064:50.1000b. 
63. For a reference to the meditation monk (chan seng 禪僧) Guanyin, see Song gaoseng 

zhuan, T2061:50.896a; for the occurrence of “Puxian” in a list of monks, see T2061:50.875b. 
64. Song gaoseng zhuan, T2061:50.709b.
65. Shenseng zhuan, T2064:50.1000b.
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noted the confusion of names that led to the Silla prince Kim Chijang being 
equated with the Bodhisattva King Dizang when they were really two sepa-
rate personalities. This was verified by an in situ stele inscription on Mount 
Jiuhua, which addressed Kim as “the meditation monk Dizang” (chan seng 
Dizang 禪僧地藏).66 The hagiographies cast Kim Chijang in the guise of a 
holy monk (shenseng 神僧), one of the charismatic wonder-workers who at-
tract large followings across social strata. They often enjoyed imperial pa-
tronage and on their death left behind “flesh bodies” (roushen 肉身) as tokens 
of their superior spiritual achievement.67 Over time, a number of these ec-
centric monks were canonized as living incarnations of Buddhist saints.68 Pil-
grimage practice thus started at Mount Jiuhua in connection with venerating 
charismatic monks and their flesh bodies. However, over time, Kim Chijang 
was recognized as a living incarnation of Dizang Bodhisattva, and his story 
conveniently localizes and sacralizes Mount Jiuhua as the pilgrimage site for 
the Dizang cult. 

But this transfiguration of Mount Jiuhua most likely did not take place 
until the Ming period. It was during the time of the Ming emperor Shen-
zong 神宗 (1572–1619) that Mount Jiuhua gained national prestige as a pil-
grimage site and was added to the list of famous Buddhist mountains (Mount 
Emei, Mount Putuo, and Mount Wutai). In 1599 Shenzong presented the 
Buddhist canon as offerings to shrines on the four mountains in token of his 
public patronage of Buddhism.69 The reimagining of Mount Jiuhua as a pil-
grimage site for Dizang worship was no doubt connected with Ming Bud-
dhist revivals. A key Buddhist reformer of the period, Zhixu, who promoted 
the Scripture on Divination, stayed on Mount Jiuhua on several occasions and 
composed commentaries on Dizang scriptures.70 Another factor was the 

66. In the You jiuhua ji, Liu Cheng comments: 宋人有言，新羅王子金地藏，非佛國地藏王

也，按之九華碑版亦然. See Jiuhua shan zhi 九華山志, fasc. 7, collected in Si da mingshan zhi 四
大名山志, 1: 300.

67. Veneration of the bodies of great teachers particularly flourished in Chan Buddhism in 
connection with the contestation and legitimation of religious powers. The installation of “flesh 
bodies” also became a means of sacralizing a religious site and therefore generating economic 
revenue from the pilgrimage circuit; see Faure 1992: 167–180. Also see Ritzinger and Bingen-
heimer 2006. For a study of mummy worship in contemporary Taiwan, see Gildow 2005. 

68. For example, after their deaths, the two monks Baozhi 寶誌 (425–514) and Sengqie 
僧伽 (617–710) were deified and believed to be manifestations of Guanyin. An early biogra-
phy of Baozhi is collected in the Gaoseng zhuan (T2059:50.394a–395a), which contains no 
mention of Guanyin. It is only in the Tang period that the story of Baozhi tearing off his own 
face to reveal the form of a multiheaded Guanyin was recorded. Early records of Sengqie 
speak of him as the eccentric thaumaturge who founded the Monastery of the King of Uni-
versal Light (Puguangwang si 普光王寺) in Sizhou 泗州 (modern-day Jiangsu). The first 
mention of him as a manifestation of Guanyin occurs in the Taiping guangji, compiled in the 
tenth century; see Taiping guangji, 2: 638–639. Zanning also refers to Sengqie as the emana-
tion of the eleven-headed Guanyin, an association that would become definitive of Sengqie; 
see Song gaoseng zhuan, T2061:50.822a–823a. 

69. See Jiuhua shan zhi, fasc. 5, in Si da mingshan zhi 四大名山志, 1: 213–214.
70. The role of Zhixu is evident in subsequent Chinese Buddhist history. For example, 

the talented artist-turned-monk Hongyi 弘一 (1880–1942), who lived during the Qing 
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mummification of the Buddhist monk Wuxia 無瑕 (1513–1623). Arriving at 
the mountain during the wanli era (1573–1620), Wuxia built a hermitage, 
practiced asceticism, ate only berries and fruits, and copied scriptures with a 
mixture of his own blood and golden powder. Three years after his death at 
the age of 110, his body was discovered intact; it was subsequently gilded and 
installed in the Palace of a Hundred Years (Baisui gong 百歲宮).71 An impe-
rial decree issued in 1630 by Emperor Yizong 毅宗 (r. 1628–1644) announced 
that Wuxia was “an emanation body of a bodhisattva” (yingshen pusa 應身菩
薩).72 Although the cult of Wuxia does not directly pertain to Dizang wor-
ship, Wuxia clearly followed in Kim’s footsteps, and his rise to cultic status no 
doubt contributed to Mount Jiuhua’s fame as a Buddhist pilgrimage site. 

Judging from the evidence, one must be careful not to make too much 
of the medieval connection between the Mount Jiuhua cult and Dizang wor-
ship despite the fact that Kim lived during the eighth century. Mount Jiu
hua’s transition from the site of a local cult to a place of national pilgrimage, 
the locus of Dizang worship, unfolded only in the Ming period, which ex-
plains why medieval sources on Dizang Bodhisattva contain no allusion to 
Mount Jiuhua. 

Rethinking Tang Buddhism

After traversing the polychromatic landscape of the Dizang cult in medieval 
China, what can one conclude about the history of Chinese Buddhism in 
general? Ultimately, Dizang’s history corroborates the conclusions that west-
ern scholars have recently brought to the fore: namely, that much of Chinese 
Buddhist history, as transmitted by the tradition today, is “constructed” only 
after the tenth century. In the last fifteen years, a steady stream of western re-
visionist studies on Song Buddhism has dismantled the old picture of Chi-
nese Buddhist history, which crowns Tang Buddhism as the epitome, giving 
rise to “uniquely Chinese” forms of Buddhism configured as different lin-
eages (zong 宗).73 The growing corpus of excellent studies on Song Buddhism 

(1644–1912), attributed his veneration of Dizang to Zhixu’s influence. Hongyi wrote two es-
says exalting Dizang Bodhisattva: Dizang pusa shengde daguan 地藏菩薩聖德大觀, and Hongyi 
dashi puquan jingzong daolu jian chisong Dizang jing 弘一大師普勸淨宗道侶兼持誦地藏經 (col-
lected in Huimen 1989: 109–180). In addition he composed the Dizang pusa Jiuhua chuiji 
tuzan 地藏菩薩九華垂跡圖讚, a set of ten verses to accompany the illustrations of Kim’s biog-
raphy drawn by one of his contemporaries, the layman Lu Shihou 盧世侯 (d.u.). Hongyi’s 
verses are also reprinted in Luo Weiguo 1998: 158–163. 

71. On the legend of Wuxia, see Jiuhua shan zhi, fasc. 2, 3, 4, in Si da mingshan zhi, 1: 130, 
141, 178. Also see Bao and Hu 1996: 164–166. 

72. Jiuhua shan zhi, fasc. 4, in Si da mingshan zhi, 1: 178, 205.
73. Older scholarship viewed Chinese Buddhist history through the lens of traditional 

Chinese historiography, which espouses a model of dynastic cycle from prosperity to deca-
dence. A classic example is Kenneth Ch’en’s work Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey, 
which basically outlines Chinese Buddhist history through phases of growth and domestica-
tion, maturity and acceptance, and finally, decline. Ch’en calls the Tang dynasty the “apo-
gee” of Buddhist history in China, the flowering of the “authentic” Chinese Buddhist schools 
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has cast doubt on the existence of Buddhist “schools” in the Tang period and 
has shown lineages and patriarchates to be largely retroactive fabrications 
instituted in the Song to solidify the lineage’s identity and thereby legitimize 
claims to orthodoxy and state patronage.74 Scholars now recognize that 
much of Chinese Buddhism as it exists today was in fact largely created dur-
ing the Song period, and our knowledge of its history up to the tenth cen-
tury has been substantially mediated by Song reconstructions of the past. 

The same can be said for the medieval Dizang cult, although we are 
dealing with rearticulations that date also to the Ming, which witnessed a re-
newed vigor in the cult. I deliberately began this study with Dizang as he is 
now known in Chinese religion so as to underline how these impressions 
have so pervasively colored modern approaches to the study of this bodhisat-
tva. The two prevalent images of Dizang in Chinese religion today are no 
doubt his functions as the Buddhist sovereign of the underworld and the pa-
tron saint of the Mount Jiuhua pilgrimage. I have already indicated that the 
ties between Dizang worship and Mount Jiuhua were largely created in the 
Ming period. Further research must be undertaken to ascertain the extent 
to which Kim Chijang’s hagiography was enlarged to accommodate his 
transfiguration into the Bodhisattva Dizang’s earthly incarnation and to re-
define Mount Jiuhua as a pilgrimage site for Dizang worship.75 One example 
is the designation of the thirtieth day of the seventh month as the day when 
Kim Chijang achieved awakening. As we have seen in the seven-month tem-
ple rituals described in the Introduction, this day is consecrated as Dizang’s 

like Huayan, Chan, Pure Land, and Tiantai. In this framework, the Song period introduced 
a path of steady retrogression that led to “recession and decline” in the Ming and Qing dy-
nasties, which necessitated the Buddhist reforms and changes of the modern period. Arthur 
Wright’s Buddhism in Chinese History also classifies the history of Chinese Buddhism into peri-
ods of preparation, domestication, independent growth, and appropriation. Daisaku Ikeda’s 
The Flower of Chinese Buddhism basically adopts the same classification of Chinese Buddhist 
history and assumes that the Tang period is the “flower” of Chinese Buddhism. Early schol-
ars mistakenly translated zong as “sect,” but as used in Chinese Buddhism, the term rarely im-
plies institutional affiliations pertaining to a sect and more accurately denotes “clan” or 
“lineage”; see Weinstein 1987: 482. 

74. Scholars like Daniel Getz, Griffith Foulk, Huang Chi-chiang, Morton Schlütter, and 
Brook Ziporyn have critically reexamined Song Buddhism and their findings have conclu-
sively revised the perspective of Chinese Buddhist history. See their important contributions 
collected in Gregory and Getz 1999. Ironically, the rhetoric of lamentation over “the lost 
golden era” discerned in Song Buddhist writings instigated an outburst of Buddhist activi-
ties during that period. If any era deserves to be called “the golden age” of Chinese Buddhist 
history, it would have to be the Song because it is only then that the so-called “schools” of 
Buddhism came into their own as full-fledged, distinguishable movements. 

75. Initial research, for example, indicates that Kim might have been given the name 
Qiaojue 喬覺 later in history as it surfaces no earlier than the Ming. Zang Weixi points out 
that in the Qing and Republican editions of the Jiuhua shan zhi, the name is used inconsis-
tently as his dharma name or secular name in different contexts. It is especially telling that 
even in the Qing compilations of the Jiuhua shan zhi, there is still confusion as to how this 
name fit into Kim Chijang’s legend, which may mean that his hagiography was still undergo-
ing reconstruction and expansion. See Zang 1993: 45.
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birthday. But there is really no medieval precursor for choosing the thirtieth 
day of the seventh month as Dizang’s birthday.76 If in the medieval sources 
there is a day in the calendar associated with Dizang worship, it has to be the 
twenty-fourth day of each month. A story collected in A Record of Numinous 
Verifications asserts that on the twenty-fourth day of each month, Dizang’s nu-
merous emanations, appearing as golden monks, assemble to preach in the 
Hall of Excellent Dharma in the Trâyastriœša heaven.77 Another narrative in 
the same collection declares that on the twenty-fourth day of each month, 
Dizang himself goes to the Hell of Hungry Ghosts to relieve the suffering 
and satisfy the hunger of those reborn in this hell.78 The source for the 
twenty-fourth day is the medieval observance of the Ten Feast Days, which 
stipulates days of the month for observing vegetarianism, a cleansing of one’s 
moral conduct in preparation for celestial inspection. In certain renditions 
of the Ten Feast Days, the practitioner is also urged to recite a different Bud-
dhist deity’s name on each of these days, and Dizang Bodhisattva is assigned 
the twenty-fourth day.79 

The other dominant aspect of the Dizang cult today—his manifestation 
as Lord of the Underworld—did take shape in the medieval period, but in 
the eighth century and as one of several dimensions of his cult. By the late 
Tang, several aspects of the underworld Dizang cult such as associations with 
the Ghost Festival and the Ten Kings, ancestral worship, filial piety, and ab-
staining from eating meat were present, but they were rarely consistently or 
systematically packaged to produce the standardized and cohesively woven 
pictures of afterlife prevalent in Chinese religion today. It is also only in the 
tenth century (for instance, in Dunhuang art) that a relatively consistent rep-
resentation of Dizang’s relationship with the Ten Kings is established. Full-
fledged, cohesive statements such as the monumental sculpting of grotto 20 
at the Mount Summit of Treasures in Sichuan—where hell punishments, the 
Ten Kings, Dizang Bodhisattva, and the Ten Buddhas were reconfigured 
into a single vision of the passage from death to rebirth—occur after the 
tenth century. This should not be surprising because modern Chinese imag-
inings of the paths to rebirth are mostly traced to the Song period, when the 
spread of printing furnished the essential medium for the large-scale pro-
duction and standardization of ideas, images, and texts.80 Especially in the 
realm of everyday religion, where afterlife practices normally flourish, the 

76. In the late Ming compilation Sanjiao yuanliu soushen daquan, Jin Dizang of Mount 
Jiuhua appears as an incarnation of the bodhisattva, was born on the thirtieth day of the 
seven lunar month; see the Sanjiao yuanliu in Wang and Li 1989: vol 3, 304.

77. Lingyan ji, 364a–b.
78. Ibid., 360b–361a.
79. For example, Dizang pusa shizhai ri, Dunhuang S 2568, transcribed in T2850: 

85.1300a–b. 
80. See Teiser 1993: 115. For example, a key source for modern Chinese imaginings of the 

passage of death is the Yu li 玉曆 (Jade Emperor’s Calendar), a series of Buddho-Daoist works 
belonging to a noncanonical literary genre called “morality books” (shan shu 善書). The Jade 
Emperor’s Calendar consists of illustrations and text and is comparable to “hellfire and damna-
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invention of mass printing was a decisive tool for standardizing common 
expressions. 

Furthermore, the sovereign imagery commonly associated with the ico-
nography of Dizang was probably introduced during the tenth century. 
Today the underworld Dizang is unmistakenly regarded as a sovereign, 
hailed in modern Buddhist liturgies as the Bodhisattva King Dizang. For 
Chinese today, the image of a monk wearing fine robes and a five-buddha 
golden crown is automatically associated with Dizang as Lord of the Under-
world. Thus, for example, in the esoteric rite of feeding hungry ghosts at the 
local temple, the ritualist’s wardrobe should cue his audience that he is en-
acting the part of Dizang closing the gates of hell. However, in medieval art, 
whenever Dizang is depicted wearing a headpiece, it is usually a cloth mantle 
wrapped around his head or a celestial coiffure (tianguan) of the type that 
princely bodhisattvas normally wear and rarely a five-buddha crown, a sign 
of kingship. The creation of the five-buddha crown and its symbolism re-
quires further research, but this iconography seems to have surfaced later in 
Dizang’s history, after his underworld aspect had gained prominence. Use of 
regal imagery in literary records of Dizang occurred at the close of the tenth 
century; even when the appellation “king” was employed either in an epi-
graphical or narrative context, the bodhisattva was not necessarily shown as 
a sovereign wearing the five-buddha crown. The inscribed texts at Sichuan 
Beishan Guanyin po niche 1 label images as “The Bodhisattva King Dizang” 
and “The Bodhisattva King Yinlu,” but the sculpture is unfortunately too 
badly damaged to discern Dizang’s iconography. 

Studies of Song Buddhism have shown that the Tang Buddhist land-
scape was not organized into schools and lineages in the manner that ret-
roactive Song reimaginings would have us believe. Given this revelation, 
how then should we reexamine Tang Buddhism to highlight its fluidity and 
complexity, both of which elude the categories typically used to analyze re-
ligious history? Revised studies were initiated by Robert Gimello and Peter 
Gregory, who, respectively, studied the practical and social dimensions of 
Huayan Buddhism during the Tang.81 Recent scholarship has fruitfully 
probed cultic perspectives as windows to complex and dynamic religious 
realities. Examples are Bernard Faure’s investigation of cultic aspects of 
Chan; Raoul Birnbaum’s writing on deity cults, sacred mountains, and vi-
sion quests; and Stephen Teiser’s work on afterlife practices. 82 One should 
also add to this list Koichi Shinohara’s studies of the visionary and thauma-
turgic strains in the writings of Daoxuan, who is celebrated chiefly as the 
founder of the Southern Mountain Vinaya (Nanshan lü 南山律).83 

tion” tracts in the west. Not incidentally, the Jade Emperor’s Calendar was first composed in the 
Song and widely distributed by the Ming. On this text and related literature, see Pas 1989. 

81. See Gimello 1983; Gregory 1983. 
82. Faure 1991, 1992; Birnbaum 1979, 1983, 1984, 1986; Teiser 1988b, 1994. 
83. Shinohara 1988, 1990, 1991. Following Shinohara’s lead, scholars have continued to 

plumb the depths of Daoxuan’s work to reveal the encompassing nature of this great medi-
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Following in the same trajectory, my study shows the medieval Dizang 
cult to be one of several lenses that reveal the kaleidoscopic interplay of var-
iegated religious elements and practices that underpin reimaginings of the 
savior bodhisattva in medieval China. Dizang Bodhisattva, as a focus of piety, 
was hardly a marginalized phenomenon on the peripheries of more “forma-
tive” or “substantive” Buddhist developments. The Dizang cult really cannot 
be explained by the usual typologies used to classify Chinese Buddhist his-
tory. Instead, Dizang operated as a key symbol in medieval religion, a multi-
valent image embodying the fertile cross-interactions of religious and 
cultural components like ancestral worship, filial piety, demonology, the 
mantic arts, and underworld concepts and Buddhist movements like Sanjie 
jiao, Pure Land, esoteric Buddhism, and the cults of Bhaiºajyaguru, Guan-
yin, and Maitreya. Some aspects of Dizang are not mentioned in the trans-
mitted archives of the Buddhist canon, notably the relationship with 
Amitâbha and Maitreya worship.84 Although attenuated with the passing of 
time so that few traces now exist in the preserved canon of Pure Land writ-
ings, the medieval link between Dizang and forms of Pure Land worship did 
survive in Japan and Korea.85 If not for the noncanonical literature and art-
historical sources, these missing pieces in medieval Chinese Pure Land 
would have been completely overlooked, and we would have presumed that 
Dizang’s connection with Pure Land had evolved outside China. The study 
of Dizang thus functions as a corrective lens that illuminates the compli-
cated historical realities and dynamics of medieval Chinese religion as well 
as continuities across Buddhist cultures. 

A major challenge in modern scholarship is to find a method that tran-
scends the disciplinary constraints imposed by the choice of the subject for 
investigation and is able to elucidate the sophisticated manner in which reli-
gious imagery functions in different spheres. Surveying the field of Chinese 
Buddhism, John McRae points out the need to coin methods of studying reli-
gion that “take into account the dynamic relationships that occur between 
the so-called doctrinal, practical, and popular realms, which of course were 
never as isolated from each other as they sometimes appear in modern schol-
arship.”86 This is especially true for the Tang period prior to Song formula-
tions of separate lineages and schools. A Buddhist cult like that of Dizang 
Bodhisattva substantiates the ways in which “the so-called doctrinal, practi-
cal, and popular realms” are inseparably interwoven to shape a religious 

eval Buddhist thinker. For example, see Eric Reinders’s (1997) discussion on Daoxuan’s un-
derstanding of ritual space and Zhihui’s (2002) dissertation on Daoxuan’s vision of Jetavana 
as an ideal Buddhist monastery. 

84. Zhiru 2001–2002, 2005. 
85. In modern Chinese Buddhism, an occasional glimpse of Dizang’s Pure Land associa-

tion surfaces. For instance, a modern compilation of Dizang miracle tales includes a story re-
lating how the bodhisattva Dizang led a woman to rebirth in the Western Pure Land; see 
Xinran 1995: 94–95. However, overall, this link has been largely forgotten in the modern 
period. 

86. McRae 1995: 362. 
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phenomenon. Dizang Bodhisattva imagery manifests across various spheres 
(art, doctrine, mythology, ritual, soteriology), thereby allowing the mapping 
of the encompassing nature of religion as it is being made. 

Consider, for instance, the religio-cultural amalgamation that created 
the image of Dizang, Lord of the Underworld. An early, brief allusion to Di-
zang in the underworld occurs in the indigenous scripture The Exorcism 
Method, which speaks of the temporary transfiguration of hells when the bod-
hisattva recites his mantra. Dizang’s underworld character is elaborated in 
popular narratives, particularly in the subgenre of return-from-death tales. 
Within this narrative context, Dizang Bodhisattva is considerably reimagined 
in the underworld mythology circulating in medieval Chinese society, and he 
is scripted into lasting relationships with a host of afterlife dignitaries. From 
the perspective of ritual, Dizang worship was steadily interfused with afterlife 
cults like the Ghost Festival, the observance of the Ten Feasts, and the Ten 
Kings of purgatory, all of which accentuate practices of filial piety and merit-
making for one’s deceased family and ancestors. In the sphere of art and ico-
nography, the underworld Dizang was combined with visualizations of hells 
and paradises, Mulian’s descent to hell, and the dark courts of the Ten Kings. 
Finally, in the realm of texts, one witnesses efforts by the Buddhist establish-
ment to canonize Dizang’s underworld connection as illustrated by the Scrip-
ture on the Past Vows and the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang as well as 
Changjin’s tenth-century compilation of Dizang miracle tales. In short, the 
image of Dizang, Lord of the Underworld, encompasses a broad range of dy-
namic interactions among differentiated afterlife concepts and practices, 
complementing or competing with one another, in the Tang milieu. 

This study of the medieval incarnation of Dizang Bodhisattva reinforces 
conclusions about Tang Buddhism that western scholars have come to antici-
pate—namely, that the Tang Buddhist landscape was not divided into clearly 
demarcated lineages but possessed a fluidity that lent itself to negotiation, 
experimentation, and changes across disparate religious forms. In this mal-
leable religious environment, not only do Buddhist doctrines defy rigid clas-
sification, but Buddhist cultic behavior, as the Dizang cult shows, is also 
intrinsically embedded in a web of differentiated religious expressions, un-
dermining the polarity of the categories used for the study of religion such 
as elite versus folk, doctrine versus practice, canonical versus noncanonical, 
textual versus visual. The success of Dizang as a Chinese reimagining of the 
savior bodhisattva lies precisely in his ability to encompass these complex 
interrelationships in Tang China. 
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Appendix 1

The Scripture on the Ten Wheels
Reevaluating the Traditional Dating

Traditional Buddhist scholarship regards the Scripture on the Ten Wheels as an In-
dian composition first translated into Chinese under the title Da fangguang shilun 
jing during the Northern Liang. However, in light of the ambiguities surrounding 
the text’s origin raised in the Introduction, it is imperative to reevaluate this con-
ventional dating of the scripture’s first appearance in China. 

Among the catalogs, the Lidai sanbao ji (Chronological Record of the Three Jew-
els), compiled in 597 by Fei Changfang, first introduced a seven-scroll Da fangguang 
shilun jing under the category “anonymous translations” (shiyi 失譯) of Mahâyâna 
scriptures .� Earlier catalogs such as the Chu sanzang jiji 出三藏記集 (A Compilation 
of Notices on the Translation of the Tripi¡aka, ca. 515), compiled by Sengyou, and 
the Zhongjing mulu (Catalog of Scriptures) compiled in 594 by Fajing and others, do 
not list the Da fangguang shilun jing. Because Fajing’s Catalog of Scriptures was compiled 
just three years prior to Fei’s work, it seems suspicious that Fajing would neglect to ac-
knowledge the existence of the Da fangguang shilun jing if the text was really an estab-
lished translation of an Indian original in the sixth century. Fajing’s omission is 
baffling especially in light of the fact that by all accounts, Sanjie jiao’s founder, Xin
xing, supposedly relied on the Da fangguang shilun jing in his writings and was known 
to have composed two commentaries to the scripture.� In other words, the scripture 
was circulating in the second half of the sixth century. Fajing’s silence on the Da fang-
guang shilun jing thus remains an enigma and certainly calls into question traditional 
claims made on its origin and date. 

Moreover, the Chronological Record of the Three Jewels frequently deploys sources 
that were either unspecified or lost, and Fei’s ascriptions were already debated dur-
ing the Tang period.� He was evidently prone to “correct” previous designations of 
scriptures as suspect and preferred to argue for their authenticity, enumerating only 
three titles as forgeries. Kyoko Tokuno proposes that Fei’s liberal attitude toward 
canonizing scriptures may have sprung from a polemical intent to expand the Bud-
dhist canon to counteract the massive production of Daoist scriptures during his 

�. Lidai sanbao ji, T2034:49.112b.
�. Xinxing extensively cited the Da fangguang shilun jing in his early work the Sanjie fofa 

(Three Levels of Buddhist Teachings). Moreover, the Record of the Kaiyuan Era credits Xin
xing with the composition of two commentaries on this scripture: the Shilun yi yi li ming and 
the Shilun luechao. See Kaiyuan shijiao lu, T2154:55.678c.

�. Tokuno 1990: 44. 
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time.� She also notes that because Fei had suffered under the Northern Zhou perse-
cution of Buddhism, during which he was forced to return to lay life, he was espe-
cially anxious to enhance the credibility of the Buddhist textual transmission by 
minimizing dubious or spurious scriptures. In light of these circumstances, it is only 
natural that Fei would have included in his catalog texts like the Scripture on the Ten 
Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, both of which strongly endorse the su-
premacy of the monastic vocation and insist on state protection of the monastic com-
munity. However, it should also be reiterated that the Scripture on Divination (Zhancha 
jing), which promoted Dizang worship in connection with the mantic arts and ritual 
confession, was mentioned also for the first time in Fei’s catalog.� The text appears as 
one of three works that Fei dismissed as forgeries.� Thus one can conclude that Di-
zang Bodhisattva was present in a number of ways in the late sixth-century milieu. 
These elaborations of Dizang Bodhisattva may well have been fairly new because the 
statuses of the scriptures in which this bodhisattva appeared seem controversial. 
The next Sui catalog, the Zhongjing mulu 眾經目錄 (Catalog of Scriptures), compiled 
in 602 by Yancong 彥琮 (557–610), includes a ten-scroll Da fangguang shilun jing 
under the category “Mahâyâna scriptures available in single editions” (Dasheng jing 
dan ben 大乘經單本).� 

The Tang catalogs further introduce another “translation” of the Scripture on the 
Ten Wheels titled Dasheng daji shilun jing, attributed to the great pilgrim monk Xuan-
zang. The Gujin yijing tuji 古今譯經圖紀 (A Record of Past and Present Translated 
Scriptures), compiled by Jingmai 靖邁 (fl. 627–649), lists one Dasheng daji dizang shi-
lun jing without referencing the earlier Da fangguang shilun jing version.� Compiled in 
663 by Jingtai 靜泰 (d.u.), the Zhongjing mulu 眾經目錄 (Catalog of Scriptures) lists 
both titles under “Revised translations of Mahâyâna scriptures” (Dasheng jing chong-
fan 大乘經重翻) and explains their relationship as follows: 

Da fangguang shilun jing in eight scrolls; the Dasheng daji dizang shilun jing in ten 
scrolls, translated by Xuanzang during the yonghui 永徽 reign (650–655) of the 
Tang period; these two titles are variant translations of the same text.� 

All subsequent catalogs are fairly consistent in giving the number of scrolls of the 
earlier anonymous edition as eight and the Tang edition as ten and accepted the 
pronouncement that the two titles were “variant translations of the same text.”

Compiled by Daoxuan in 664, the Datang neidian lu 大唐內典錄 (The Great Tang 
Record of Buddhist Scriptures) repeatedly cites both versions of the Scripture on the 

�. Ibid.: 46–47. 
�. For the Scripture on Divination, see the previous discussion in Chapter 3. 
�. The other two texts are Tiwei Boli jing 提謂波利經 and Saporuotuo juanshu zhuangyan 

jing 薩婆若陀眷屬莊嚴經; see Lidai sanbao ji, T2034:49.85b, 97b.
�. Zhongjing mulu, T2147:55.152c. No other information was gleaned about this scrip-

ture. Recounting Yancong’s life, the Xu gaoseng zhuan says: 仁壽二年下敕更令撰眾經目錄 乃分

為五例 (T2060:50.437b–c).
�. Gujin yinjing tuji, T2151:55.367b.
�. Zhongjing mulu, T2148:55.189b. 
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Ten Wheels under different scriptural categories.10 For Daoxuan, the eight-scroll Da 
fangguang shilun jing was the first translation for which the date and translator were 
unknown; the Dasheng daji Dizang shilun jing was a revised translation undertaken by 
Xuanzang during 650–655 at the Monastery of Great Compassionate Kindness (Da 
ci’en si 大慈恩寺) in the Tang capital, Chang’an.11 Daoxuan also pronounced “the 
two scriptures” to be “variant translations of the same edition.”12 

Another interesting entry is collected in the Dazhou kanding zhongjing mulu 大
周刊定眾經目錄 (A Catalog of Scriptures Authorized by the Great Zhou), compiled 
in 695 by Mingquan 明佺 (d.u.) and others, which records both editions of the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels and provides more information concerning the eight-
scroll Da fangguang shilun jing.13 Curiously, the catalog ascribes the Da fangguang 
shilun jing to the Northern Liang monk Dharmakºema and named the place of 
translation as Guzang 姑臧 (modern Wuwei 武威 in Gansu), which was the capital 
of the Later Liang Dynasty (386–403)—a piece of information the catalogers 
claimed to have “extracted from [Fei] Changfang’s catalog.”14 This claim is inaccu-
rate because Fei’s record (at least as it is extant today) only characterizes the Da 
fangguang shilun jing as a seven-scroll anonymous translation. Subsequent compil-
ers seem to have doubted Mingquan’s ascription of authorship to Dharmakºema, 
and the catalogs after the Catalog of Great Zhou do not name the translator. 

The Kaiyuan shijiao lu 開元釋教錄 (The Kaiyuan Record of Šâkyamuni’s Teach-
ings), completed in 730 by Zhishen 智昇 (fl. 669–740), registered an eight-scroll Da 
fangguang shilun jing (translator unknown) and a ten-scroll Dasheng daji Dizang shilun 
jing by Xuanzang. Zhishen noted that the anonymous edition was, in his day, traced 
to the Northern Liang.15 A similar entry appeared in the Zhenyuan xinding shijiao 
mulu 貞元新定釋教目錄 (A Newly Revised Catalog of Šâkyamuni’s Teachings from 
the Zhenyuan Era), completed in 799 by Yuanzhao 圓照 (fl. 778), a monk from the 
Monastery of Western Luminosity (Ximing si 西明寺).16 

In summary, the catalog literature indicates that the traditional dating of the 
Da fangguang shilun jing to the Northern Liang period was a retroactive addition by 
Tang catalogers, probably after the mid-seventh century. Earlier Sui catalogs pro-
vide no dating and the number of scrolls varies. In fact, the scripture was listed regu-
larly in catalogs only from 597, beginning with Fei’s Chronological Record of the Three 
Jewels. Not incidentally, Fei’s catalog is known for conferring canonicity to an exten-
sive number of controversial titles, thereby multiplying the number of works included 
in the corpus of Buddhist literature. That the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Sec-

10. The date of the compilation is announced in the preface; see Datang neidian lu, 
T2149:55.219a; for its listing of the two versions of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, see 286c, 
303a, 305b, 314a. 

11. Ibid.:55.314a.
12. Ibid.:55.286c: 二經同本異譯.
13. Dazhou kanding zhongjing mulu, T2153:55.384a, 384c, 461a, 461b. 
14. Ibid., T2153:55.384a: 大方廣十輪經一部八卷 北涼沙門曇無讖於姑臧譯 出長房錄.
15. Kaiyuan shijiao lu, T2154:55.702b: 大乘大集地藏十輪經十卷 唐三藏玄奘譯 大方廣十

輪經八卷 失譯今附北涼錄; cf. 523a, 555c, 588c, 681b. 
16. Zhenyuan xinding shijiao mulu, T2157:55.917b; cf. 1024c. The introduction to the cat-

alog gives the date of the compilation (771c–772a). 
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tion on the Sumeru Treasury were “canonized” only in Fei’s catalog may therefore re-
flect the ambiguities surrounding their claims to be Chinese translations of Indian 
texts. The inconsistencies in Sui catalog descriptions of the Da fangguang shilun jing 
further problematize its claim as a translated work. 

Based on the catalog entries, one can only confirm that the Da fangguang shilun 
jing was present in Chinese Buddhist circles during the late sixth century and not 
necessarily the fifth century as traditional dating would have it. Although the dating 
to the Northern Liang period is obviously problematic, the contents of the Scripture 
on the Ten Wheels do align it with the works of Indian and Central Asian translators in 
the northwestern region of China during the fifth and sixth centuries. One such 
work is the Section on the Sumeru Treasury, the other early scriptural source for Dizang, 
attributed to Narendrayašas. Moreover, the evidence does not allow us to conclude 
authoritatively that the Da fangguang shilun jing  was a translation of an Indian or Cen-
tral Asian composition. 
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Antecedents of Dizang?
Kºitigarbha in India and Central Asia

As mentioned in the Introduction, Dizang Bodhisattva is generally assumed to have 
started out as Kºitigarbha, a minor bodhisattva appearing sporadically in Indian lit-
erature, before emerging as a major deity in China in the seventh century.� Buddhism 
was transmitted from its homeland in India to China by way of Central Asia and the 
oasis towns along the Silk Road. A number of factors operated in the transmission 
process so that the Buddhism that finally made its way into Chinese society was not 
purely Indian, but also included accretions of Central Asian elements. Logically 
speaking, if Kºitigarbha is part of the Buddhist heritage transmitted from India to 
China, vestiges of this bodhisattva should be present along the route of transmission 
and even on the Indian subcontinent. But as indicated below, evidence of Kºitigarbha 
in India or Central Asia is fraught with too many historical problems to verify conclu-
sively the existence of Kºitigarbha prior to Dizang’s appearance in China. 

India

The earliest mention of Kºitigarbha in Sanskrit writings occurs in the works of the 
eighth-century Indian author Šântideva, who invokes Âkâšagarbha and Kºitigarbha, 
together with Samantabhadra, Mañjughoºa, and Avalokita, in his Bodhicaryâvatâra.� 
Another of his works, the Šikºâsamuccaya, quotes passages from the Âryakºitigarbha-
sûtra, which is actually a version of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels.� Citation of the 
Scripture on the Ten Wheels in an Indian work may seem, at first glance, to confirm its 
pre-Chinese origin, but it should be cautioned that Šântideva’s works are almost two 
centuries later than the oldest extant Chinese Scripture on the Ten Wheels, and so they 
cannot verify that this scripture was composed in India. Šântideva’s mention of 
Kºitigarbha can only confirm that by the eighth century the elite monastic commu-
nity at Nalanda knew of this bodhisattva. 

Lacking Indian literary evidence, scholars turn to iconography and point to the 
presence of Kºitigarbha in the nine-square maÿøala at Ellora cave 12 (ca. 730), a re-

�. See, for instance, the entry on Dizang in Levering 1987: 392. Also see De Visser 1914: 20.
�. Bodhicaryâvatâra 3.52 in Crosby and Skilton 1996: 18.
�. See the translation by Bendall and Rouse 1922: 14, 72 (passages on sin and penance); 

90, 102, 171 (passages on abstaining from killing and theft). The similarities are evident when 
we compare the relevant passages in the Chinese translation of the Šikºâsamuccaya with extant 
Chinese translations of the Dašacakrakºitigarbha-sûtra. At one point, the Chinese translation of 
Šikºâsamuccaya actually cites the Dizang shilun jing in place of the Kºitigarbha-sûtra (Dizang jing) 
in the Sanskrit version; see Dasheng ji pusa xue lun 大乘集菩薩學論, T1636:32.78b.
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lief engraving of the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas (aº¡amahâbodhisattva 
maÿøala).� The art historian Geri Malandra, moreover, identifies the shrines of El-
lora cave 12, which contain groups of eight large bodhisattvas flanking a central bud-
dha image, as early sculptural representations of the Maÿøala of the Eight Great 
Bodhisattvas.� This identification is based on a set of esoteric textual descriptions of 
the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas, the earliest of which are Chinese works 
dating to the eighth century, although later Sanskrit sources do exist.� Within these 
variant textual renditions, roughly the same eight bodhisattvas appear, though dis-
parities in the order of enumeration, as well as in their names and attributes, may 
exist.� One common listing, from the Ba da pusa mantuluo jing (Scripture on the 
Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas) attributed to Amoghavajra, lists the bod-
hisattvas as Avalokitešvara (Guanzizai), Maitreya (Cishi), Âkâšagarbha (Xukong-
zang), Samantabhadra (Puxian), Vajrapâÿi (Jinggangshou), Mañjušrî (Manshushili), 
Sarvanivaraÿaviºkambhin (Chugaizhang), and Kºitigarbha (Dizang).� 

The Ellora examples again date no earlier than the seventh or eighth century—
that is, at least a century or two after the Scripture on the Ten Wheels makes its appear-
ance in the Chinese Buddhist milieu. Moreover, when one traces the Maÿøala of the 
Eight Bodhisattvas to the cult of the eight bodhisattvas in early Mahâyâna, Kºitigarbha 
does not appear in the listings.� For example, the Foshuo ba jixiang shenzhou jing 佛說

八吉祥神咒經 (Scripture on the Buddha Preaching the Numinous Mantra of the 
Eight Auspices), first translated into Chinese in the third century by the Scythian 
translator Zhi Qian 支謙 (fl. 222–253), speaks of eight bodhisattvas as protective dei-

�. Wang-Toutain 1998: 263; De Visser 1914: 17–18. 
�. For a study of the sculptures of the aº¡amahâbodhisattva maÿøala in the Ellora Caves, 

see Malandra 1993. An earlier study of the aº¡amahâbodhisattva maÿøala pointed to this possi-
bility; see Granoff 1968–1969: 94. Other iconographical representations of the aº¡amahâ
bodhisattva maÿøala, dating from the eighth to the ninth century, have been discovered 
outside of Ellora in the eastern Orissan sites of Ratnagiri, Lalitagiri, and Udayagiri. For a 
brief overview, see Malandra 1993: 114–116. The Lalitagiri site has preserved three sets of 
the aº¡abodhisattva group, dating from the eighth and ninth centuries, which may contain 
three carvings of Kºitigarbha; see Malandra 1993: 115.

�. Examples of the Chinese works are the Ba da pusa mantuluo jing (Aº¡amahâbodhisattva-
maÿøala-sûtra), said to have been translated by Amoghavajra in 746–771; and the Da Piluzhena 
chengfo shenbian jiachi jing 大毘盧遮那成佛神變加持經 (Mahâvairocanâbhisambodhi-sûtra), as-
cribed to Šubhakara. Examples of Sanskrit texts include the Niºpannayogâvalî, the Piÿøikrama 
Sâdhana, and the Sâdhanamâlâ.

�. The identity and gesture of the central buddha figure, however, varies from text to 
text. Variation in the central buddha’s identity was common throughout the development of 
the aº¡amahâbodhisattva maÿøala; see Granoff 1968–1969: 92–93

�. Ba da pusa mantuluo jing, T1167:20.675b–c; cf. Foshuo ba da mannaluo jing, T1168A:20.676a–
c. There also exists a sidhaœ version titled Ba mantuluo jing 八曼荼羅經, T1168B:20.676c–677b.

�. For a study that traces the origin of the aº¡amahâbodhisattva-maÿøala to the cult of the 
eight bodhisattvas, see Granoff 1968–1969: 81–95. Mention of the eight bodhisattvas occurs, 
for instance, in the Bhaiºajyaguru-sûtra, although the names are rarely listed. In its early mani-
festations, the eight bodhisattvas seem to appear as protective spirits who ward off illness and 
misfortune. In the earlier Mahâyâna version, the identity of the eight bodhisattvas is not rig-
idly fixed, whereas the latter aº¡amahâbodhisattva maÿøala exhibited a considerable degree of 
systematization. For a short follow-up to Granoff’s study, see Pal 1972–1973: 71–73.
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ties of eight buddha-lands who can secure mundane benefits for their devotees and 
will descend to guide them upon death. The eight bodhisattvas are relatively un-
known and differ from those usually named in the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bo
dhisattvas.10 The cult of the eight bodhisattvas, Phyllis Granoff argues, began more 
as a general belief of the efficacy of a group of four or eight beings as protectors, con-
nected with the directional or astronomical symbolism of quadruples—hence the 
relative anonymity of the bodhisattvas in early listings.11 This concept of the eight bo-
dhisattvas in early Mahâyâna was adopted in esoteric Buddhist development, and 
the bodhisattvas appeared as the entourage flanking the central buddha in the 
Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas. Their identities might have been standard-
ized only after they had been established in the maÿøala. Inclusion of Kºitigarbha in 
the maÿøala most likely took place in Indian esoteric development—that is, later 
than Dizang’s appearance in China in the sixth century.12 

The Indian subcontinent, therefore, yields little evidence of Kºitigarbha. Both 
literary and visual sources date no earlier than the late seventh century or early 
eighth century. Moreover, travelogues of famous pilgrims to India, like the Datang 
xiyu ji 大唐西域記 (The Great Tang Dynasty Record of the Western Regions), com-
posed in 646 by Xuanzang, and the Nanhai jigui neifa zhuan 南海寄歸內法傳 (A Re-
cord of Travels to the Southern Seas in Search of Buddhist Teachings), authored by 
another renowned pilgrim Yijing 義淨 (634-713), make no mention of Kºitigarbha 
worship in India.13 It is thus plausible that in seventh-century India, this bodhisattva 
still had not attracted widespread devotion. If he was venerated at all, it was largely as 
a member of the cult of the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas.

Central Asia 

One encounters few records when searching for Kºitigarbha among Central Asian 
Buddhist writings. He occurs briefly in the so-called Book of Zambasta, a Khotanese 
work probably dating to the beginning of the eighth century, as well as in Üighur 
texts accompanying illustrations of the Ten Kings of purgatory, which are late 

10. Foshuo ba jixiang shenzhou jing, T427:14.73a. The bodhisattvas are Batuohe pusa 陀

和菩薩, Luoliannajie pusa 羅憐那竭菩薩, Qiaoridou pusa 橋日兜菩薩, Naluoda pusa 那羅達菩

薩, Xushenmi pusa 須深彌菩薩, Mohe xuhesahe pusa 摩訶須和薩和菩薩, Yinqida pusa 因祇達

菩薩, and Heluntiao pusa 和輪調菩薩. 
11. Granoff 1968–1969: 92–93.
12. Another problem of note: The task of identifying Kºitigarbha among the eight bo

dhisattvas in any portrayal of the maÿøala is arbitrated by the textual description invoked for 
the purpose of identification. Because the texts themselves are no earlier than—and are, in 
fact, frequently later than—the Indian iconographical depictions, this method of dating the 
iconography is hardly satisfactory and cannot be conclusive. For instance, identification of 
Kºitigarbha at Orissa is based on a relatively late Sanskrit text, the Niºpannayogâvalî; see Mal-
andra 1993: 115. The iconographies of the bodhisattva images frequently do not correlate 
exactly with any one textual rendition, so more than one text must be used for identification 
purposes. Not surprisingly, art historians seldom agree on the individual identities of the 
sculptural figures in the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas. 

13. This point, reiterated in previous scholarship on the subject, was first mentioned by 
De Visser 1914: 19–20.
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sources, dating after the tenth century.14 Moreover, Françoise Wang-Toutain calls 
attention to the Tibetan annals of Li-yul, which were likely first composed in Kho-
tan in the eighth century.15 In the annals, the eight bodhisattvas, whose names are 
not given, are entrusted with the task of protecting Khotan, but some pages later 
Kºitigarbha Bodhisattva appears independently as the protector of certain sites.16 
Based on this evidence, Wang-Toutain argues that although Kºitigarbha originally 
existed in India as a member of the eight great bodhisattvas, he did not as yet pos-
sess a distinctive character and only acquired one in Central Asia, specifically in 
Khotan. She believes that the Goddess P¿thivî, an Indian earth spirit, as well as as-
trological connections in the cult of the eight bodhisattvas, contributed to the 
elaboration of Kºitigarbha’s character in Central Asia.17 

Wang-Toutain’s use of Khotanese evidence is, however, problematic for two 
reasons. First, the Khotanese works were written no earlier than the first half of the 
eighth century, so we are again dealing with compositions that obviously postdate 
early Chinese materials on Dizang.18 Second, by the time Kºitigarbha appeared in 
the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas in the seventh and eighth centuries, 

14. The text itself did not bear any title. Sir H. W. Bailey named it after the official who 
commissioned the text, a certain Ysaœbasta; see Emmerick 1968: vii. The dating follows R. E. 
Emmerick, who believed that the language and orthography of the Book of Zambasta signaled 
its belonging to the oldest layer of Khotanese literature. Kºitigarbha Bodhisattva appears 
twice in Chapter 2 of the Book of Zambasta, which contains the tale of Bhadra: first, as a mem-
ber of a bodhisattva entourage comprising Mañjušrî, Samantabhadra, and Maitreya (Em-
merick, 37); and, second, in the formal role of a questioner (Emmerick, 172). For Üighur 
sources, see Gabian 1973, 1977.

15. That is, the Li-yul lung-bstan-pa (Prophecy of Khotan) and the Li-yul chos-kyi lo-rgyus 
(The Religious Annals of Khotan); see Emmerick 1967. Emmerick also provides an English 
translation of the first text with an accompanying glossary. For translations of both texts, see 
Thomas 1935–1963: 89–136, 303–323. 

16. Thomas 1935–1963: 96–97; Emmerick 1967: 13, 35, 55, 82.
17. Wang-Toutain 1998: 87–88. It is often thought that in the first phase of defining Di-

zang’s personality, some form of earth deity (such as the Indian earth goddess P¿thivî) was 
used as a prototype. On the rise of P¿thivî, see Pintchman 1994. However, Dizang is signifi-
cant because he represents the transformation of the deity into the classic Mahâyâna para-
digm of the bodhisattva ideal. This perhaps accounts for the fact that the earth deity did not 
entirely vanish after Dizang appeared on the Chinese Buddhist scene; it was perpetuated in-
dependently under various appellations such as Chidi pusa 持地菩薩 (Bodhisattva Who Sup-
ports the Earth), Ditian 地天 (Earth Deity), or simply Dishen 地神 (Earth Spirit). Wakamori 
(1984) first proposed a Brahmanical astrological connection. The standard Indian elabora-
tion enumerates nine planetary deities: Sûrya (the Sun); Candra (the Moon); Maægala 
(Mars); Budha (Mercury); Brhaspati (Jupiter); Šukha (Venus); Šaÿi (Saturn); Râhu (The 
Demon of Eclipses); and Ketu (The Personification of Comets). On the Indian planetary dei-
ties, see Markel 1995. Although the solar and lunar deities form obvious corollaries with two 
of the bodhisattvas, Sûryagarbha and Candragarbha, the names of the other planetary dei-
ties offer no immediate or obvious counterparts for Kºitigarbha and Âkâšagarbha. 

18. Nattier 1991: 188–189, 199–200. The Li-yul chos-kyi lo-rgyus is not included in the 
Tibetan canon but was recovered from the Dunhuang manuscript P 960. An attached 
colophon announces it to be “a mere epitome, newly translated by the preceptor Mo-rgu-
bde-shil, from the texts of the Dharma-sûtras Sûryagarbha, Candragarbha, and Vimala[prabhâ-
pari]p¿cchâ.” According to Jan Nattier, although the manuscript gives no indication of the 
date of its composition or translation, it can be assumed that the original was composed no 
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Dizang worship was well established in north central China. Visual evidence shows 
that the cult to the eight bodhisattvas, in the more or less standardized form that 
includes Dizang, was acknowledged first in Dunhuang between the eighth and 
ninth centuries, shortly after or coinciding with the appearance of the Scripture on 
the Maÿøala of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas. But because Longmen and north central 
Buddhist sites contain a sizeable collection of Dizang art dating to the second half 
of the seventh century and early eighth century, Dizang Bodhisattva must have al-
ready been thriving as a relatively independent cult in central China prior to the 
burgeoning of the eight bodhisattvas in the maÿøala version, be they of Indian or 
Chinese origin. Iconography further supports this conclusion: Images of Dizang 
in north central China reflect the existence of an iconographical tradition flour-
ishing fairly independently of the grouping of the eight bodhisattvas, which re-
sulted in the novel representation of Dizang, Lord of the Six Paths, which in turn 
gave way to Dizang, Lord of the Underworld. These separately evolving iconogra-
phies of Dizang do meet and meld on the western borders of Dunhuang and Si
chuan. The number of occurrences, in both artistic and textual representations, of 
Dizang as a member of the eight bodhisattvas, is relatively few compared to other 
iconographies of Dizang. Hence, Wang-Toutain’s explanation fails to address the 
anomaly of early Chinese sources predating non-Chinese evidence. 

In contrast to the paucity of texts, a sizeable collection of visual materials exists 
in the case of Central Asia. For instance, representations of Kºitigarbha as a monk 
have been recovered in Toyuk, Bäzäklik, and Chotstco.19 Paintings of this bodhisat-
tva wrapped in a head mantle, the so-called “hooded” Kºitigarbha, have been found 
in Turfan, Khaladik, and Khotan.20 Turfan too has produced books illustrating 
Kºitigarbha in the company of the Ten Kings of purgatory.21 Although the presence 
of regional elements should be acknowledged, Central Asian iconography of 
Kºitigarbha on the whole resembles Chinese portrayals of Dizang.22 The bulk of vi-
sual materials from Central Asia cannot be conclusively dated, and the earliest pieces 

earlier than the second half of the eighth century because the text deals with events known 
to have taken place during the reign of Mes-’ag-tshoms.

19. In a painting uncovered in Toyuk, despite numerous mutilations, it is possible to 
distinguish a figure resembling Dizang. The lower portion of the attached cartouche reads 
zang pusa; see Wang-Toutain 1998: 269, n. 1015. For Kºitigarbha in Bäzäklik art, see Gaulier, 
Jera-Bezard, and Maillard 1976: fig. 69. A beautiful piece was found in Chotstcho by Le Coq 
during his expedition to Gaochang 高昌; it must have been the right side of a wooden trip-
tych that formed part of a small portable altar. In it is Kºitigarbha with his head shaven, 
seated with one leg pendant and holding a cintâmaÿi; see Le Coq 1913: pl. 57c; reproduced in 
Granoff 1968–1969: 84, fig. 6. Granoff points out that the greatest number of portable 
shrines have been found in Central Asia, where they may have originated.

20. For the use of this phrase, see Matsumoto 1937. For the bodhisattva in Khaladik, see 
Gaulier, Jera-Bezard, and Maillard 1976: fig. 68. For Kºitigarbha in Khotan, see Williams 
1973: 131–132, and fig. 35.

21. See Gabian 1973: 47–71.
22. For instance, see ibid.: 50; 1977: 27. I thank Sabine Wilms for her help in reading Ga-

bian’s German article. In Gabian’s studies of the Üighur illustrations of Buddhist purgatory, 
he was able to identify the presence of local elements by comparing them to similar Chinese 
representations in Dunhuang; see Gabian 1973: 70; 1977: 33.
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date no earlier than the eighth century—that is, after Chinese elements had crept 
into Central Asian Buddhist culture.23 Central Asian art, therefore, does not allow us 
to extract information about, let alone to reconstruct, pre-Chinese manifestations of 
this bodhisattva. The only conclusion one can deduce from the state of the evidence 
is this: By the eighth century in Central Asia, Kºitigarbha had emerged as an autono-
mous object of worship. 

Finally, Central Asia has also yielded non-Buddhist references to this bodhisat-
tva, a testament to his sway over that region. His name is used, along with Buddhist 
terminology, to translate Manichaean concepts. Manichaeism flourished in parts of 
Central Asia and emerged as the state religion of the Üighur empire between the 
eighth and ninth centuries and was also introduced to China.24 Two Chinese Man-
ichaean texts, salvaged from manuscripts recovered at Dunhuang in the twentieth 
century, mention an Envoy of Light Dizang (Mingshi Dizang 明使地藏) in connec-
tion with the Manichaean notion of the Five Sons of the Living Spirit—or, in Chi-
nese, of the Pure Wind.25 The Five Sons figure in Manichaean cosmology, each 
playing a role to ensure the order of the universe.26 Again, these Manichaean usages 
throw no light on Central Asian developments (if any) before the eighth century. 

Like the Indian sources, Central Asian materials on Kºitigarbha are equally 
beset with historical problems, among which are the fragmented nature of the 

23. According to Gabian 1977: 25, the Üighur illustrations of Buddhist purgatory date 
approximately from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. 

24. For a brief history of the transmission, see Lieu 1979: 1–18. On Manichaeism in Cen-
tral Asia and China, see Lieu 1998.

25. They are the Bosijiao can jing 波斯教殘經 (edited in T2141B:54.1281a–1286a) and the 
Monijiao xiabu zan 摩尼教下部讚 (edited in T2140:54.1270b–1279c). A passage from the Bosi-
jiao can jing states:

The New Man, defending against enemies and hatred, relies on the five kinds of strength 
as if they were the symbols of the Holy Ones of the macrocosm. Pity symbolizes the Envoy 
of Light Who Upholds the World. Good faith symbolizes the Great King of the Ten 
Heavens. Contentment symbolizes the Vanquishing Envoy Who Subdues the Demons. 
Patience symbolizes the Envoy of Light Who Is the Receptacle of the Earth [Dizang]. 
Wisdom symbolizes the Envoy Who Accelerates Brightness. (T2141B:54.1282c; English 
translation adapted from Liu 1976: 50)

A similar occurrence is found in the Monijiao xiabu zan, T2140:54.1273b; see Tsui 1943–1946: 
174–219.

26. See Lin 1987: 16–17. Following Latin sources, Lin lists the Five Sons of the Pure 
Wind and their various macrocosmic functions as follows: Splenditens, in charge of uphold-
ing the world like a lamp suspended in his hand; Rex Honoris, responsible for utilizing his 
radiance to absorb fragmented light particles; Adam, armed with spear and shield, drives 
away the demonic army of Darkness; Glorius Rex, in charge of making the heavenly bodies 
revolve; and lastly, Atlas, responsible for carrying the entire world on his shoulders. There is 
some controversy as to exactly which of the five sons Dizang represents: For Chavannes and 
Pelliot, Dizang represents Atlas (Mânb±d), who carries on his shoulders the eight worlds; for 
Waldschmidt and Lentz, Dizang represents Gloriosus Rex, or King of Glory (Zanb±d), who is 
responsible for the movements of the heavens. More recently, Bryder, in his study of Chinese 
Manichaean terminology, proposes that Envoy of Light Dizang is the Sogdian name for the 
King of Glory, the Earth Spendârmad (Bryder 1985: 102–103).
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sources and lack of accurate chronology. Furthermore, as Jan Nattier cautions, 
China was never “merely the recipient of Buddhist traditions from the Western Re-
gions,” but also became, as early as the sixth century, “the source of certain elements 
in the later history of Central Asian Buddhism.”27 In other words, Central Asian evi-
dence of Kºitigarbha, dating no earlier than the eighth century, mirrors a state of 
Buddhism that implicated a conglomeration of Indian, Chinese, and Central Asian 
cultures. Hence, the dating and nature of Central Asian sources naturally disqualify 
them as evidence of the pre-Chinese origin of Dizang as Kºitigarbha. 

Pre-Chinese Scriptural Representations?

From this survey, one must conclude that the Chinese canon contains the earliest ev-
idence on Dizang, dating to no later than the sixth century. Previous scholarship on 
Dizang Bodhisattva acknowledges this fact but regards the early Chinese materials 
as translations of Indian originals—that is, as evidence of Kºitigarbha in India. How-
ever, it is necessary to reevaluate whether this claim of pre-Chinese origin is justified 
for the texts in question. For example, frequently cited as early evidence of Dizang in 
China, the Jingang sanmei jing (Scripture on the Adamantine Concentration), a text 
allegedly translated in the Northern Liang, has been established as a later Korean 
composition more accurately dating to about 685.28 

Two other Chinese scriptural treatments of Dizang profess to be translations of 
pre-Chinese works: the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Trea-
sury. The textual history of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels is fraught with questions; 
the geography and date of composition are controversial. A survey of catalogs shows 
that the traditional dating of the translation to the Northern Liang is problematic; 
the text really can be dated with certainty only to the second half of the sixth century 
(see Appendix 1). In other words, one cannot affirm or deny this scripture’s claim to 
be translated from an Indian original. 

The Section on the Sumeru Treasury belongs to a small cluster of scriptures attrib-
uted to the Central Asian monk Narendrayašas, which are collected in a larger work, 
the Da fangdeng daji jing (Mahâvaipulya-mahâsaœnipâta-sûtra), a compendium of 
Mahâyâna texts compiled in China.29 Said to be translated in 559, the Section on the 

27. Nattier 1990: 211–212. Through studying the issue of language in Central Asian 
Buddhism, Nattier demonstrates that China began asserting its influence on parts of Cen-
tral Asian Buddhist culture sometime after the beginning of the sixth century.

28. Buswell 1989: 3–73. Dizang figures briefly in this text as an interlocutor; see Jingang 
sanmei jing, T273:9.372c–374b. Some scholars regard this scripture as early evidence of Dizang 
Bodhisattva; see Gaulier, Jera-Bezard, and Maillard 1976: 14; Wang-Toutain 1998: 82–84. 

29. The compilation of the Da fangdeng daji jing took place in China over a considerable 
period of time. The extant version, consisting of seventeen scriptures in sixty scrolls and dated 
594, is traditionally attributed to Sengjiu 僧就 (fl. 586–594). However, the Chu sanzang jiji 出三

藏記集, written by Sengyou 僧祐 in 514, mentions the Da fangdeng daji jing, which consists of 
twelve works translated by Dharmakºema, the Central Asian translator from Kashmir. Seng
jiu’s later compilation probably added texts translated by others to the original corpus by 
Dharmakºema. However, this process may have taken place over time and probably not in a 
rigorous manner because the varying lists of texts given in catalogues seems to suggest a lack 
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Sumeru Treasury is listed for the first time in the Chronology of the Three Jewels, a catalog 
composed in 597.30 

Because the Mahâsaœnipâta is a compendium of scriptures including several of 
Central Asian origin, some scholars believe that the Scripture on the Ten Wheels and 
the Section on the Sumeru Treasury should be traced to Central Asia. Françoise Wang-
Toutain, for instance, argues for their Central Asian origins on the grounds of the-
matic parallels with two other scriptures attributed to Narendrayašas, the Rizang fen 
(Sûryagarbha-sûtra) and the Yuezang fen (Candragarbha-sûtra), both of which were com-
posed in Central Asia.31 However, the complexity and ambiguity of Mahâsaœnipâta’s 
textual history renders this argument problematic. Because the Mahâsaœnipâta itself 
was compiled and enlarged in sixth-century China, parallels in thematic concerns 
across the various scriptures do not necessarily reflect a common origin but may ac-
tually reflect the tendency of Chinese compilers to put together a set of scriptures as-
cribed to various authors. 

Moreover, although there is no dearth of Central Asian geographical or lin-
guistic markers in the Sûryagarbha-sûtra and the Candragarbha-sûtra, the Scripture on 
the Ten Wheels and the Section on the Sumeru Treasury do not contain explicit regional 
markers. In fact, the origin of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels remains controversial, 
and the possibility that it may have been composed at least in part in China cannot 
be ruled out. Alexander Soper, for instance, observes that Dizang seems to have 
“no necessary connection with the subject matter” of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels 
in general. He questions whether this bodhisattva’s presence “is not the result of a 
relatively late addition, made in the hope of launching a new cult.”32 Furthermore, 
the Tibetan version of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels has an attached colophon not-
ing its translation from a Chinese text.33 Rather than assume that the Section on the 

of standardized citation. For a short history on the compilation of the Da fangdeng daji jing, see 
Mochizuki 1958–1963: 3422c–3423b; Wang-Toutain 1998: 16–22. There exists a fairly late Ti-
betan translation cited in the Otani catalogue as ’Dus-pachen-po then-pa chen-po’i mdo-sde-las  
De-bzhin-gshegs-pa’i dpa-gyi dam-tshig ces-bya-ba theg-pa chen-po’i mdo (Skt. Mahâsaœnipâtân mahâyâna-
sûtrât tathâgata-šrî-samaya-nâma-sûtra). However, given the later date of the text, the Tibetan 
version has no bearing on our discussion.

30. Lidai sanbao ji, T2034:49.87b.
31. For the presence in both texts of linguistic and geographical data reflecting Central 

Asian associations, see Lévi 1904, 1905; cf. Wang-Toutain 1998: 67–71. Central Asian manu-
scripts of both scriptures have been found, thus reinforcing the Central Asian links. Kho-
tanese versions of both scriptures exist; see Wang-Toutain 1998: 46. A small fragment of a 
Sanskrit manuscript of the Candragarbha-sûtra, discovered in Chinese Turkestan, corresponds 
to a section of the Chinese Yuezang fen, thus demonstrating that at least part of the Chinese 
text once existed in Sanskrit. For a transcription and translation of this fragment, see Hoernle 
1916: 103–108. The relevant Chinese passage was located by Judith Boltz, who found that 
Hoernle’s Sanskrit fragment corresponds to T13.306a–c; see Nattier, 1991: 174, n. 70.

32. Soper 1959: 210.
33. Please see previous discussion of the Tibetan version of this scripture and its colo-

phon in the Introduction, p. 8, n. 20. As previously mentioned, a few passages from an 
Âryakºitigarbha-sûtra that seem to be some version of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels are cited in 
Šântideva’s Šikºâsamuccaya, but this Indian work clearly postdates the Northern Liang Chi-
nese translation by a few centuries and cannot qualify as verification of the text’s pre-Chi-
nese origin. Hadani Ryôtai has indicated the possible existence of an Iranian version of the 
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Sumeru Treasury must be of Central Asian origin—like the Sûryagarbha-sûtra and 
the Candragarbha-sûtra simply because they were all authored by Narendrayašas—
one should stress that a translation often involves accretionary layers in response 
to changes in religious and cultural settings. Nattier has shown, comparing variant 
versions of the Candragarbha-sûtra, that Narendrayašas incorporated new themes 
into his Chinese translation of this scripture. Because Dizang appears in the Sec-
tion on the Sumeru Treasury as a subsidiary figure, and sometimes only in passing, 
one must entertain the possibility that Narendrayašas may have added the treat-
ment of Dizang in his translation of the Section on the Sumeru Treasury. As it is diffi-
cult to distinguish the original substratum from accretionary layers in a text, one 
cannot ascertain the existence of pre-Chinese versions of Dizang using only Chi-
nese works. 

An Audience Bodhisattva

Finally, several Chinese translations of early Mahâyâna texts mention Dizang when 
listing members of the bodhisattva entourage who graced the dharma assemblies 
where the Buddha delivered his teachings.34 Lewis Lancaster calls this category of 
largely neglected bodhisattvas “audience bodhisattvas.” They often have only nomi-
nal existences and are perpetuated through the directories preserved in Mahâyâna 
scriptures.35 Most of the names of audience bodhisattvas were based on the prose 
metrics, rhythm, and style of the text in question. Early occurrences of Dizang as an 
audience bodhisattva occur in Chinese translations of the Gaÿøavyûha-sûtra, an early 
Indian work dating to no later than the second century. Four Chinese translations of 
this text exist today (translation dates are given in parentheses): The oldest is by 
Shengjian 聖堅 (385–388), and the remaining three are by Buddhabhadra 佛陀跋陀

羅 (418–420), Šikºânanda 實叉難陀 (695–699), and Prajñâ 般若 (796–798). All four 
begin by listing the audience bodhisattvas present at the preaching assembly. First, 
bodhisattvas whose names end with chuang 幢 (dhvaja) appear, then those whose 
names end with zang 藏 (garbha), and so forth.36 In P. L. Vaidya’s edition of the San-
skrit manuscript, Dizang’s counterpart is not Kºitigarbha but Dhâraÿîgarbha.37 Be-
cause there is no extant Sanskrit manuscript of the Gaÿøavyûha-sûtra earlier than the 

Scripture on the Ten Wheels, but we know almost nothing about this source; see Hadani 1937: 
38.

34. These occurrences have led some scholars to conclude that Kºitigarbha first appeared 
as a minor figure in the early bodhisattva pantheon in India; see Levering 1987: 392.

35. Lancaster 1981: 155.
36. Da fangguang fo huayan jing 大方廣佛華嚴經, T278:9.676a–b. Some of these “dhvaja 

bodhisattvas” have names like Bodhisattva Banner of Night Light (Yeguangchuang pusa 夜
光幢菩薩) and Bodhisattva Banner of Mount Sumeru (Xumichuang pusa 須彌幢菩薩). Simi-
lar listings, with some variants, are found in other Chinese translations of a chapter from the 
Ru fajie pin (Gaÿøavyûha-sûtra): T279:10.319a–b (translated by Šikºânanda); T293:10.661a–c 
(translated by Prajñâ). Another listing of bodhisattva names that includes Dizang is found in 
the Chinese translation of a chapter from the Da boaji jing 大寶積經 (Mahâratnaku¡a-sûtra); 
see T310:11.3a–c; cf. Da fangguang sanjie jing 大方廣三戒經, T311:11.687c.

37. Gaÿøavyûha-sûtra, Vaidya 1960: 2.
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eleventh century, this seemingly anomalous usage may be explained as a later 
interpolation—except that Shengjian’s fourth-century translation, the Foshuo luomo-
qie jing 佛說羅摩伽經 (Scripture on the Buddha’s Preaching on Luomoqie), uses 
“Chidizang” (Dhâraÿîgarbha), not “Dizang” (Kºitigarbha).38 The word chi 持 (“to 
hold,” “to maintain,” or “to support”) is frequently used to translate word forms de-
rived from the root verb dh¿, “to support.” One of the several meanings of the noun 
dhâraÿî is “earth.”39 Could Shengjian have deliberately used chidi as a binome to cap-
ture both the verbal and noun usages of dhâraÿî? 

Shortly thereafter, Buddhabhadra’s fifth-century translation of the Gaÿøavyûha-
sûtra uses “Dizang” rather than “Chidizang.”40 It is unclear whether this use of “Di-
zang” reflects an actual change in the Indian usage (from “Dhâraÿîgarbha” to 
“Kºitigarbha”) or is merely the translator’s abbreviation for “Chidizang” as a transla-
tion of “Dhâraÿîgarbha.” After its adoption, “Dizang” occurs frequently, not only in 
all subsequent translations of the Gaÿøavyûha-sûtra, but also in other Mahâyâna 
scriptures. The introduction of Scripture on the Ten Wheels in China prior to the sixth 
century then represents a transformation of Dizang Bodhisattva; no longer merely a 
name in bodhisattva directories, he is evolving a history and an identity. At the same 
time, in the Indian context, “Kºitigarbha” was coined, probably in connection with 
the cult of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas. However, because Indian and Central Asian 
evidence postdates the Chinese version of the Scripture on the Ten Wheels, it is difficult 
to ascertain to what extent Dizang’s personality had been fleshed out before his ap-
pearance in China. 

Does Kºitigarbha Antedate Dizang?

Given the present state of evidence, we obviously face an anomaly in which Chi-
nese evidence of Dizang Bodhisattva predates the datable sources from India and 
Central Asia. Dizang’s geographical origins remain unclear; if he has antecedents 
known as Kºitigarbha in Indian or Central Asian Buddhism, they are not recover-
able from the evidence. In the Indian context, all that we know for certain is that 
Kºitigarbha was known by the eighth century in particular circles of Indian Bud-
dhists like the Nalanda community and that he received veneration as a member of 
the cult of the eight bodhisattvas, especially in the esoteric form of the Maÿøala of 
the Eight Great Bodhisattvas. In the case of Central Asia, again by the eighth cen-
tury, he was venerated not only through the cult of the eight bodhisattvas, but also 
as an independent focus of Buddhist piety. On the other hand, it is clear that by the 

38. Foshuo Luomoqie jing 佛說羅摩伽經, T294:10.851c.
39. Dhâraÿî, in its nominal sense of “that which supports,” is used to refer to the earth 

because it supports all life. 
40. In Buddhabhadra’s version, the list of garbha bodhisattvas is enumerated as follows: 

Great Dizang Bodhisattva, Xukongzang Bodhisattva, Lianhuazang Bodhisattva, Baozang 
Bodhisattva, Rizang Bodhisattva, Jingdezang Bodhisattva, Fayinzang Bodhisattva, Ming
jingzang Bodhisattva, Qizang Bodhisattva, Lianhuazang Bodhisattva 大地藏菩薩 虛空藏菩

薩 蓮華藏菩薩 寶藏菩薩 日藏菩薩 淨德藏菩薩 法印藏菩薩 明淨藏菩薩 臍藏菩薩 蓮華藏菩

薩 (T278:9.676a).
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eighth century in China, Dizang worship had established itself as a major Buddhist 
cult in its own right, replete with iconography, mythology, rituals, and texts. Di-
zang Bodhisattva has certainly undergone significant changes since his first ap-
pearance in China between the end of the fourth century and the beginning of 
the fifth, and his emergence as a cultic object is significantly defined by Chinese 
culture, religion, and society. Hence, if he has Indian or Central Asian antecedents 
as Kºitigarbha, he also has his own history in China, where he evolved fairly inde-
pendently of Kºitigarbha’s trajectory in India and Central Asia. Sometime in the 
eighth century, Indian and Central Asian developments, especially those of eso-
teric Buddhism, would make their way into Chinese society, where they creatively 
melded with existing forms of Dizang worship. 

Beginning our investigation with the question of whether antecedents to Di-
zang exist in India or Central Asia, we discover that the evidence really does not pro-
vide a conclusive answer. The making of a religious phenomenon is a truly 
complicated process; in endeavoring to reconstruct religious history, we often can 
only catch partial glimpses of the complicated history depending on the sources that 
survived. As pointed out in the Introduction, the search for Indian origins in the 
study of Chinese Buddhism inaccurately prioritizes Indian Buddhism as the source 
by which the “authenticity” of Chinese Buddhist expressions is measured. In fact, 
Chinese Buddhist history—as we have seen in our investigation of Dizang Bodhisat-
tva—unfolds in multiple directions. It does not progress in a strictly linear fashion 
from India to Central Asia to China, but includes retroactive and simultaneous de-
velopments across Buddhist cultures. 
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Translations of Scriptures

Dizang dadao xin quce fa   大道心驅策法 (The Exorcism Method of Dizang’s 
Aspiration Toward Great Awakening), T1159A:20.652c–5a. 

Once, when the Tathâgata was residing at Mount Vulture Peak (G¿dhrakû¡a), he 
sat on a lion throne under the Bhagavan tree.� At the assembly were hundreds of ten 
million of a hundred million nayuta of congregations from other [lands], all of whom 
received consecration in the [final] stage of never-receding [in the bodhisattva’s ca-
reer].� Their reputations greatly surpassed Mount Sumeru. They circumambulated 
hundreds of thousands of times along the four directions of the Buddha and then 
sat down silently. At that time, the bodhisattva [Dizang] was roaming the countries, 
teaching and transforming living beings, when he arrived at the foot of Mount Vi
pula and came upon Elder Gaoti’s household. At the elder’s house, numerous malev-
olent ghosts had snatched the vital vapor of five hundred family members, all of 
whom were suffocated without knowing it. Ten days passed before the Bodhisattva 
Dizang learned of this matter, and he instantly contemplated, “It is indeed sorrowful 
and excruciating that there should exist in this world unspeakable acts like this! I 
commiserate with these living beings and would like to relieve their suffering.” Saying 
this, he arose and proceeded to Mount Vulture Peak. Arriving at the Tathâgata’s resi-

My translation of the Dizang dadao xin quce fa is based on the Taishô edition of the text, which 
in turn is based on the copy printed in the Dainihon zokuzôkyô (henceforth, ZZ). This edition 
has a colophon that records 1087 as the year when it was copied at the Šûraægama Cloister 
(Shuryôgon-in). The framing narrative at the beginning of the text is recorded as story 35 ti-
tled Dizang pusa jiu qiaoti zhangzhe jia e’gui nan ganying in the Sanbao ganying yaolue lu 
(T2084:51.855a–b), compiled by Feizhuo. See previous discussion of The Exorcism Method in 
Chapter 3.

�. Mount Vulture Peak is located northeast of the city of Râjag¿ha, the capital of Magadha 
(roughly corresponding to the modern Patna and Gaya districts of Bihar), in northeastern 
India. It is frequently mentioned in Buddhist scriptures as one of the sites where the Buddha 
Šâkyamuni delivered his teachings. 

�. The Taishô edition corrects shu 輸 (ZZ) to zhuan 轉, the reading used here. The text 
thus reads: 皆是灌頂轉不退轉. The Mahâvastu (1: 46) speaks of four stages in the bodhisat
tva’s career: prak¿iti-caryâ, or the “natural career;” praÿidhâna-caryâ, or the stage of making 
resolution; anuloma-caryâ, or the conforming stage; and anivartana-caryâ, or the non-reced-
ing stage). In the first three stages, the bodhisattva perfects the ten pâramitâs, advancing 
through the grounds of attainment, or bhûmis. On completion, he attains the stage of non-
receding (butuizhuan 不退轉), at which point it is impossible for the bodhisattva to abandon 
the path. The bodhisattva is anointed (abhiºeka; guanding 灌頂) by a buddha as his immedi-
ate successor and will be reborn in Tuºita to await the descent to achieve buddhahood in the 
world. For a discussion of these four stages in Maitreya’s bodhisattva career, see Padmanabh 
1988: 55–56.
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dence, he prostrated his head at the feet of the Buddha and then circumambulated a 
hundred thousand times, � before standing to one side and addressing the Buddha: 

“World-Honored One, I was traveling from country to country, teaching and 
transforming living beings, when I arrived at the foot of Mount Vipula. There I 
came upon the Elder Gaoti’s household, where more than five hundred people 
had their vital vapor snatched away by malevolent ghosts. Suffocated, they swooned 
to the ground and laid there. After several days had passed, I saw what had hap-
pened; this gave rise to commiseration, love, and the intent to offer protection. 
May the World-Honored One only permit me to deliver a salvation technique that 
will expel all the malevolent ghosts from the people in whom they have concealed 
themselves. [The method] will enable practitioners to exorcise [the ghosts], and 
allow the elder to return to life as usual.”

At that time, the World-Honored One emanated rays of light from his head ex-
tending to eighty thousand feet and illuminating the Bodhisattva Dizang’s body.� 
The bodhisattva then understood that the Tathâgata’s has permitted [him] to 
preach.� At that moment, the multitude gathered in the great assembly said to one 
another, “Now that the Tathâgata has emitted rays of light illuminating the bodhisat-
tva’s body, this bodhisattva should accomplish the great dharma of teaching and 
transforming living beings.” The Bodhisattva Dizang then arose from his seat, went 
before the Buddha, and addressed him: 

“World-Honored One, ages ago I received teachings from the Buddha. Once 
again before the Buddha today I will espouse some teachings to enable all living be-
ings to abandon the bondage of the five hindrances (wu gai 五蓋) and establish peace 
and stability again in this world so that it will be free from corruption and disaster.� 

“World-Honored One, now I possess a numinous spell that can ward off mali-
cious intentions and can further ward off malevolent ghosts and so forth, enabling 
living beings to be free from all obstructions. If a practitioner is troubled by vari-
ous demons, he should perform this method of mine without breach. If one wishes 
to ward off and dispatch all ghosts and spirits, in accordance to one’s wish and 
need they must each be identified. If one incants this spell and this rite, one will at-
tain accomplishments in three days and nights. World-Honored One, if one wishes 
to avert and eliminate catastrophes, or if one desires to know the future or pene-
trate the knowledge of the mortal conditions of the self and others in previous lives 
(tong suming zhi 通宿命智), or have spontaneous knowledge (ziran zhi 自然智), one 
will possess these three [abilities].� Moreover, [this teaching] will enable those who 

�. Here I adopt the alternative reading first proposed in the ZZ annotation, which sub-
stitutes da 達 for rao 遶.

�. The text says “ten thousand xun 尋”; one xun is equivalent to eight feet. 
�. Here I adopt the reading in the ZZ annotation, which substitutes shuo 說 for the lacuna. 
�. The five hindrances are desire, anger, drowsiness, excitability, and doubt. 
�. The Sanskrit is usually cited as pûrva-nivâsânusm¿ti-jñâna-sakºât-kriya-vidyâ; the full 

translation into Chinese should be suzhu suinian zhi zhengming 宿住隨念智證明. But the short-
ened phrase suming zhi or tong suming zhi is more commonly deployed, as in this text. It refers 
to the knowledge of one’s or others’ past lives, up to ten thousand million lives ago. In the 
Chinese canon, there exists a very short text titled Suming zhi tuoluoni jing 宿命智陀羅尼經 
(T1382:21.904a), attributed to the Song monk Faxian 法賢 (d. 1001). In this scripture, the 
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have not met to come together and appease those who have not been pacified. 
World-Honored One, this teaching can endow one with boundless knowledge and 
limitless abilities. If a lay or monastic practitioner were to practice this method at a 
person’s residence, that person will definitely achieve the goal. 

“World-Honored One, a measureless and boundless time ago, there was a bud-
dha named King Radiance of the Sun (ridengguang wang 日燈光王). This buddha was 
endowed with the ten epithets and he employed the teachings of the Three Vehicles 
to convert living beings. After this buddha entered nirvâÿa, I dwelled at the stage of 
the worldly beings in the period of the Semblance Dharma.� There was a saint (xian 
仙) at Mount Ku¡¡âra (Juteluo 俱特羅) who was skilled in the art of magic.� I encoun-
tered living beings who were afflicted by malevolent ghosts just like those in the El-
der’s household. At that time I made the following aspiration, ‘May I meet the 
learned one who should be able to teach the method for subjugating [ghosts].’ Hav-
ing said this, I immediately headed for Mount Ku¡¡âra10 to visit the sage. Seeing him, 
my heart rejoiced and I immediately inquired about the method. At that time the 
sage taught me [the method] so I was able to apprehend it within three days. I had to 
know all the good and bad news within the circumference of ten thousand miles. 
Moreover, all malevolent ghosts congregated at my abode and, relying on my teach-
er’s method, I tamed their hearts and enabled them to aspire to the path of awaken-
ing. Again I incanted this spell, and in a split second the living beings undergoing 
tortures in all the hells obtained relief from various sufferings, and each of them ap-
peared seated11 on a lotus. 

“When he saw I had attained these supernatural abilities, the sage bestowed 

Buddha teaches Ânanda to observe a dhâraÿî that not only can dispel one’s heavy transgres-
sions, but also enable one to know events in numerous past lives.

Svayambhû-jñâna, or ziran zhi 自然智, refers to the wisdom that spontaneously arises 
when one attains buddhahood. According to the seventh-century monk Kuiji, when the Bud-
dha achieves awakening, he naturally possesses wisdom that arises from contemplations of 
the emptiness and existence of all phenomena in this world, referred to as the Buddha’s 
ziran zhi. See Miaofa lianhua jing xuanzan 妙法蓮華經玄贊, T1723:35.755b.

�. Xiangfa 像法 is the second of three periods in the Chinese Buddhist history of its reli-
gion. The first is the Correct Dharma (zhengfa 正法), the period when the Buddha is alive, 
the Buddhist teachings flourish, and the Buddha’s disciples are capable of achieving awak-
ening. The second is the Semblance Dharma (xiangfa), when the outward appearances of 
the religion (scriptures, texts, the monastic community) are present, but the religion has 
embarked on a path of spiritual degeneration, monastics are vulnerable to corrupting 
forces, and the goal of awakening appears unattainable. The last period is the Final Dharma, 
a degenerate time when the demise of the Buddhist religion has truly begun. 

�. As I pointed out earlier, xian 仙 is used frequently to translate ¿ºi, the wise seer in In-
dian religions. In the indigenous Chinese religions, xian is used to refer to an immortal who 
has transcended death and lives forever. In religious Daoism, the search for immortality is part 
of its vision of salvation, and Daoist sainthood is often conceived of as a hierarchy of rankings 
of xian, or immortals. As deployed in this text, xian effectively juxtaposes the Indian and Chi-
nese usages of the word to create a hybrid Chinese Buddhist saint who is at once the ascetic 
seer of the Indian religions and a Daoist immortal living as a recluse in the mountains.

10. I follow the ZZ reading, which substitutes shan 山 for suo 所. 
11. Here I adopt the alternative reading in the ZZ annotation and substitute cheng 乘 

for cheng 承. 
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on me a prophecy proclaiming, ‘Immeasurable, limitless ages ago the Buddha had 
already bestowed a prophecy to you. You were then named Dizang. Among the hu-
mans and gods in the chaotic era of the five turbulences, Dizang frequently trans-
forms his body to liberate and free living beings from calamities.’12 The sage [thus] 
delivered the prophecy to me, and I have since striven even harder to practice this 
method. What I saw today at the elder’s [residence] is the same as in the past. If a 
practitioner requests and receives [the teaching], I will arrive at his or her dwelling 
and assemble and register [the ghosts] for him or her. All the ghosts will simultane-
ously appear to be dispatched as desired, and it shall be exactly the same as if I 
were performing the method.”

At that time, after speaking those words, Dizang Bodhisattva pronounced this 
spell in the presence of the Buddha: “Nanmo naluo sanpotuoye juliu pomo canduman 
(3 times) suopohe (4 times).”13 After reciting it, [Dizang] said to the Buddha: 

“World-Honored One, where one desires to perform the method, one should 
first prepare five types of wondrous incense: first, white sandalwood (one ounce); 
second, resinous [sandalwood] (one ounce); third, cloves (one ounce); fourth, green 
wood (one ounce); and, fifth, lily (one ounce). After obtaining these five types of 
wondrous incense, pulverize and blend them with white honey. Place each form of 
incense on a white cloth14 without raising it to the nose and refrain from smelling. 
Remove all dirt to ensure it is fragrant. Recollect my name until the blending is com-
plete. Then go to one’s own room, or a bright spot of wilderness, or some high pla-
teau: It should be a place of the practitioner’s choosing. To perform the rite do the 
following: Take a clean cloth seven feet long and seven shallow cups of milky por-
ridge. Perform [the rite] atop an immaculate cloth on which is placed an incense 
burner made of white porcelain. This incense will summon various ghosts when you 
recite the name “Naluosu naluosu.”15 Repeat these words. After three summons, in-
cant the spell three hundred times. Before performing the rite, one should not in-
cant the spell, [not even] once. After the three summons and the three hundred 
recitations, again incant the spell two hundred times. Then perform again the previ-
ous three summons, followed by a hundred recitations of the spell, and then per-
form again the three summons. You should do it thrice in three days, the same day 
and night. During the rest of the day or night, recite Dizang’s name. 

“World-Honored One, the ritualist [will experience] an omen each day: On 
the first day, clouds of wondrous hues shall rise from a peak and there will be an 
extraordinary fragrance; on the second day, a hundred bejeweled lotuses will ap-
pear in space as well as a wish-granting jewel; on the third day, the ringing of bells 
will sound in the skies accompanied by rain showers16 and strong breezes. If the 
practitioner perceives these signs, he or she will be assured of various kinds of 

12. I follow the suggestion in the annotation that jiao 交 should perhaps read zai 災 to 
make better sense with the next character, nan 難. 

13. 南謨那羅三婆陀耶俱留婆摩糝都滿 三 娑婆訶四. 
14. I adopt the alternate reading of bu 布 instead of shi 巿. This is clearly an error; a few 

lines later, the text refers to “the unstained cloth” (jing bu 淨布). 
15. 那邏速 那邏速. 
16. As the ZZ annotation suggests, liang 兩 should be read as yu 雨.
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heavenly assistance. Accordingly, at this time the ghosts and spirits of this world 
will all assemble like a gathering of clouds and pervade the space. The practitioner 
perceives that the ghosts and spirits have arrived but cannot really see them dis-
tinctly. Should one wish to see them, one should incant the spell one or two hun-
dred times in the previous manner of the three summons. Then the forms of the 
ghosts will become slightly evident but still not clearly manifested. 

“At this point, the bodhisattva then performs the rite that enables one to be 
fearless while encountering ghosts (jian gui wuwei fa 見鬼無畏法). World-Honored 
One, the practitioner of this method has assembled the ghosts, and in an effort to 
make the ghosts manifest themselves he or she should procure clear water and spit at 
the ghosts. Then one should make the all-embracing gesture (doushe yin 都攝印): 
first, slightly raise the left foot and stand upright, resting on the right foot; then bend 
the left hand with the thumb grasping the forefinger (touzhi 頭指), which is pressed 
against the lower joint (of the finger); then clutch the right fist and suspend it. Now 
invoke the previous name three times.17 The ghosts will manifest themselves and 
may strike terror. Then one should immediately incant the previously stated spell 
while [the ghosts] are manifesting themselves. After a round of incantation,18 point 
to the ghosts and sit silently without uttering a single word. 

“When the ghosts and spirits manifest their forms, one who has no fear should 
then make the gesture for liberating and encompassing [living beings] as one 
wishes (suixin jiushe yin 隨心救攝印): Directly in front, slightly bend the left foot 
and place together the left and right palms; one will no longer be afraid. The 
method of the rite is as follows: If one wishes to converse with the ghosts, perform 
fifteen times the rite of ‘clapping the teeth’ (kouchi 叩齒).19 Open the mouth and 
pronounce loudly in the following manner: ‘Du 咄! Du! Who is it that has arrived? 
I have a numinous spell that can eliminate malevolent ghosts. If you are not eradi-
cated and subjugated, then you will instantly die! Du! Du!’ On uttering these words, 
the ghosts will bump [their faces on the ground] in fear. [The practitioner] recites 
single-mindedly and all the ghosts abandon their malicious intentions. When you 
have incanted these words thrice, the ghosts will declare that they possess deadly 
transgressions.

“World-Honored One, those ghosts and spirits experience fear. Having subju-
gated them, [the practitioner] should then cause them to rejoice by forging the ges-
ture of [bestowing] fearlessness (wuwei yin 無畏印): namely, stand with the two feet 
close together, the right hand pendant at the side, while the left hand is raised up-
ward to the heart; then bend the last finger and fourth finger toward the middle of 

17. The text says to invoke the previous name (ming 名), which probably means the pre-
vious spell: 那邏速 那邏速.

18. As suggested in the ZZ annotation, I substitute zhou 咒 for the lacuna.
19. The rite of clapping the teeth occurs frequently in Daoist liturgies. An early mention 

is found in the Baopuzi neipian, an early Daoist text attributed to Ge Hong 葛洪 (283–343). It in-
structs the ritualist to hit the upper and lower rows of teeth against each other to produce a 
clattering sound; see Baopuzi neipian, HY 50211, 15: 12a. The Zhengao, a compilation completed 
in 490 by Tao Hongjin 陶弘景 (456–536), explains that the sounds of clapping teeth and magi-
cal utterances strike fear in malignant ghosts and spirits; see Zhengao, HY 71294, 15: 10a–b.
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the palm, with the thumb pressing the joints.20 Summon the name three times as 
before. 

“The ghost will then approach the practitioner and say: ‘Great Being! Possessing 
the form of a ghost, I undergo immensely heavy retribution and am constantly af-
flicting and troubling living beings. I yearn for humans to have shortened life spans, 
and I perpetually feed on the blood of living beings from their vital points without 
even temporary respite. [Today]21 on account of the Great Being, his power has pen-
etrated me and enabled me to come here and aspire to the path of awakening. Even 
if I were to smash this body into minute dust motes, it would be difficult to repay22 
completely my gratitude to the Great Being. May the Great Being preach to me a 
teaching that will exonerate my wrongdoings so that I may be released from this vile 
body.’ As requested, the practitioner delivers the Buddhist teachings that enable 
[the ghosts] to attain awakening, and hearing the teachings the ghosts rejoice. They 
speak to the practitioner on worldly matters concerning the teaching and transform-
ing of living beings so as to satisfy accordingly the desires [of living beings]. 

“In a split second, the practitioner says,23 ‘You and all the ghosts should not fear.24 
Forever, each of you25 will be my spiritual friend and we together will liberate living 
beings. In accord with the wishes of all living beings, we will together bestow benefits 
to them.’ Further [the practitioner] says, ‘If there are living beings seeking various 
knowledge and the arts of magic, we will together go to teach them and satisfy their 
desires and requests according to their wishes. If there are living beings suffering var-
ious bodily afflictions, or living beings undergoing capital punishment by kings and 
officials, or living beings plagued by flood or fire; or if there are nasty beasts, venom-
ous dragons, resentful robbers, and stealthy bandits; or if there are similar situations, 
we should together go to assist and provide relief. If there are things that living beings 
wish for, we will rejoice in bestowing them and establish peace and joy. 

“World-Honored One, if the practitioner wishes to dispatch ghosts, he or she 
must employ vermilion sand to write out a talisman, then stamp it with a seal three 
times. One should swallow nine slips [of the talisman] and thus carry them [in one’s 
body].26 Subsequently, perform the rite that causes the ghosts to bustle around ev-
erywhere, dispatching services. Everything will be successful.27 World-Honored One, 
if you want to employ the ghost to divine future affairs—for example, to determine 
on which day and month and where the Tathâgata will enter nirvâÿa after his ap-
pearance in the world—then one should summon the ghosts to make inquiries and 
within seconds [the ghosts] will report and all will be revealed.28 

20. The gesture of fearlessness is known in Sanskrit as abhayamudrâ. It is most com-
monly made with the right hand raised, palm outward, fingers stretched and joined. How-
ever, the description in the text differs markedly.

21. As the ZZ annotation suggests, ling 令 should be jin 今.

22. As the ZZ annotation suggests, zhi 執 should be bao 報. 
23. As the ZZ annotation suggests, qu 去 should be yun 云.
24. As the ZZ annotation suggests, the lacuna should be substituted with bu 怖.
25. As the ZZ annotation suggests, ru yi 汝一 should be yi ru 一汝.
26. As the ZZ annotation suggests, shi jiu mei 世九牧 should be read as dai jiu mei 帶九枚.
27. As the ZZ annotation suggests, the lacunae should be replaced with 百事無失. 
28. As the ZZ annotation suggests, the lacunae should be replaced with 如來出世後. 
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“World-Honored One, if the practitioner [wishes to] dispatch a ghost to ob-
tain knowledge about past, present, and future events, he or she should summon 
the ghost, pose the query, and within seconds [the ghost] will report the good and 
the bad. World-Honored One, if the practitioner is attacked and ruined by ill-in-
tentioned people, summon and speak to the ghost, then all the officials and those 
who have banded together to harm him or her will be afflicted with nonhuman 
diseases.29 World-Honored One, if birds and beasts encircle a practitioner of this 
teaching and desire to harm him or her, summon and speak to the ghost. The 
heads of the malicious beasts and others will split into seven parts. 

“World-Honored One, when the practitioner goes to the great ocean to collect 
treasures, and if various vile venomous dragons, malicious beasts, sea turtles, water 
reptiles, and so forth should desire to harm him or her, summon and speak to the 
ghost. All the malicious beasts and so forth will all sink into the mud and never sur-
face again. World-Honored One, if30 there is a practitioner who received curses and 
oppression at the hands of others, if he or she were to recite my name31 in the five 
paths of rebirth and call on heaven and earth to make a declaration, within seconds 
of summoning and speaking to the ghost,32 the malicious people and others will be 
bound up and prohibited from talking. Their eyes will bleed and a giant serpent will 
crawl out of the ears; their limbs will become fastened by a serpent that coils itself 
around them. There will be sufferings like these! World-Honored One, if one wishes 
to be freed, summon and address the ghost and to obtain release, one says, ‘Su [  ] 
luli 速□嚕利.’ On uttering this, one should be released33 immediately. World-Hon-
ored One, if one who observes this teaching encounters resentful robbers and seeks 
escape, one should summon and address the ghost. Within that day, [the robbers] 
will be tied up and brought to the practitioner’s residence. Should one wish to re-
lease [the robbers], one [only needs] to summon and speak [to the ghost]. 

“World-Honored One, if the practitioner lives in an age of famine, summon 
and address the ghost. The ghost can procure delicacies34 from worlds in the other 
directions35 and present them to the practitioner to enjoy. World-Honored One, if 
a practitioner lives in a time of epidemics, he or she should summon36 and ad-
dress37 the ghost, then everyone will have nothing amiss and it will be the same as 
before the disease; there will not be even the slightest damage.38 World-Honored 
One, if the practitioner lives in a world in which the body is burning in flames for 

29. The ZZ annotation suggests reading cha 差 for zhuo 著. 
30. The ZZ annotation suggests reading ruo 若 for the lacuna. 
31. The ZZ annotation suggests reading the lacunae as nian wo ming 念我名.
32. Pointing to heaven and calling on earth as a witness is part of the ritual of making a 

vow. When the Buddha was born, he is said to have walked seven steps, pointed with one 
hand up at heaven and the other down at the earth, and delivered the pronouncement that 
he was the lord of humans and gods.

33. The ZZ annotation suggests reading the lacuna as tuo 脫. 
34. As the ZZ annotation suggests, cheng 承 should be read as mei 美. 
35. As the ZZ annotation suggests, wu 五 should be read as ta 他.
36. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting zhao 召 for the lacuna.
37. I follow the ZZ reading, which adds yu 語 after yu 與.
38. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as 無病不損.
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a kalpa, he or she should summon and address the ghost. One will obtain cooling 
respite and the fire will do no damage. World-Honored One, if the practitioner is 
adrift in waters, he or she should summon and address the ghost. A hundred jew-
eled lotuses will spring forth from the ground. The practitioner and living beings 
in the worlds of other directions will avoid water catastrophes. 

“World-Honored One,39 if a person has troubles with ghosts, the reciter of the 
spell40 should summon and address the ghost. If it is not effective, the ritualist to-
gether with the ghost41 should visit the dwelling of the afflicted person, incant the 
previously mentioned spell seven times, and an improvement in the condition will 
occur immediately. World-Honored One, if the practitioner [wishes to] heal those 
who are constantly sick, summon the ghost and question it. For those who can be 
cured, take a bunch of yew branches42 and boil it. Take a handful and administer it 
[to the sick] while incanting the spell seven times. Some change in the condition will 
occur immediately. World-Honored One, if the practitioner [wishes to] cure various 
kinds of maladies associated with the wind, he or she should summon the ghost and 
question it. Administer water to [the sick] over which the spell was incanted and 
some change in the condition will take place immediately.43 World-Honored One, if 
the practitioner wishes to heal various kinds of head sicknesses,44 he or she should 
summon and question the ghost. Incant [the spell over some boiled] rhubarb45 and 
administer it [to the sick], and instantly there will be some change in the condition. 
World-Honored One, if the practitioner [wishes to] heal eye diseases and various 
kinds of blindness, those with eyes and those without, one should summon and ques-
tion the ghost. Identifying the curable, one should obtain a young harîtakî,46 crush it 
for its milky sap, then mix the sap and apply it to the eye. Then one should incant the 
spell fourteen times, and one should perceive some difference within three days. 
World-Honored One, if a practitioner [wishes to] heal those possessed by ghosts, he 
or she should summon the ghost and question it. Incant [the spell] seven times47 and 
some change will immediately occur. 

“World-Honored One, if one were to describe the causes of all the illnesses,48 it 
would be difficult to exhaust their number even in a limitless aeon. But if the practi-
tioner wishes to cure [a malady], he or she should first summon and question49 the 

39. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation that there should be no lacunae here.
40. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as zhe songzhou 者誦咒.
41. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as 若無效者咒人共.
42. Pai 棑, more commonly written as fei 榧, is a yew tree with the scientific name Torreya 

nucifera. It is sometimes called yeshan 野杉, or “wild Cunninghamia.” Its nuts are collected and 
eaten by the Chinese, and they are valued as an anthelmintic. See Stuart 1928: 439–440. I 
have therefore translated pai zhi 棑枝 as “yew branches.”

43. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as ji cha 即差; my translation follows this reading.
44. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as toubing 頭病; my translation follows this reading.
45. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as dahuang 大黃; my translation follows this reading.
46. Harîtakî (helile 訶梨勒) is the Sanskrit name for the yellow myrobalan tree (Terminalia 

chebula), whose fruit is frequently used as a dye and a laxative.
47. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting qi 七 for the lacuna.
48. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as duo zhu bing 多諸病; my translation follows 

this reading.
49. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting wen 問 for the lacuna.
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ghost and then proceed to heal the illness. [This method] is unfailingly effective in all 
situations. Again, if a practitioner, in accordance with the ailments of all living beings, 
repeatedly weighs their seriousness50 and subjects them to clinical observation and 
questioning, this method [ensures] all will not die. World-Honored One, [  ] today I 
am only inquiring for the practice, the observance of which will immediately51 yield re-
sults. World-Honored One, one who wishes to observe the teaching without any con-
tamination should first incant the spell, then write out the talisman,52 and then carry 
the talisman everywhere to perform the practice. It is efficacious in all situations.53 

“World-Honored One, when performing the rite, according to convenience one 
should practice it free from notions of purity and impurity. Whether it is in the main 
living or sleeping chamber, a separate chamber, a buddha pagoda, the wilderness, or 
on a sanctified mountain—at all these various sites one should accordingly perform 
the rite as is convenient, discriminating according to the exigency of the situation. 
The performance of this rite54 accomplishes instant results. Whether it is in a crowded 
or secluded place, whether one is single or has a spouse and children, all these vari-
ous factors really do not matter. But when mental urgency is present and without 
straining the physical limits, one will accomplish [the goals] in three days and nights. 
Then one should recite the name of the Bodhisattva Dizang. World-Honored One, 
when the practitioner is engaged in this rite, I will always be with this person. The 
path that I have pointed out is a byway that should not be disclosed. Furthermore, 
the practitioner of this method55 employs the ghosts and spirits as servants and 
thereby secures rapid prowess. [The practitioner] makes [the ghost] report every 
single affair56 that occurs in the dark realm and thus gains knowledge about the 
realm of the dead while [still] living.57 Performing this teaching [for a dying person] 
will hasten his or her departure from this world. 

“World-Honored One, whoever wishes to incant the spell and practice the vari-
ous rites should selectively incant the spell and call the ghost. The practitioner 
should carry this out in secrecy, without making any noise. When he or she calls for 
and dispatches [the ghost], it should be conducted according to one’s spontaneous 
intention, without hesitation. If attachment arises, one should perform purification 
for an extended period. If one is still not purified,58 then one should continue to per-
form [the penance] carefully. Should attachment to the wondrous fragrance arise, 
greed, hatred, and ignorance will manifest.59 Do not allow a practitioner with these 

50. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting qing 輕 for jing 經.
51. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting zhi 直 for the lacuna.
52. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as 誦咒後書.
53. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as 皆悉有験.
54. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as suozuo 所作; my translation follows this reading. 
55. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as xiufa ren 修法人; my translation follows this 

reading. 
56. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as 一一報示; my translation follows this reading. 
57. The ZZ annotation suggests placing zhi 知 before sheng 生. 
58. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as ruo buran 若不然; my translation follows this 

reading. 
59. In the ZZ edition the lacuna is read as 滑或著妙香生欲. I follow the reading of the 

original edition. 
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obstructions on the path to practice [the rite]. World-Honored One, this teaching 
can be practiced and accomplished by inhabitants of the defiled lands (huiguo 穢國), 
but should the living beings in pure lands (qingjingguo 清淨國) practice it, they would 
be tainted by defilements and fall into the three evil paths of rebirth. World-Hon-
ored One, they do not deviate from the four phrases.60 As long as one deeply engages 
in the practice all the goals can be accomplished. 

“World-Honored One, again one61 reciting the spell should not wear miscella-
neous clothing. If one does not have adequate money to obtain new clothing,62 the 
garments that one is wearing should be acceptable as long as they are not [made of] 
leather, fur, felt, and so forth. It is fine to wear these kinds of clothing when one is not 
engaged in the art of magic. World-Honored One, again, concerning the practice of 
the teaching—whether there are many or few ritualists, whether the rite is performed 
in a public or private site—it is all for the practitioner performing the rite to decide. 
So long as the ghost manifests and converses with the practitioner, he or she can be 
assured of success. Consequently practitioners come from distant places to inquire 
about the method of knowing the various63 events and karma in past and present 
lives, all of which are generally predisposed toward the human realm. [  ] the name, 
the dispatcher very quickly explains to the practitioner. 

“World-Honored One, when a practitioner who possesses knowledge of the fu-
ture up to ten thousand years sees those who are undergoing pain, sicknesses, or di-
sasters, he or she should write a talisman and dispatch it so that it will fly a thousand 
miles and be recompensed. When the talisman lands in the hearts of those who have 
died for a day, they will be resurrected. During the practice of this method, if the tal-
isman is written on the first day of the year, all goals will be accomplished. On this 
day one should write out a thousand slips [  ] [  ] of talisman that will be sufficient 
for a year’s use. Using the talisman from the first day of the year to this date64 [in the 
next year], one will experience great efficacy from its use. The first day of the year 
varies: In India, the beginning of the year is the first day of the third month, whereas 
to the east in China, the beginning of the year is [the first day of] the first month. All 
should perform according to the custom of their country. After this date the talis-
mans will lose their functionality. 

“World-Honored One, for the above, there are forty types of talisman. The first 
twenty numinous talismans can ward off all calamities. If65 the practitioner is treat-
ing the illnesses of living beings, he or she should write a thousand slips of talisman. 
After they are written, they should be swallowed and thus carried [within one’s 

60. It is unclear what the text really means here. “Four phrases” (siju 四句) is usually un-
derstood as an abbreviation of siju fa 四句法, or siju fenbie 四句分別, which refers to the four 
modes of existence: existence (you 有); non-existence (wu 無); existence and non-existence 
(yi you yi wu 亦有亦無); neither existence nor non-existence (fei you fei wu 非有非無). 

61. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting zhe 者 for the lacuna. 
62. In the ZZ edition the lacunae is read as 資若不足調新衣. 
63. The Taishô edition contains a lacuna, but I am reading this according to the ZZ 

annotation, which states that there should be no missing characters. 
64. The ZZ annotation suggests reading the lacunae as yong chu nian 用初年. 
65. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacuna as ruo 若. 
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body].66 For all those who have morbid illnesses and malignant tumors, write talis-
mans with vermilion sand and [place them] facing the sick; there will be a difference 
immediately. World-Honored One, for all illnesses of living beings, regardless of 
what it is or how severe it is, immediate effect will be experienced upon the writing 
of the talismans. Should it not be efficacious, I [Dizang] shall abandon my bodhisat-
tva’s form before the Tathâgata and will undertake the suffering on behalf of that 
living being. On account of their observance of this method, the practitioners will 
not be assaulted by [demons].67 

“World-Honored One, the remaining twenty talismans can eliminate degenera-
tion and calamity within ten days.68 If the practitioner wrote them in vermilion 
[sand] and carried them for forty-one days,69 he or she would possess supernormal 
powers. One would attain the four knowledges of non-obstruction (si wu’ai zhi 四無礙

智)70 and would transcend life and death, emerging from the mire [of cyclic exis-
tence]. All the buddhas will praise and the bodhisattvas will keep vigil over [those 
who observe this method]. For a hundred days his distant relatives and close kin of 
the five clans will also realize the intuitive tolerance of the birthlessness of all phe-
nomena (anutpattika-dharma-kºânti; wusheng fa ren 無生法忍).71 Every one of them will 
spread out their body and fly away. Again if the practitioner carries [the talisman] 
for up to fifty days,72 his or her body (even the small finger) will then emit light and 
it will naturally become lucid and transparent like pure glass. All the kings, princes, 
officials, and citizens of the country where the practitioner lives will venerate and 
submit to him or her; insects, beasts, birds, the four-legged that dwell on the ground, 
all will bring incense and flowers to make offerings. All the heavens will scatter flow-
ers and make the music of the great teachings so that the sound reaches the worlds 
of the ten directions. All those hearing [the sounds]73 will receive offerings of excel-
lent delicacies and beverages.”

After these words were spoken,74 [the elder] then prepared various kinds of deli-
cacies and beverages and proceeded to Mount Vulture Peak. He then prostrated and 
circumambulated a hundred thousand times before sitting down to one side and ad-

66. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as 千枚符書之. 
67. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as qinrao 侵擾. 
68. I follow the Taishô editors’ suggestion that there might be the phrase ruoganshu 若

干數 (that is, “a number of”) before chuxun 除旬. 
69. The ZZ annotation suggests substituting fu 符 for cun 村. 
70. The Abhidharmakoša defines the four wisdoms of non-obstruction as (1) dharma-

pratisaœvid (fa wu’ai 法無礙), or ability to deploy language in a skillful manner to enable liv-
ing beings to attain awakening; (2) artha-pratisaœvid (yi wu’ai zhi 義無礙智), or command of 
all the intrinsic meanings of all the teachings without any uncertainty; (3) nirukti-pratisaœvid 
(ci wu’ai zhi 詞無礙智), or versatility in different geographical dialects and the use of lan-
guages with any obstacles; (4) pratibhâna-pratisaœvid (bian wu’ai zhi 辯無礙智), or eloquence 
that delights in preaching the Buddhist truths with great skill and effect. 

71. A Buddhist technical term for the tolerance or patience (kºânti) that enables one to re-
main in a state of equanimity after one apprehends that all phenomena in this world ulti-
mately are not produced or annihilated (bu sheng bu mie 不生不滅). 

72. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as shi ri qi 十日其. 
73. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation to read the lacunae as wen zhe xi 聞者悉. 
74. I follow the suggestion in the ZZ annotation that there should be no lacuna. 
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dressing the Buddha: “World-Honored One, from a long time ago, I and others have 
been telling all our households always to cultivate the ten good actions.75 Today why 
did we die, resurrect,76 and again see the Tathâgata? May you please resolve my 
doubts.” At this time, the Tathâgata spoke these causes and conditions so as to re-
move my doubts.77 The elder and so forth listened to the teachings and rejoiced. Fi-
nally, they attained arhatship, whereupon they spread out their bodies and flew away. 
At this time, the bodies of the four congregations rose into the void and in the air 
they prostrated at the feet of the Buddha.78 All rejoiced and accepted the teaching. 

The Exorcism Method of [Dizang’s Aspiration Toward] Great Awakening. The 
dharma-transmitter Âcarya Keiyû 慶有 wrote out [this copy] at Šûraægama Clois-
ter.79 It was completed on the twenty-fifth day of the seventh month in the first year 
of the kanji 寛治 era [1087]. In the autumn of the third year of the kyôhô 亨保 era 
[1718] Bushin 武親 was decreed to copy the text based on the copy in the Mount 
Togao 栂尾 collection.80 However, this copy was damaged by grub worms and was 
very difficult to read, so he obtained a good copy for revising. 

75. Dašakušala-karmâni, or shi shan ye 十善業, translated as “the ten good actions,” is a set 
of physical, verbal, and mental actions concieved to contrast the ten negative actions 
(Dašâkušala-karmâni, or shi e ye 十惡業). The ten good actions are not to kill, not to steal, not 
to commit adultery, not to lie, not to slander, not to criticize others, not to mock others, not 
to manifest greed and desire, not to give way to resentment, and not to engage in heterodox 
views. The ten good actions are discussed in detail in a work attributed to Šikºânanda, the 
Shi shan yedao jing 十善業道經, T600:15.157c–9b. 

76. Here I adopt the alternative reading first proposed in the ZZ annotation, which 
substitutes sheng 生 for zhu 主. 

77. According to the annotation, the original edition suggests that instead of the lacuna 
there are characters: po yihuo shuo 破疑惑說. I follow the reading of the original edition. 

78. Si zhong 四眾, or the fourfold congregation of monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen. 
79. Šûraægama Cloister, also known as Yokowa 横川 Hall, is part of the temple complex 

of Enryaki-ji 延暦寺 on Mount Hiei, the headquarters of Japanese Tendai 天台, located in 
Kyoto. The cloister is one of three main pagoda buildings and was established by the monk 
Ennin 圓仁 (793–864). It houses an extensive collection of Buddhist writings. 

80. Located in Kyoto, Mount Togao, also known as Kôzan-ji 高山寺, is a center that 
bridges Shingon 真言 and Kegon 華厳 Buddhism. The temple was founded by the famous 
Kegon monk Myôe (1173–1232), who served as its abbot for the latter half of his life. It houses 
archival collections that include Song Buddhist paintings and texts.
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Dizang pusa yigui 地藏菩薩儀軌 (A Ritual Manual on the Bodhisattva Dizang), 
T1158:20.652a–c. Translated by Šubhakara from Central India

At that time Šâkyamuni was preaching the Dharma on Mount Kharâdîya surrounded 
by numberless bodhisattvas, ten ko¡îs of bhikºus and bhikºuÿîs, devas, nâgas, and oth-
ers of the eight classes of living beings, various demons and spirits, all together with 
countless hundreds of thousands in the great congregation.81 

At that time a Great Being named Dizang bared his right shoulder and knelt 
with his right knee on the ground amidst the multitude. He placed his palms to-
gether and reverently requested of the Buddha: “I wish to preach numinous man-
tras for the benefit of all beings. I only wish the World-Honored One would kindly 
listen and accede to my desire to preach the numinous mantras.” The Buddha told 
Dizang Bodhisattva, “You all should hasten to preach [the mantras] so as to benefit 
all living beings.” At that time, Dizang Bodhisattva ascended into the air, gave 
praise to and took refuge in the World-Honored One, exhibited countless super-
normal powers in the air, and uttered a mantra through his divine mouth: An yan-
mota anmoer jubi jubi sanmanduo suopohe.82 Then he uttered the middle-length 
mantra: An yanmantazhe suopohe.83 Then he uttered84 twice the shortest mantra: An 
shisi.85 Upon his recitation of these mantras, the great bodhisattvas of the tenth 
stage and so forth lost their original aspiration to awakening and became con-
fused. The devas, nâgas, and others of the eight classes, yakºas, demons, and spirits, 
fled in great apprehension and collapsed to the ground. The sun, moon, and stars 
lost their luminosity and darkness pervaded the sky. Showers of precious flowers 
rained down. Even if one were to discourse on the power of the mantras for an en-
tire aeon, one cannot exhaust [this subject]. 

[Dizang Bodhisattva] then explained the method of painting the image [of Di-
zang]. Forge an image of a šrâvaka wearing a kâºâya robe, the end of which covers his 
left shoulder. He should be seated on a lotus flower, his left hand holding a flower in 
full bloom and his right hand in the gesture of bestowing fearlessness (shi wuwei yin 
施無畏印; abhayaœdadamudrâ). Next, a second description: Forge86 a seated image of 
the Great Being wearing a celestial coiffure and a kâºâya robe; he should hold in his 

The Taishô editors based their edition on the manuscript copy kept in the library of Hôzan 
University, dated to the Kyôho period (1716–1736). The editors also cross-referenced their 
work with a collated text copied in the fifth year of the Eikyû 永久 period (1113–1118) and 
now in the Dôzan sanmitzu 東山三密. I should thank Professor Chen Ming, a specialist in In-
dian and Chinese Buddhist medicine, for extensive help in translating the plants and herbs 
listed in the homa. 

81. I follow the reading in the Hôzan edition, which does not have the name Dizang 地
藏 in this line.

82. 唵 閻摩他  摩爾 俱苾 俱苾 三曼多 娑婆賀.

83. 唵 炎曼他   娑婆賀.
84. I follow the Dôzan edition’s suggestion to read shuo 說 after ci 次. 
85. 唵 呬 二合. The text describes this mantra as xin zhong xin zhou 心中心咒, literally 

“the heart of heart mantras.” Each deity has mantras of varying lengths often characterized as 
long, middle, and short.

86. I follow the Dôzan edition’s suggestion to read zuo 作 before ju 居. 
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left hand a lotus flower with leaf and stalk,87 while his right hand makes the previous 
[gesture of fearlessness]. He should be seated on a lotus platform of nine grades. Nine 

grades is said to be nine layers or a middle platform with eight leaves. 
Then [Dizang] explained the mudrâ and mantra: The two hands88 [are brought 

together to make a hollow between the palms] in the sa×pu¡âñjali÷ mudrâ;89 motion 
the ring fingers (the right signifies precepts and the left expedient means) down-
ward to the inside of the palms; incant this mantra: An yanmozhili suopohe.90 Next he 
explained the mudrâ of universal offering: The two hands are in sa×pu¡âñjali÷; mo-
tion to-and-fro with the thumbs (the right signifies meditation and the left wisdom);91 
[incant this mantra]: An nanremoni suofuhe.92 He then summarized the general mudrâ: 
The hands are in sa×pu¡âñjali÷; motion to-and-fro with the index fingers (the right 
signifies diligence and the left strength); twice [incant] this mantra: An jiezhiniye suo-
fuhe.93 Then [he explained] the mudrâ for inviting and praising [the deity]: The hands 
are in sa×pu¡âñjali÷ mudrâ; motion to-and-fro with the index fingers, gesturing re-
peatedly. By using the visualization of hand [gestures] one advances into [states of] 
concentration.94 

Again [Dizang] explained the siddhi methods. If one thinks of procuring 
great blessing and virtue, one must perform the offering (homa) of aka wood sev-
enty thousand times. If one thinks of obtaining the harvest of the five grains, one 

87. I follow the Hôzan edition’s suggestion to read yejing 葉莖 for cha 茶. The Dôzan edi-
tion reads zuo 作 for cha 茶. 

88. In ritual language eryu 二羽 is a technical term for the two hands as well as the ten 
pâramitâs. In esoteric ritual the ten fingers signify the ten pâramitâs (giving, precepts, patience, 
effort, meditation, wisdom, expedient means, aspiration, knowledge). The right hand repre-
sents merit (fu 福) and the left wisdom (zhi 智). The mapping of the ten pâramitâs is discerned 
in esoteric ritual texts like the Niansong jiehufa putong zhubu 念誦結護法普通諸部 , attributed to 
Vajrabodhi (Jingangzhi 金剛智, 671?–741), and the Jingangding jing duoluo pusa niansongfa 金剛

頂經多羅菩薩念誦法 , attributed to Amoghavajra. Hand symbolism was subsequently inte-
grated into the fang yankou ceremony. Diagrams of hand symbolism and mudrâs are included 
in a modern reprint of a Qing text titled Yuqie yankou shisi yaoji 瑜伽焰口施食要集 , produced by 
and used at Baohua si 寶華寺. This text, also nicknamed the Huashan yankou 華山焰口, is a re-
vised edition completed in 1693 by Deji Ding’an 德基定庵 (1634–1700), who was ordained 
from an early age at Baohua si. Contemporary performances of the fang yankou are usually 
based on this Qing text. See Yuqie yankou shisi yaoji, 10.

89. Sanbuzha 三補吒, the transliteration for sa×pu¡âñjali÷, is one of the twelve gestures 
of placing the palms together (añjali÷). Its Chinese name is xuxin hezhang 虛心合掌. 

90. 唵 炎摩智利 娑婆賀. 
91. The mudrâ of the universal offering, or pu gongyang yin 普供養印, is forged while 

making offerings to the deities. This hand gesture varies from rite to rite. For a description 
of the hand gesture in the Garbhadhâtu rites, see Devi 1999: 47–48; for the Vajradhâtu rites, 
see ibid.: 80, 85. 

92. 唵 喃惹摩尼 娑  賀.
93. 唵 只禰耶 娑  二合賀. 
94. In Chinese it is the qingzan yin 請讚印. “Invitation and praise” refers to gâthâs extol-

ling the merits of the deity and inviting the deity to descend to the ritual sanctuary. For de-
scriptions of hand gestures of invitation in the homa rite to Agni, the astral deities, and 
others, see Devi 1999: 92–94. For the Garbhadhâtu, see ibid.: 48–49; for the rite of Vajra
dhâtu, see ibid.: 81. 
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must perform the rice spike (daoshi hua 稻實華) homa.95 If one thinks of [bestow-
ing] merits and virtue on another, one must perform a homa with ashes from the 
stove of that person’s house. If one thinks of obtaining eminent status and virtue,96 
one must perform a homa with bili 比哩 flowers.97 If one thinks of subduing enemies 
in all of one’s births, one must rigorously practice wood homa. If one thinks of con-
quering malicious spirits and inauspicious vapor,98 one must perform a homa with 
poisonous odors. If one thinks of curing insanity, fits,99 and [other] illnesses, one 
must perform a homa with lotus, fruits, and herbs thirty thousand times. If one 
thinks of extinguishing evil, producing good, and [attaining] rebirth in paradise 
after death,100 one must perform a homa with herbs thirty thousand times. If one 
thinks of reversing a curse on the wicked person who spells the curse, one must 
perform a homa by throwing tape grass (ku cao 苦草) into the fire thirty thousand 
times.101 If one thinks of procuring immeasurable glorious achievements and an 
official salary, one must perform a homa with white flowers and bird grass (bai hua 
niao cao 白華鳥草) thirty thousand times.102 If one thinks of becoming a virtuous per-
son who has the ability of samaya debate (sanmei biancai 三昧辨才),103 one must per-

95. The daoshi hua does not appear in glossaries of Chinese medicine and plants. Chen 
Ming calls attention to two close correlates, daogu hua 稻穀華 and dao hua 稻華 in esoteric 
Buddhist texts. The Jianlao ditian yigui 堅牢地天儀軌, a text attributed to Šubhakara, speaks 
of the daogu hua and explains the method of accomplishing the homa as follows: “Through 
performing the homa of the rice spike (daogu hua) one attains the siddha of harvesting the five 
grains” (T1286:21.355a). There are two occurrences of dao hua in Buddhist texts. The first is 
in the Shisong lü 十誦律: “At that time when the Buddha was in the land of Somâpatra, the 
elder bhikkhu Aniruddha became ill, and after consuming some medication, his heart was 
stifled. The Buddha said, ‘Give him the decocted rice spike (dao hua) juice.’’’ (T1435:23.462a). 
The second example of dao hua is found in the Foshuo dalun jingang zongchi tuoluoni jing 佛說

大輪金剛總持陀羅尼經, which prescribes a method to rid oneself of prolonged illness caused 
by spirits and the use of witchcraft: “Then, in front of the buddha image, one should prepare 
beforehand burnt incense. Blend it together with butter, honey, curd, rice spike grains, and 
sesame. Burn [the mixture] in the fire and recite the mantra for seven days and seven nights. 
Prepare in advance offerings and then swallow the fragrant pill with water drawn from the 
well. One will instantly eliminate any irregular condition” (T1230:21.165c). 

96. I follow the Dôzan edition’s suggestion to read er 二 as gao 高. 
97. Another unknown plant. Chen Ming speculates that bili hua may be an abbreviation 

for one of two Indian plants: bi[kouli]jia 畢[口栗]迦, or spçkkâ; and biliyunyu 畢哩孕愚, or 
priya¿gu. Biliyunyu occurs in the Shiyimian Guanzizai pusa xin miyan niansong yigui jing 十一面

觀自在菩薩心密言念誦儀軌經, attributed to Amoghavajra: “Using two ounces of green wood 
incense, etc., four ounces of priya¿gu, and eight ounces of turuºka, pound and sieve thoroughly, 
and grind again with water” (T1069:20.145b).

98. I follow the Dôzan edition’s suggestion to read jia 家 as qi 氣. 
99. I follow the Dôzan edition’s suggestion to read e 痾 as xian 癇. 
100. I follow the Hôzan edition’s suggestion to read sheng 生 as she 捨. 
101. The medicinal term for ku cao is Valliseneria spiralis, a tape grass (also known as eel 

grass) that grows to the length of two or three feet in ponds and marshes. It is prescribed, to-
gether with sesamum, for leucorrhoea. Made into a tea or masticated together, the two are 
used to increase the appetite; see Stuart 1928: 452. 

102. Chen Ming proposes that bai hua niao cao should perhaps be separated into bai hua 
and niao cao. 

103. The Hôzan edition has cai 財, which the Dôzan edition correctly reads as cai 才. 
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form a homa with skeletal grass (gulou cao 骨婁草) thirty thousand times.104 If one 
thinks of transforming and converting all beings, removing them from suffering and 
attaining happiness, one must perform a homa with white mustard seeds thirty thou-
sand times. If one thinks of transforming and converting the beings in the buddha-
less world, one must perform a homa with shijia grass (shijia cao 尸迦草)105 thirty 
thousand times.106 If one thinks of producing the five grains from an infertile field, 
one must consecrate an old rape turnip (manqing 蔓青);107 where it is scattered, those 
sites will be consecrated.108 If one worries about the ten thousand kinds of diseases, 
one must perform a homa with hyssop (niuxi cao 牛膝草) thirty thousand times.109 If 
one worries about the assorted diseases caused by the three colds (san yin 三陰) and 
the four heats (si re 四熱), one must perform a homa with a variety of herbs yielding 
dryness.110 If a husband and wife are at odds with each other, one must perform a 
homa with bizui 比罪 grass thirty thousand times; then they will be in harmony.111 If 
one’s wicked and good friends are caught in conflict, one must perform a homa with 

104. Chen Ming speculates that gulou cao 骨婁草 may be jinglou cao 兢婁草, but he cau-
tions that further investigation should be undertaken to see if the phonetics supports this. 
In the Jianlao ditian yigui, the jinglou cao is prescribed for a homa: “Again, through the method 
of offering jinglou grass, one procures boundless wealth in the form of the six domestic ani-
mals” (T1286:21.355a). 

105. Chen Ming speculates two possibilities: On the one hand, shijia cao 尸迦草 may be 
an incorrect inversion of jiashi cao 迦尸草, identified as Saccharum spontaneum, a plant that ap-
pears frequently in Buddhist texts. On the other hand, shijia cao may also be an abbreviation 
of yishijia cao 伊師迦草, a plant mentioned in the Mahâparinirvâÿa-sûtra (Da boniepan jing 大般

涅槃經; see T375:12.717c). Commentaries provide glosses of this plant. For example, in the 
Da boniepan jing jijie 大般涅槃經集解, it is said that yishijia grass has a firm, solid internal skin 
and a soft, crispy external one; see T1763:37.510c. A glossary on phonetical usages in Bud-
dhist texts, the Yiqie jing yinyi 一切經音義, states that yishijia grass is a foreign medicinal plant, 
which Hexi monks say possesses a firm exterior and soft interior; T2128:54.475a. This grass 
also appears in the Fan fanyu 翻梵語; see T2130:54.1049a. 

106. I follow the Hôzan edition’s suggestion and omit qi 七 as it is not in the text.
107. This plant, also written as manjing 蔓荊, is the Vitex trifolia or Vitex incisa. It grows in 

abundance in north China and produces bland, odorless berries that are supposed to have 
curative abilities, particularly for headache, catarrh, and watery eyes. In folk medicine man
qing is also believed to catalyze the growth of male facial hair; see Stuart 1928: 457. 

108. I follow the Hôzan edition’s suggestion to add qisuo 其所 after san 散. Jiachi 加持 or 
adhiº¡hana, translated here as “consecrate,” is a ritual term used in esoteric texts in connection 
with purification and empowerment rites. To perform consecration, the ritualist sanctifies the 
chosen object through mental visualization, often accompanied by mantra recitation.

109. This plant is Achyranthes bidentata Bl. It is an amarantaceous plant possessing green-
ish-purple stems. Its Chinese name, which literally means “ox knee,” comes from its large 
joints, which resemble the knee of an ox. The plant is reputed to have antirheumatic and ano-
dyne properties and is prescribed for ague, fever, urinary problems, and puerpal and cutane-
ous diseases; see Stuart 1928: 6–7. 

110. San yin refers to the three kinds of ailments caused by an excess of cold phlegm in 
the body. The four heats are brought on by a bodily imbalance due to excessive heat. The 
âyurveda literature usually speaks of eight heat ailments. But this text refers to only four, 
which Chen Ming identifies as those caused by the three types of bodily fluid plus the ail-
ment arising from heat catalyzed by a combination of fluids.

111. Bizui cao is not cited in the literature on Chinese medicine and herbs. 
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rattan leaves (tengye cao 藤葉草) thirty thousand times.112 If one cultivates according 
to the above methods on the eighth, fourteenth, and fifteenth days of the first half of 
the month, one is sure to attain accomplishment. 

A Ritual Manual on the Bodhisattva Dizang113 

112. This plant is not listed in dictionaries on Chinese medicine and herbs. The word 
tengye occurs in a Buddhist text attributed to Yijing, the Genben shuoyiqieyou bu baiyi jiemo 根本說

一切有部百一羯磨: “Moreover, at several holy sites, aristocrats and lowly people at that time all 
chewed a concoction of betel nuts and rattan leaves, mixed with white ashes and fragrances, 
which they regarded as a delicacy. If a bhikºu, wishing to eliminate mouth odors caused by ill-
ness, is advised by a physician to ingest this [concoction], this does not constitute a transgres-
sion [of the vinaya]” (T1453:24.498c). 

113. The Taishô editors note that the Dôzan edition had a colophon stating the text was 
copied and proofread on the twenty-third day of the seventh month during the fifth year of 
Eikyû 永久 (1113–1118).
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Dizang pusa jing 地藏菩薩經 (Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang), Dun-
huang manuscript S 6257, transcribed in T2909:85.1455b–c. 

At that time, Dizang Bodhisattva was residing in the Lapis Lazuli Realm in the south, 
and he deployed his pure celestial eye to contemplate living beings undergoing tor-
tures in hell: Iron mortars were pounding; trip-hammer pestles were grinding; iron 
plowshares were furrowing while iron saws were sawing away; the broth in the caul-
drons was simmering and gushing over while a raging fire rose into the sky.114 When 
hungry, [the beings] swallowed scathing iron pellets; when thirsty, they drank mol-
ten bronze. They underwent afflictions without respite. 

Unable to endure these sights, Dizang Bodhisattva came from the south and ar-
rived in hell. He assumed a separate seat in the same place as King Yama. [He came] 
for four reasons: First, he feared that King Yama’s judgment of crimes would be unre-
liable; second, he feared that the written documents could have been confused; 
third, he was concerned for those who died in an untimely fashion; and fourth, he 
[desired that] those who had received their punishments would be able to leave the 
riverbanks of hell. 

If there is a good man or woman who has carved images of the Bodhisattva Di-
zang, copied the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, and recited the Bodhisattva 
Dizang’s name, he or she will surely attain rebirth in the Land of Supreme Bliss in the 
west. [He or she will travel] from one buddha-land to another buddha-land, from one 
heaven to another heaven. If there is a person who has carved images of the Bodhi-
sattva Dizang, copied the Scripture on the Bodhisattva Dizang, and recited the Bodhisat-
tva Dizang’s name, this person will surely attain rebirth in the Land of Supreme Bliss 
in the west. On the day when this person dies, the Bodhisattva Dizang himself will 
come to welcome him or her, and he or she will always be in the same place as the Bo-
dhisattva Dizang. 

After hearing the Buddha’s preaching, all rejoice immensely, accept [the 
teaching] with faith, and reverently uphold it.

According to a Taishô annotation, the original version is manuscript S 197 from the Dun-
huang collection kept in British Museum. But Wang-Toutain has established this to be the 
wrong manuscript; the one actually used was S 6257 (1998: 146, n. 581).

114. The southern direction is consistent with the opening scene in the Scripture on the 
Ten Wheels, which describes Dizang Bodhisattva and his retinue arriving from the south to 
attend the Buddha’s assembly; see Da fangguang shilun jing, T410:13.681a–b; Dasheng daji Di-
zang shilun jing, T411:13.723b.
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