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CHÁN RHETORIC IN ROSENDAL 
 

 

I was standing on the lawn, facing two mountains, each lording over a 
glacier stream, one pitched one quint above the other. Behind me the 
barn where the conference on Chán rhetoric was held. 

I spoke to the thrush, perching on a branch of a pine some ten 
yards away, and said: “Pray tell me, whose are the voices I hear from 
the barn behind my back?” 

“Ah”, replied the thrush, “they are pilgrims from afar, seeking the 
truth.” 

“What truth?,” I said. 
“The truth about The way!,” the thrush replied. “The way to The 

other shore.” 
Looking at my Chinese jacket, the thrush added: “

”  
“ !” No sea in sight. No shore! Two mountains and two 

streams of melting ice, one highly pitched, though not as high as one 
voice from the barn, one of lower pitch, though not as low as another 
voice from the barn. 

“That’s it,” the thrush said, “those mountains are your sea and the 
two streams your shore.” 

Two voices from the barn blended with the voices of the streams, 
one highly pitched, one low. 

“Two mountains a sea? 
Two glacier streams a shore?” 
“It’s windy to-night!” 

 
 
   (Göran Malmqvist) 
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PREFACE 
 

The papers included in this volume are originally based on 
presentations given at a conference on Zen Buddhist rhetoric in the 
autumn of 2008 in Norway. 

The conference took place in the secluded Baroniet Rosendal on 
the west coast of Norway, a place of exquisite natural beauty, 
surrounded by the ocean, mountains, woods, glaciers, and water falls. 
I would like to thank all the participants for their contributions to that 
memorable event. 

The idea for the conference originated from the realization 
that—despite the great amount of secondary literature produced on 

many aspects of Chán/Zen doctrine and history—there were still few 

comparative studies on the aspect of rhetoric and language in 

Chán/Zen/S n genres and texts. This is surprising, since the great 

focus on the use of language, the creation and adaption of genres, and 

an enormous production of literature is of paramount importance for 

the success of the Chán/Zen/S n Schools throughout East Asia. 

Needless to say—faced with the fact of a vast literary production 

during more than 1,300 years, texts belonging to many different 

genres, using different languages and styles, authored and compiled at 

different places and times, and under a variety of historical and 

sociopolitical circumstances—only a few aspects of this vastly 

complex question could be pursued.  

In order to engage in the study of Chán/Zen/S n rhetoric in a 

broader context, the question was approached diachronically and by 

including case studies from different periods and regions in East Asia. 

Significantly, also more general discussions of Indian and Chinese 

Buddhist rhetoric, as well as the study of important developments 

prior to the emergence of Chán, have been included. Hopefully, this 

approach has helped to determine continuities and changes in the 

development of Buddhist genres, rhetoric, and language on a more 

general basis, and embedded the discussion of more specific 

Chán/Zen/S n developments in this broader framework. It was also a 

great concern to include several scholars of Korean Buddhist studies, 

a field—despite the significant contributions of Korean monks to the 

development of Chán/Zen/S n in East Asia—unfortunately still 
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underrepresented as compared to the study of Chinese and Japanese 

Buddhism. 

Another important factor in the approach to the topic has been the 

question of audience and readership: what are the ‘internal’ aspects of 

Chán/Zen/S n texts, and what are the ‘public’ or ‘external’ features? 

As can be deduced from the case studies, many developments in 

Chán/Zen/S n literature and rhetorical strategies have been directly 

triggered and influenced by paradigmatic shifts concerning the 

sociopolitical and institutional framework, or by sectarian struggles. 

As such, the ‘public’ aspect is of paramount importance, for example, 

Chán/Zen/S n rhetoric directed to audiences consisting of members of 

the ruling class, powerful lay supporters, officials, literati, lay 

practitioners, or other important ‘agents’ in society. Modes and 

modalities of Zen rhetoric, the use of language and genres, have 

undergone significant developments and changes based on these 

interactions. 
Some other questions which have been pursued in the course of the 

project, include the following: what were the ‘precedents’ of Chán/ 

Zen/S n literature, how did the development of the ‘narrative’ and the 
great popularity of didactic and entertaining stories influence 
Chán/Zen/S n genres and literature? What were the rhetorical 
strategies in specific texts? How were these strategies adapted to 
different ideological purposes? How did innovations in Chán literature 
interact with other genres and traditions? 

Methodologically, the approach to these topics has tried to 
combine a philological text-based analysis of linguistic devices 
(language, genre, rhetoric devices, etc.) with a discourse-oriented 
analysis (in its broadest sense!), trying to relate the texts and doctrines 
to ‘external’ circumstances, and to reveal aspects of motivation, intent, 
ideology, targeted readerships, and similar questions. 

On behalf of all the contributors, I would like to thank the many 

people who made the conference and the resulting publication 

possible, including Brill’s anonymous reader who gave useful 

comments on earlier versions of the papers. I also want to thank the 

Brill editors Albert Hoffstadt and Patricia Radder for their diligence 

and patience, and Bryan Hugill for proofreading the draft versions of 

the papers. Many thanks to William Bodiford, Jörg Plassen, Steven 

Heine, and Stuart Lachs for their advice concerning the introduction to 

the volume, as well as to Therese Sollien for her great work in 

proofreading the introduction (in addition to assisting with the 
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organization of the conference). I also want to express my special 

gratitude to Göran Malmqvist for participating in the conference and 

for contributing with his vast knowledge concerning Chinese literature 

and language. 

I am much indebted to the two co-organizers of the conference, 

Mark Teeuwen, and Vladimir Tikhonov, as well as to the staff of the 

Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages (Univ. of 

Oslo), especially the Head of the Department, Arne Bugge Amundsen, 

and the Head of Research, Rune Svarverud; in addition, I want to 

express my special thanks to Mona Bjørbæk, Sathya Sritharan, and 

Richard Susegg for their great work in the administration of the 

conference. 

The conference and publication received generous financial 

support from the Norwegian Research Council (NFR) and the 

Department of Oriental and Culture Studies (IKOS). 
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ZEN RHETORIC: AN INTRODUCTION 
 

CHRISTOPH ANDERL 
 

What Kind of Rhetoric…and Why? 

 
The division between ‘China,’ ‘Korea,’ and ‘Japan’ (expediently used 
in the very title of this publication) is to a certain degree artificial, and 
especially in the early stages of Chinese Chán  and Korean S n, 
these regional divisions only make limited sense. Korean monks, for 
example, took a very active part already during the formative period 
of Chán development (as far as in the distant area of nowadays 
Sìchu n ), and there was by no means a one-way transmission 
from China to Korea, but rather a constant exchange between regions. 
In the same way that there are no clear divisions along state borders in 
terms of the characteristics of Buddhist practices and doctrines, Chán 
is no unified phenomenon but there have been many kinds of Chán, 
S n, and Japanese Zen. Especially in the formative period of the Táng 

 Dynasty (618 907), impulses and ideas were emerging from and 
pulsating between cultural and religious ‘hubs,’ for example in the 
form of important centers of Buddhist practice and culture, e.g., large 
cities such as Cháng’ n , Luòyáng , or regions at the 
periphery of or beyond the influence of Chinese control (e.g. 
D nhuáng , the region of nowadays Sìchu n, and Southeast 
China), or in the form of Buddhist communities living in secluded 
monasteries. In accordance with sociopolitical, geographical, 
sectarian, and many other settings and conditions, ideas, practices, and 
doctrines would at times be contained within limited spatial borders, 
and during other periods they would spread with great speed 
throughout large areas. During their journey to other areas, ideas or 
sets of doctrines could undergo significant modifications (e.g., in the 
form of the selection of texts which were circulating, or by 
incorporating influences absorbed during their journey, or based on 
the personal preferences by the human agents transmitting these 
ideas). In addition, having spread to specific areas, these ideas, 
doctrines, or practices would undergo adjustments and modifications, 
and be adapted to local religious and cultural contexts. Although the 
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study of the historical and doctrinal developments of early Chán has 
progressed immensely during the last decades, research of these 
important questions of regional variety is still in its initial phase.1 

This volume does not focus on theoretical discussions on rhetoric,2 
or on the interpretation of Zen doctrines. Rather, it is an attempt to 
identify concrete linguistic and rhetorical devices and ‘rhetorical 
modes’ that have been used in Chán, S n, and Zen texts at specific 
times and occasions, and relate them to sociopolitical, doctrinal, and 
sectarian contexts; as well as pursuing questions concerning motives, 
continuities or changes of rhetorical strategies, and target-audiences. 

It suffices to note that in China—as in the case of ancient 
Greece—the relationship between language/rhetoric and ‘truth’ was a 
question of ardent discussion among Buddhists, especially from the 6th 
century onwards. As will be discussed below—despite the pre- 
dominant negative attitude towards words frequently expressed in Zen 
texts, stressing their incapability to express the ultimate truth—we 
find ample reference in late Táng and Sòng  (960 1279) sources, 
for example, that enlightenment was triggered/conditioned exactly by 
words. Linguistically, this is not indicated by constructions with 
coverbs/prepositions indicating ‘cause’ or ‘dependence’ (such as y n 

 or y  ), as we would expect, but it is idiomatically expressed by 
using an extended meaning of the relative place word xià ‘under’ 

(typically, yán-xià dà wù  ‘he was greatly enlightened 
based on these words’). To my knowledge this construction yán-xià is 
not current in other text-types, and seems to be specific ‘Chán/Zen 
language’ (‘UNDER > AT THE OCCASION OF (?) > caused by, triggered 
by words’). Why was this unusual construction chosen? As will be 
demonstrated below, in ‘Chán/Zen language’ the semantics of 
common words are frequently manipulated or metaphorically 
extended, rare words are introduced or ‘revived,’ and even 

                                                 
1 E.g., the form of Chán practiced in the Northwestern regions, most importantly in 
D nhuáng during the Táng Dynasty; or, later on, the specific varieties of Chán 
developed in the non-Chinese context of the Liáo  (Khitan), the Tangut (scholars 
such as Kiril Sollonin have recently addressed this issue), or the translation of Chán 
scriptures into Uyghur (an aspect studied by Peter Zieme, Berlin-Brandenburgische 
Akademie der Wissenschaften). Recently, a large project on Tibetan Chán has been 
initiated by Sam VanSchaik (“Tibetan Zen,” funded by the British Academy, 
2011 2013). 
2 On a short discussion concerning the differences between Western and Indian/ 
Chinese rhetoric, see the article by Jens Braarvig.  
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grammatical constructions are used in unusual ways. Thus we can 
speculate that xià in this usage is meant to indicate that the words that 
triggered the insight were not ‘common’ words, or words based on the 
canonical scriptures, 3  but rather the ‘live words’ (recorded in 
vernacular language in encounter dialogues) of the masters.  

Posing the question concerning the relation of rhetoric vis-à-vis 
‘truth’ in Western philosophy, it is probably more appropriate to focus 
on rhetoric and its relation to the Two Truths paradigma (i.e., a 
‘relative’ vs. an ‘ultimate’ truth) in the context of East Asian 
Buddhism. How did Chán adepts navigate between a feeling of deep 
distrust towards the capabilities of language concerning its capacity to 
express the ultimate truth on the one hand, and a huge literary output 
and great creativity concerning the invention of genres and the use of 
language on the other hand? The following factors seemed to have 
played an important role: the application of multilayered literary 
structures and heterogeneous genre features within single texts, the 
introduction of written representations of the colloquial language(s) 
(representing the ‘live words’ of the masters of old), an extensive use 
of metaphorical, non-referential and poetic language, as well as the 
inclusion of non-linguistic signs. These were creative strategies to 
solve the underlying paradox between the conviction concerning the 
limitations of linguistic expression, and the necessity of using 
language to express one’s views and to spread the message of Chán, 
as well as attracting the attention of supporters and potential 
consumers of Chán/Zen/S n literature.  

Concerning the topic of ‘persuasion,’ Dale Wright notes: 

“Two basic features place this discursive practice in contrast to the 
rhetorical tradition of Western thought. First, we notice that the political 
or polis-oriented character of early Greek rhetoric and the forensic or 
legal context of Roman rhetoric shape this tradition toward a discourse 
of persuasion. Indeed, rhetoric comes to be defined and constituted as 
the ‘art of persuasive communication’ […]. By contrast we have seen 
that the particular way in which Buddhist principles come to be 
manifest in medieval Chán practice renders persuasion, by rational or 
emotive means, irrelevant to their concern.”4 

                                                 
3 Of course, also in this respect we encounter many exceptions, for example, the 
Sixth Patriarch in spe Huìnéng was enlightened the moment he heard somebody 
reciting the Diamond S tra (Skr. Vajracchedik prajñ p ramit  s tra). 
4 Wright 1993:23 40. 
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I think that there is still a very strong element of persuasion in 
many Chán records—based on their ‘public’ nature and the aim to 
attract the attention of the potential readers and supporters.5 The 
element of ‘persuasion’ is, thus, frequently directed towards an 
external readership. However, the persuasion does not necessarily 
concern a doctrinal issue or specific argument (although these features 
are also present in Chán texts), but the persuasion—in the Recorded 

Sayings, for example, embedded in sequences of dialogues—is often 
of a more fundamental kind: it concerns the question of the general 
superiority of the Chán master and by extension the Chán faction or 
‘school’ he is representing. This form of persuasion often creates a 
two-fold rhetorical structure in the text, ‘persuading’ or defeating the 
opponent, and at the same time hoping to persuade the reader, as well. 
The matter of right or wrong concerning a specific doctrinal issue 
often ends with a judgment on a specific person (the oppenent being 
defined as ‘ignorant’ and incapable of formulating the truth). As is 
amply illustrated in this volume, this device reminds us of the 
procedures of a court trial. Although this approach predates the 
appearance of g ngàn (J. k an) literature, in the g ngàn genre 
of the Sòng this aspect of Chán rhetoric becomes prominent and 
embedded in specific literary structures. Even though this remains 
somewhat hypothetical at this point, it is tempting to reflect on the 
roots of this aspect of Chán literature in the broader context of Táng 
Buddhism and medieval Chinese culture. 6  Also on the level of 
‘popular’ Buddhism, the procedures and power structures of the 
Chinese legal system had a profound impact. Most prominently, it is 
reflected in the depiction and description of ‘legal’ procedures which 
the deceased (the ‘culprit’) had to undergo in his meetings with the ten 
kings/judges (shíwáng , among them King Yama) of the 
underworld (directly mirroring the procedures of the secular legal 
system). The question of ‘guilt’ or ‘innocence’ and the subsequent 
judgment (for example, to rebirth in one of the hells, or to one of the 
other forms of existence within the Six Destinies, liùdào ), is 

                                                 
5 It should be noted here that the earliest rhetorically charged Chán texts seem to have 
been written on the occasion of Chán’s entering the public light of the medieval 
megacities of Cháng’ n and Luòyáng during the end of the 7th century and the Chán 
movement soon becoming closely associated with members of the imperial 
household.  
6 As demonstrated below, the appearance of typical historiographic Chán genres was 
inspired by imperial historiography and lineage systems. 
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usually beyond the influence of the culprit and the power rests 
ultimately in the hands of the judges.7 Similarly, the status of the 
Chán master guarantees him the judgment on ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 
regardless of the arguments brought forth by his opponent or disciples. 
He is empowered by his participation in the Chán lineage (in the same 
way as the judge or official is empowered by his appointment through 
the imperial court) and the ‘superior wisdom’ implied by this 
position.8 

I also think that Chán’s silence concerning questions of ethics9 in a 
traditional Buddhist sense and the appearance of many ‘short-cut’ 

                                                 
7 For a thorough study of this subject, see Teiser 2003. Besides the kings, also other 
figures could influence the process of judgement, such as the children of the culprit 
(through rituals and offerings) and the Bodhisattva K itigarbha. The point is that the 
judgment is not necessarily based on the bad or good deeds which the deceased 
performed during his life, but rather on factors completely beyond the influence of the 
culprit. 
8 This view is still often echoed in the context of contemporary Zen practice in the 
West, stressing that a ‘regular mind’ cannot grasp the mysterious behaviour of an 
enlightened Zen master (and ultimately, deviant or transgressing behaviour is excused 
by this rhetorical device). 
9 On the reinterpretation of traditional ethical categories, see the contribution Coming 

to Terms with Terms. For early Chán in the context of ‘[precept] platform’ (tán  
being a translation of Skr. ma ala, Ch. màntúluó ) rituals and ceremonies, 
see Anderl 2011a:15f and Anderl 2011b (with a focus on the Platform S tra). These 
practices are also described in the Lìdài f b o jì (LDFBJ) and were an 

important part of the Chán style of the B otáng  School during the 8th century in 
Sìchu n. 

On these platforms the precepts were conferred during the guànd ng  (lit. 
‘sprinkling water on the forehead;’ Skr. abhi eka) ceremony, an activity which also 
the charismatic monk Shénhuì was known for. In his article on D nhuáng Chán 
manuscripts, Sørensen (1989) discusses the syncretic features of many D nhuáng 
Chán scriptures and mentions a rather long text which seems to be an almalgation of 
practices conventionally referred to as esoteric and Chán Buddhism. This scripture 
(claiming to be authored by the Esoteric Master Amoghavajra) on the D nhuáng 
manuscript Pelliot Chinois 3913 with the elephantine name (which I will not attempt 
to translate here) J ng ng jùnj ng j ng ng d ng y qiè rúlái sh nmiào mìmì j ng ng jiè 

dà s nmèiyé xi xíng sìshíèr-zh ng tánf j ng zuòyòng w i f  yízé dà Pílúzh nà-fó 

j ng ng x ndì f mén mìf -jiè tánf  yízé 

 is written in the style of a s tra but has been identified as apocryphon 
probably dating from the late Táng. The text is more concisely also referred to as 
Ritual Guidelines for the Platform Dharma (Tánf  yízé ). The text is 
divided into thirty-five sections, each section dealing with a specific function of the 
Platform ceremonies. The instructions are very detailed and include the exact size and 
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approaches to salvation or enlightenment that appeared in the context 
of medieval Chinese Buddhism indirectly played an important role in 
this development. These issues became very significant for the 
development of Buddhist traditions in East Asia. Traditional 
Buddhists ethics was firmly rooted in the assumption that 
unwholesome actions, speech acts, and thoughts would necessarily 
entail unfavorable results, and vice versa good actions, etc. would 
eventually lead (at least theoretically after countless life times of 
spiritual practice or the performance of good deeds) to liberation/ 
enlightenment. There was a definite theoretical ‘logical’ connection 
and chain of causation between the actions of an individual and the 
ensuing results. However, as can be evidenced by many (often 
non-canonical but very popular) texts of medieval Chinese Buddhism, 
the reality of Buddhist practice and ritual developed in a different 
direction.10 

                                                                                                         
material for building the platforms, as well as the dates when the rituals should be 
performed for the specific purposes. In addition, the decoration and the rituals to be 
performed are described in great detail, as well as the merits achieved through the 
performance of these rituals. It is noteworthy that in many sections the role of the 
ruler is emphasized and many rituals are connected to the protection of the state 
(hùguó ; on this concept, see also below) and its people. The last part of the text 
is the longest and most elaborate and deals with the transmission of Chán (from page 
113, line 5 onwards in the D nhuáng booklet). After the description of the 
transmission of the Indian patriarchs, the Six Chán patriarchs from Bodhidharma (the 
32rd Patriarch, page 138 of the booklet, following the sequence of patriarchs of the 
B olín zhuàn) to Huìnéng (37th Patriarch) are described. It is interesting that the 
appellation z   ‘patriarch’ (or z sh  ) is not used (as typically done in Chán 
transmission texts), but the rather long appellation fù f zàng rénshèngzh  

 ‘benevolent sage transmitting the Dharma-treasure.’ As a special feature, the 
transmission between the patriarchs takes place after they ascended to the ‘Diamond 
Realm of Vairoccana’ (Dà pílú j ng ng jiè ). As such Chán 
transmission—mixed with the description of platform rituals for the laity—is placed 
in a somewhat unusual and ‘esoteric’ framework. The transmission is also placed at 
the stage of attainment of the ‘8th level of Bodhisattvahood.’ After the description of 
this transmission the text returns to the ‘Platform dharmas’ (the text enumerates 42 of 
those) as the essence of the Buddhist teachings and the foundation of attaining 
‘unexcelled bodhi’ (wúshàng pútí ). The object of transmission is identified 
as ‘the secretly transmitted mind-seal’ (mì chuán x nyìn dìxiàng , 
page142). 
10 One of the many ‘short-cut’ approaches to liberation included the practice of 
copying Buddhist scriptures. Specifically, apocryphal texts often promised a nearly 
infinite amount of merit or even the very attainment of buddhahood and liberation 
through the act of copying a text. 
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Internal vs. External Functions of Chán Texts 

A special focus in this book will be on the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ 
aspects of Chán/S n/Zen rhetoric, i.e., the question to what audience 
and readership Chán discourse was directed during specific periods 
and circumstances, and to what degree Chán texts constituted ‘public 
documents’ 11  as opposed to texts primarily directed towards an 
internal readership of Chán monks and practitioners (or 
simultaneously to several target audiences). Of great interest is also 
the question how the Chán clergy reacted and adapted to sociopolitical 
changes, sectarian and doctrinal challenges and paradigmatic shifts in 
the relationship to supporters, target audiences or institutional settings. 
How did Chán/Zen/S n react to these factors in terms of literary 
production, the invention or use of genres, as well as the range of 
linguistic and rhetorical means deployed in texts?  

Structure as Rhetorical Device 

Many Chán texts have a heterogeneous structure and this 
‘multi-genre’ approach serves several purposes. Chinese Chán 
scriptures often use layers of different language styles (e.g., Literary, 
Buddhist Hybrid, and colloquial Chinese), possibly as an attempt to 
implement the ‘Two Truths’-model on the linguistic and literary level, 
trying to bridge the paradox that is implied in the claim of being 
independent of the scriptural teachings (since the ultimate truth is 
beyond the realm of linguistic signs) and the necessity of literary 
production. The implementing of the ‘spoken word’ in written form 
was maybe an attempt to solve this dilemma. Using the vernacular as 
means of expression tries to go beyond the ‘teachings based on 
(written) words,’ and the ‘live words’ of the master were meant to 
reflect an ‘ultimate truth.’ 

Seeking new forms of literary expression was probably also 
motivated by the fierce sectarian competition between Buddhists 
factions during the time of the emergence of the Chán School. After 
intense discussions and adaptations concerning Buddhist doctrines and 
practices during the 6th and early 7th centuries, many aspects of 
doctrine, practice, and ritual had become more or less common ground 
for the majority of Buddhist factions. Since doctrinal aspects were 

                                                 
11 An expression used in McRae 2003. 
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often difficult to distinguish, the focus shifted partially away from 
these discussions to the question of how the religious message should 
be conveyed and by what means support from the public could be 
attracted. 

The Development of the Narrative and Chán Literature 

One of the key events in the development of Chán Buddhist literature 
was the gradual adoption/adaptation of the narrative as means of 
transporting religious messages. Whereas many key texts of early 
Chán literature were written in the form of treatises using a language 
which occasionally is referred to as Buddhist Hybrid Chinese (i.e., a 
language based on literary Chinese intermixed with Buddhist 
terminology and syntactic constructions typically used in translation 
literature, in addition to a few vernacular elements), from the middle 
of the Táng Dynasty onwards the use of dialogues and ‘story telling’ 
became one of the prominent features of Chán texts. The first peak of 
this new development was reached during the Five Dynasties period 
(907 960) and the early Sòng, and the typical Chán genres, such as 
the Transmission of the Lamp Texts (Transmission Texts) and 
Recorded Sayings literature, started to enjoy tremendous popularity 
well beyond the limits of a strictly Chán Buddhist context. The exact 
circumstances concerning the emergence of these genres centered 
around the historiographic narratives are still not quite clear, but it 
seems to be grounded in the broader context of Buddhist literary 
production (such as the highly colloquial Transformation Texts) and 
the gradual transformation of the vernacular language into a legitimate 
means of expression. However, the roots for this development seem to 
go back to pre-Táng times and are grounded in the increasing interest 
in texts in which Buddhist doctrines and ethical issues are wrapped in 
instructive and didactic stories. 

In his contribution ‘Thus Have I Heard’ and Other Claims to 

Authenticity, Bart Dessein addresses the setting of canonical 
Buddhist texts within a literary context and tradition. As an 
important feature the scriptural tradition is rooted in the oral 
tradition of Indian literature. He points out that early Indian prose 
usually does not aim at convincing the listener/reader of a 
specific truth. With the appearance of Buddhist texts the situation 
changed drastically, aiming at converting the audience to the 
truth of Buddha’s teachings. This shift also entailed the 
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appearance of new rhetorical devices which Dessein labels 
‘inter-textual’ and ‘intra-textual.’ The process of committing 
Buddhist texts to a written form probably started in the 1st 
century BC. Not being in the possession of a long tradition of 
oral transmission the adherents of Mah y na seem to have 
concentrated on the written tradition, an example which 
eventually was followed by the Therav dins. Writings began to 
serve the function of defining specific doctrinal standpoints in an 
increasingly sectarian environment. In addition, this entailed a 
dual form of transmission, one based on written texts, and the 
other one on oral versions, each employing different rhetorical 
devices. Dessein provides ample evidence of the development of 
this sectarian aspect within the Sarv stiv da School, and 
illustrates the rhetorical strategies used to attract and convince an 
‘external’ audience. By using the concepts of ‘intra-’ and 
‘inter-textual’ devices, the gradual development of these 
strategies is shown. 

Concerning the popularization of Buddhist messages in the form of 
entertaining and didactic stories, two of the most popular works in this 
respect are the One Hundred Parables S tra (B iyù j ng ) and 
the S tra of the Talented and the Stupid (Xiányù j ng ).12  

As Christoph Harbsmeier points out in his contribution Reading 

the One Hundred Parables S tra, it is all about “entering nirv a 
with a smile.” Narrative works like the B iyù j ng avoid any 
sophisticated doctrinal and ethical discussions but rather illustrate 
Buddhist key issues in the form of witty and entertaining stories, 
which were understandable also for less educated people. 
Harbsmeier provides a detailed linguistic and rhetorical analysis 
of the preface to the text, illustrating in detail the typical mix of 
styles and linguistic devices, combining Literary Chinese with the 
lexical and syntactic items typical for the Chinese used in 
translation literature, as well as including vulgar expressions and 
colloquialisms. Harbsmeier shows that many linguistic and 
rhetorical features found later in Chán texts have their origin in 
this kind of Buddhist narrative literature. The analysis of such 
narrative texts also shows how much they have been adapted to a 
Chinese audience, rather than being directly translated from 
Sanskrit. Buddhists at that time were keenly aware of the fact that 
purely doctrinal texts had limitations for spreading the Buddhist 

                                                 
12 For extensive bibliographic references to the B iyù j ng, see the bibliography in the 
article of Christoph Harbsmeier. 
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message to a broader audience and rather ‘packed’ these messages 
into entertaining narratives, or ‘playful s tras,’ as Harbsmeier 
refers to them. 

The S tra of the Wise and the Stupid
13 was so popular and widely 

read that many depictions of avad nas and j takas (i.e., dramatic 
stories about Buddha’s previous rebirths) were based on these texts, 
rather than on more canonical versions of the stories. This tendency is 
exemplified by the wall-paintings of the Mòg o  Caves at 
D nhuáng.  

Curiously, one of the earliest references to the didactic stories in 
the Chán Buddhist context was precisely ‘avad na’ (y nyuán ), a 
term usually used for certain types of Buddhist narratives.14 However, 
in the traditional avad na accounts the seed and ‘cause’ for the future 
career as bodhisattva or Buddha is laid by extreme deeds of 
selflessness and virtue (typically, the virtues of giving, patience and 
perseverance, including the sacrifice of one’s body),15 illustrated in 
the numerous j taka stories which give an account of Buddha’s 
former lives. These accounts had on the one hand clearly didactic 
purposes; on the other hand they explained why kyamuni became a 
Buddha and how he created the foundation for his career as 
enlightened being and saviour. As the term y nyuán suggests, there is 
a clear causal connection between his countless good deeds and his 
rebirth as Buddha. J taka stories enjoyed enormous popularity 
especially at the beginning of the Táng dynasty, and there was a 
revival of the genre at the end of the Táng and the early Sòng. 

                                                 
13 T. 4, no. 202: Damam ka-nid na s tra, translated in 445 by Huìjué ; more 
generally on the genre of ‘causality texts’: “[…] are a genre consisting of stories of 
allegories showing the causal relationship between actions in one existence and those 
in a subsequent existence.” (Sasaki/Kirchner 2009:419). 
14 Lit. ‘cause and conditions’ or ‘primary and secondary causes’ (Skr. hetu-pratyaya); 
besides its reference to nid na and avad na the term was also used to translate 
‘dependent origination’ (Skr. part tya-samutp da). According to Griffith Foulk “in 
the Japanese popular imagination, the idea that certain events were ‘bound to happen’ 
because they were the result of actions taken or relationships fostered in past lives.” 
(DDB, entry on ). The term y nyuán has dozens of interpretations in Buddhist 
dictionaries. It should be noted that it can also refer to a monk’s family background in 
biographies, e.g. zúxìng y nyuán  “causes and conditions of his clan and 
family” (Chen 2007:65). On Chán and ‘kinship,’ see Faure 1991:23f. 
15 Self-immolation was a very popular Buddhist practice in medieval China, as well 
as in the larger East Asian context; for a study of this issue, see Benn 2007. 
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It is interesting to note that early references to ‘cases’ (essential 
utterances by Chán masters on the basis of which the huàtóu, ‘catch 
phrases,’ and g ngàn/k an developed) exactly involved the term 
y nyuán. In the 10th century historiographic Chán text Z táng jí 

16  (ZTJ, Collection From the Patriarchs’ Hall), y nyuán was 
frequently used and was the most important term referring to these 
essential words by the masters. 

“What about the case of non-sentients?” (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974: 
1.117) 

Frequently, the term y nyuán is the object of transitive verbs 
referring to specific Chán vocabulary, e.g. j   ‘LIFT UP > bring up 
for discussion, cite (a case of old, story, etc.),’ or ni n ‘PICK UP WITH 

THE FINGERS > take/bring up (for discussion), cite.’ Y nyuán can be 
modified (e.g. by pronouns, or specified by phrases), quantified and 
counted, and also appears with nominal classifiers such as zé , gè 

, and zhu n :  

The Emperor thereupon summoned D nyuán and took up this case, 
asking: “What is the meaning of it?” (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:1.129)

Dàowù said: “What kind of y nyuán on the Buddha-dharma are there?” 
The monk cited several (lit. ‘two-three’) y nyuán, and thereupon Dàowù 
rejoiced. (ibid.:2.019) 

“Yesterday I answered one (y  zhu n ) y nyuán by that monk.” 
(ibid.:5.025) 

The syntactic structures it is used with indicates that y nyuán refers 
to clearly delineated ‘chunks’ or segments of narratives, countable 
entities of ‘cases’ and stories of the masters circulating already during 
the time of the compilation of ZTJ and used for didactic purposes and 
discussions, as well as for expounding and interpreting the Chán 
teachings (as illustrated by the example above, y nyuán can also be 

                                                 
16 Although during the Sòng other references to the cases of the masters of old were 
used, the term y nyuán is still occasionally encountered in Chán texts during that 
period, e.g., in the LJL:  (“The case/story of Línjì breaking [the rules 
of] the summer [retreat],” LJL, ed. Sasaki/Kirchner 2009:326). 
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‘answered’). Why was this term used for referring to essential Chán 
phrases and stories which illustrate the enlightened behaviour of the 
masters of old? Is it a direct allusion to the popular genre of avad na 
narratives,17 indicating that the accounts of the deeds and sayings of 
the masters belong to the group of non-doctrinal didactic texts? Or is 
the emphasis rather on the notion of ‘causation’? Maybe the use of the 
term was meant to draw the attention of the reader to a similar 
function of Buddhist avad na and Chán cases: in the same way the 
heroic deeds by the protagonists described in the j taka and avad na 
narratives eventually conditioned the rebirth as a buddha or 
bodhisattva and the attainment of salvation (as well as encouraging the 
reader of the stories to take a similar path), the enigmatic and 
densified Chán cases were thought to encapsulate the insight of the 
masters and the essence of the Buddha, having the power to cause 
(and transfer) this insight and trigger similar experiences in the mind 
of the practitioner or succeeding masters (who use these stories as 
didactic and expedient means).18 The above assumption must remain 
tentative at this point and the relationship of the development of Chán 
Buddhist genres and expedient teaching devices in relationship to 
narrative literature will need more thorough research. 

Early Chán Texts from D nhuáng 

The Chán texts discovered at D nhuáng19 in the beginning of the 20th 
century gives us unique insights in developments concerning the early 
Chán movement. They are doctrinally, structurally, and linguistically 
were different from the ‘classical’ Chán literature produced during the 
Sòng Dynasty. 20  One of the first major paradigm shifts can be 

                                                 
17 Y nyuán referring to avad na also appears in an early text which became important 
for the formation of Chán transmission theories: Fù f zàng [y nyuán] zhuàn 
[ ]  Account of the [Av dana] of the Transmission of the Dharma Treasure 
(T.50 no.2058: 297a-322b): “This is a Buddhist transmission history compiled in 
China from a number of different sources. It narrates the sequential transmission of 
the Dharma from Mah k yapa to Si ha Bhik u and is the basis of the Lìdài f b o jì 
author’s account of the transmission of the Indian patriarchs” (Adamek 2007:516). 
18 This hypothesis about the ‘conditioning’ power of Chán utterances would also fit 
well to the parallel development of the image of the Chán master into a ‘living 
Buddha.’ 
19 On early Chán texts from the D nhuáng findings, see also the contribution Coming 

to Terms with Terms. 
20 Sørensen (1989:117) on the D nhuáng Chán manuscripts: “One of the main 
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observed when early Chán (often referred to as D ngsh n , ‘East 
Mountain’ School) enters the public light of the Táng capitals during 
the end of the 7th century: 

“As environments of rhetorical exchange and religious discourse, there 
was a radical difference between East Mountain and the two capitals, 
with its literate society and incomparable larger urban scale, that 
well-written texts were required for disseminating the teachings.”21 

The rhetorical shift towards the public is also accompanied by a 
growing focus on lay-orientation, and Buddhist practices were often 
illustrated in the framework of activities of daily life. This orientation 
towards a lay audience became even more significant from the middle 
of the 8th century onwards, for example in texts attributed to the 
rhetorician Shénhuì (670 762),22 the D nhuáng versions of the 
Platform S tra, 23  as well as in the Lìdài f b o jì  
(LDFBJ) of the Sìchu n B otáng  faction of Chán. 

                                                                                                         
characteristics of the D nhuáng Chán manuscripts is their great diversity in terms of 
literature. Despite the fact that several manuscripts testify to a relatively high literary 
standard, a large number of them have been written in a decidedly provincal or even 
countrified form, not to mention the countless basic scribal errors, something which 
can only be explained as a lack of proper schooling at the part of the writer.” 
21 McRae 2003:49. 
22 “Shénhuì’s success is due in large part to his skilful manipulation of the symbols of 
ritual politics so that the literati audience (mainly bureaucrats, but also some monks) 
were captivated and won over by his propaganda. Shénhuì used the literati ideal of the 
orthodox lineage, or rather the idea of the legitimate imperial clan lineage, to try to 
convince his audience that his was the legitimate line of succession, and that the 
leading lights of Northern Chán were pretenders to the ‘throne’ of Chán Buddhism” 
(Jorgensen 1987:96; on Chán transmission, see also below); and generally, on the 
relationship between lay people and Chán masters: “On the whole, Chán teachers 
were successful in presenting their doctrines and traditions in ways that appealed to 
the spiritual predilections and horizons of expectation of elite segments of Táng 
society. Cultivated literati and officials of the imperial bureaucracy—including many 
of the leading figures in the Táng’s intellectual, literary, and political spheres—were 
key supporters of various Chán teachers and the monastic groups associated with 
them, as well as main recipients of their teachings in their oral and textual forms. The 
need to reach out to and communicate with this important audience was undoubtedly a 
contributing factor to the manner in which Chán monks conveyed their personal 
insights and formulated their ideas about diverse facets of the Buddhist path. 
Moreover, the literati were also actively involved in the recording of Chán history, as 
they typically wrote the stele inscriptions that became main sources of information 
about the lives of individual Chán teachers” (Poceski 2007b:10). 
23 Concerning the Platform S tra, McRae (2003:66) comments in the following way: 
“In addition, the text clearly admits laypeople to full participation in this process, 
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In the early Xi  x nyào lùn  (Treatise on the Essentials 

of Cultivating the Mind), a work reflecting the teachings of the ‘Fifth 
Patriarch’ Hóngr n (601 674), there is already a clear 
multi-layered rhetorical structure. On the one hand doctrinal issues are 
discussed in the form of dialogues with anonymous disciples (in the 
alternating pattern wèn yu  … dá yu  … ‘[somebody] 
asked…, [the master] answered…’), on the other hand the text is also 
directed to an (not necessarily monastic) external audience, i.e., the 
reader of the text. In the dialogues there are not only doctrinal 
expositions but the master is also directly addressing his disciples in 
the form of exhortations. Typical topics current among Buddhists at 
that time are taken up in the conversations and explained with the 
repertoire of certain key terms, usually relating to the mind or mental 
activities.24  

                                                                                                         
something that the monastic recruiter and fund-raiser Shénhuì never did. (For him 
laypeople were potential converts to the monastic life or, in some cases, prominent 
scholar-officials who lent prestige to his activities.) The Platform S tra inherits the 
style of reinterpreting conventional Buddhist pronouncements as meditation 
instructions that had been originally developed by Shénxiù and that was maintained to 
some extent by Shénhuì and to an even greater degree by the Oxhead [Niútóu ] 
School.” 
24 David Chappell notices an emphasis on direct teachings styles and ‘experience’ 
already in early Chán texts (however, I think, many of these texts still used a rather 
conservative style typical for treatises), connecting to the ‘Pure Conversation’ q ngtán 

 tradition of argumentation, and rhetorical contests popular during the Six 
Dynasties period. Chappell refers to this as the earliest hermeneutical phase of Chán, 
exemplified by texts such as Dàox n’s  (580 651) Rùdào nx n yào f ngbiàn 

f mén  (The Dharma-gate of Essential Expedient Means of 

Entering the Way and Pacifying the Mind), and Hóngr n’s  (600 674) Xi  

x nyào lùn. Another group includes texts attributed to Shénxiù (606? 706) and 
his circle, such as the Yuánmíng lùn  (Treatise of Perfected Insight), Gu nx n 

lùn  (Treatise on the Contemplation of Mind), a text traditionally attributed to 
Bodhidharma, but written in the circle of the ‘Northern School’ master Shénxiù, and 
the Dàshèng w  f ngbiàn  (The Five Expedient Means of the Mah y na, 
ed. in T.85, no.2834), with many references to s tras such as the Vimalak rti and 
La k vat ra: “As a hermeneutical device, the doctrine of an esoteric teaching was 
used (1) to justify the role of the enlightened master, (2) to allow a certain measure of 
freedom from scholasticism and literal interpretation of texts, (3) to support the idea 
that each text had a ‘cardinal meaning,’ and (4) to protect the central article of faith 
that the underlying meaning was the same in all authentic Buddhist writings.” 
(Chappell 1988:194). Another group of texts include the early Transmission Texts 
such as F rú’s  Epitaph (689 AD), the Chuán f b o jì  (Record on 

the Transmission of the Dharma Treasure, by Dù F i , ed. in T.85, no.2838), 
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Chán Poetry 

Sections in verse-form have traditionally been an integral part of 
Buddhist literature, frequently summing up key passages of the 
preceding narratives. Already in the D nhuáng corpus sections in 
verse-form played an important role in the structure of Chán texts. At 
the latest since the Platform S tra’s famous description of the poetry 
competition between the ‘Northern School’ monk Shénxiù and the 
illiterate Huìnéng, poetry has been regarded as a legitimate way of 
expressing a monk’s degree of insight, and instances of enlightenment 
have often been ‘verified’ by the composition of stanzas. 25  As 

                                                                                                         
and the Léngqié sh z  jì  (Record of the Masters and Disciples of the 

La k [vat ra-s tra]), by Jìngjué , ca. 714; ed. in T.85, no.2837): “This lineage 
and its transmission of an elitist and esoteric teaching of the Buddha based on the 
Awakening of Faith and the La k vat ra tradition became formalized in the early 
eighth century in the Chuán f b o jì (Annals of the Transmission of the 
Dharma-treasure). In spite of the Chán emphasis on mind and nonreliance on any 
external authority, the role of the enlightened master and the importance of an explicit 
line of transmission were used in this text to form a substitute structure of authority 
and legitimacy” (ibid.:196). For bibliographic references to the D nhuáng 
manuscripts and editions of these texts, see Yanagida 1974b; for a description and a 
discussion in the context of early Chán, see McRae 1986; for extensive references to 
Chinese Chán texts, see also the bibliographies of Adamek 2007 and Sasaki/Kirchner 
2009:365 436; for a useful discussion of D nhuáng Chán texts (including their 
relation to esoteric texts), see Sørensen 1989. 
25 For a collection of Chán poetry found on D nhuáng manuscripts, see W ng 
Fànzh u 2002:152-181. Poetry also played a prominent role in Chán transmission, see 
for example the ‘transmission verses’ in the B olín zhuàn  (BLZ, 801; see 
also Poceski 2007a:29) and the Z táng jí  (ZTJ, ca. 952). For examples 
dating from the Sòng Dynasty, see the transmission from the Chinese master Fózhào 
Dégu ng  (1121 1203) to N nin , the founder of the sect Dharmash  

. The transmission was actually performed in the form of a literary device, i.e., 
a poem (Bodiford 1991:424f.). Sòng Dynasty models of Chán poetry set the standard 
which was followed also by Japanese Zen monks of the Kamakura and Muromachi 
periods (1185 1568); on this issue, see Pollack 1979:504: “These poems are 
successful partly because of the apparent ease with which the poets observe the 
Chinese rules of tonal regulations, antithesis, and rhyme while making apt use of 
Japanese vocabulary” (ibid.:507). On the role of death poems in Japanese funeral 
rituals, see Bodiford 1992:151,160; see also Faure 1991:187 191. On poetical 
language in Chán, see Faure 1993:205f., on the identity of Chán and poetry, see 
ibid.:208-209, in the Japanese context, ibid.:209 211; “Muj  [ ] deems necessary 
to reinforce this conception with notions derived from Japanese literary theories and 
esoteric Buddhism. The equation between Japanese poetry (in particular the waka 
genre) and esoteric dh ra  (J. waka soku darani [ ]) is a recurrent 
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Carmen Meinert has recently shown, by analyzing Chán poetry in 
D nhuáng texts, that sections of poems were frequently reused similar 
to the use of ‘Textbausteine’ in narrative texts.26 

In his paper Beyond Perfection – The Rhetoric of Chán Poetry in 

Wáng Wéi’s W ng Stream Collection, Halvor Eifring analyzes 
the phenomenon of how famous poets retrospectively were 
linked with Chán, and how ‘Chán-like feelings’ were discovered 
in poems—quite detached from Chán institutional settings, a 
situation not unlike the modern reception of Chán in the West 
when typical cultural phenomena in China and Japan were 
retrospectively linked to Chán/Zen. Through this device Chán/ 
Zen is divorced from its religious and institutional settings and 
reduced to its esthetic dimension. Eifring stresses the important 
lay Buddhist perspective of literati based on which the difference 
between the effects of Chán and poetry disappear. Through 
reinterpretations of Chán during Míng  (1368 1644) times 
the Táng poet Wáng Wéi becomes closely related to Chán. 
Analyzing the structural, linguistic, and rhetoric features of the 
W ng Stream collection—usually not associated with Buddhist 
poetry—Eifring shows that Wáng Wéi employs devices that aim, 
for example, at creating the impression of an unrestrained and 
liberated mind; aspects which were very attractive to the Míng 
readers and at that time associated with Chán literature. Wáng 
Wéi’s literary devices were thus reinterpreted as an expression of 
‘subtle enlightenment,’ which was regarded as a basic feature of 
both Chán and poetry.  

Strategies of Recording the Spoken Word 

TRANSCRIBING THE SPOKEN WORD 

Victor Mair has pointed out the great impact Buddhism had on the 
creation of the written vernacular in Asia: “[…] nearly all of the 
written vernaculars east of the Pamirs to the Pacific Ocean were a 

                                                                                                         
theme in medieval Japanese Buddhism, and the syncretistic theories (honji suijaku [

]) of esoteric Buddhism played a significant role in the Buddhist legitimization 
of poetry” (ibid.:209 210). 
26 See Meinert 2008; on ‘Textbausteine’ taken from a ‘text pool,’ see also Sørensen 
1989:126 127, and “hence it is apparent that there was a sort of ‘text pool’ or ‘source 
pool’ of Chán literature in D nhuáng from which the local authors made their own 
compositions according to the circumstances” (ibid.:134). 
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direct result of the Buddhist missionary enterprise” 27  and that 
basically all vernacular or semi-vernacular writing before Sòng times 
were done by Buddhists: “With such tremendous emphasis on the 
presumed orality of the canon, there might have been resistance to 
rendering it in stilted, ‘unsayable’ LS [Literary Sinitic].” 28  This 
preoccupation with orality was manifested by an unprecedented focus 
on sound, i.e., systems to indicate pronunciation, rhyme dictionaries, 
dh ra i, recitation of the Buddha’s name, psalmody, popular lectures, 
sacred singing and chanting, and the use of mantras.29  

One of the most important features of Chán genres is the 
integration of the ‘spoken word’ in textual form. This development 
reached an initial peak with the introduction of the colloquial 
Transmission Texts in the 10th century, paralleled and preceded by the 
appearance of the popular Buddhist Transformation Texts (biànwén 

),30 which were designed as didactic stories directed towards a 
lay audience. One of the many differences between the genres of 
Transmission and Transformation Texts seems to be the targeted 
audience: whereas the Transformation Texts have been composed in 
the context of multimedia performances (including iconographic 
materials, story-telling, recitations, maybe also accompanied by music 
and other types of performances) targeted at a general (and not 
necessarily very educated) audience, already the earliest Chán 
historical texts, on the other hand, seem to have been written rather for 
an elite audience. The ZTJ, for example, was composed for the 
military commanders and local rulers of the Southeast, and Sòng texts 
first in the context of imperial sponsorship, and later on with the 
educated literati as clear target-readership. This marketing strategy 

                                                 
27 Mair 1994:722; for example, written Tibetan (7th century), Sogdian, Khotanese and 
Tocharian, later Tangut, and in the middle of the 15th century the Korean alphabet 
han’gul. 
28 Ibid.:714; and: “The first vernacular Buddhist texts in Sinitic did not appear until 
the middle of the eighth century (the biànwén, after the vernacular revolution had 
already taken place in Central Asia)” (ibid.:718). 
29 “Dh ra , for example, were thought to be potent only if properly pronounced, 
hence they were transcribed in their entirety, not translated” (ibid.:719). Esoteric 
Buddhism played an important role in this development: “During the Táng, esoteric 
Buddhism, recently introduced, provided a further rationale for this tendency to extol 
words with its stress on mantra (a Sankrit term translated in Chinese as ‘true words’) 
and dh ra ” (Faure 1993:202); and: “Esoteric Buddhism and its theory of language 
significantly influenced early Chán and later Japanese Zen” (ibid.:202). 
30 On this genre, see below. 
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during the Sòng was very successful and guaranteed a dominating 
status of the Chán factions during that period. As such, the use of the 
colloquial language had different functions in the two genres. 

Since there did not yet exist any specific Chinese characters for 
transcribing items of the spoken language during the late Táng, many 
function words were recorded phonetically by ‘loaning’ the 
pronunciation of other characters. In the texts found at D nhuáng, for 
example, the use of phonetic loans was a common feature found in 
many types of manuscripts.31 Whereas the majority of phonetic loans 
found in the manuscripts are for full lexical words, from the late Táng 
period onwards an increasing number of colloquial function words 
(such as interrogative pronouns, verbal complements, and sentence 
final particles) were transcribed by this method. Often, the same 
function word could have several written forms. These graphic 
representations are already relatively homogenous in texts such as the 
ZTJ, and this suggests the possibility that there already existed certain 
standards for graphically representing vernacular grammatical markers 
during that time.32 
                                                 
31 One example is the phrase yìmò shí zuòwùsh ng  ‘if it is like this 
what shall one do (lit. how about it)?’ found in the 8th century Shénhuì y lù 
(Pelliot Chinois 3047). In Late Middle Chinese the pronunciation would be something 
like ji`-mut i tsak- jyt(mut?)- a j  (reconstructed according to Pulleyblank 1991). 
The only Chinese character which is not used phonetically in the phrase is shí  (the 

phrase corresponds roughly to Modern Mandarin )! During the early 
Sòng the vernacular morphemes were assigned specific graphical forms in order to 
make them immediately recognizable in this function:  ( , )   ( );  

 . Suffix  survived until today in the Wú  dialect. 
32 The scholar Méi Z lín  suggests that there already existed a koine during 
the Táng Dynasty. Many vernacular grammatical markers that have their origin in the 
language of the capital spread to other areas by waves of migration during periods of 
war and unrest. These waves also led to the spread of function words and syntactic 
patterns, eventually becoming part of many Chinese dialects (e.g., the Modern 
M nnán  dialect). The ZTJ actually represents several features of this dialect 
(see Mei Zulin 1991:39 ff.). The studies of early vernacular Chinese and Buddhist 
Hybrid Chinese were for a long time neglected areas in the field of Chinese 
linguistics. Even in China, systematic studies were very rare prior to the 1980s. In the 
West, already at the end of the 19th century Thomas Watters noticed the influence of 
Buddhism on the Chinese language and devoted an interesting chapter to this problem 
in his book ‘The Chinese Language’ (see Watters 1889:379 496). Another scholar 
who devoted several studies on the vernacular vocabulary in Buddhist texts is Erich 
Zürcher (e.g., Zürcher 1978). One of the earliest systematic studies of an early 
vernacular text was conducted by M.A.K. Halliday (Halliday 1959), and not long 
afterwards Michael Sawer (1969) wrote a Ph.D. thesis on the language of a number of 
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As an important development during the early Sòng, the 
‘standardization’ of the written forms of colloquial function words 
progressed quickly, and many syntactic markers received specific 
graphical written forms, e.g., the Late Middle Chinese morpheme 
/mua/ appearing as part of colloquial interrogative pronouns, or as 
interrogative sentence final particle, had several written forms before 
it assumed its final form ; in the following example as part of the 
pronoun shénme  (‘what’): 

[héwù  (WHAT THING > what)]   /  /  (8th cent.) 
  /  /  (8th–9th cent.)   /  (9th/10th cent.) 

  (‘standard form’ from the 11th cent. onwards) 

Occasionally, the different graphical forms possibly also represent 
different stages of development in the pronunciation of a function 
word, as in the following example:33 

                                                                                                         
early Recorded Sayings texts. Unfortunately, this concise and insightful work is nearly 
forgotten today.  

Alfredo Cadonna conducted studies on several aspects of the vernacular grammar 
of the Táng (e.g. Cadonna 1978 1979, Cadonna 1981, and Cadonna 1983). For the 
study of the vernacular language of the Transformation Texts (biànwén) and the 
influence of Buddhism on the development of Chinese, see the works of Victor Mair 
(see bibliography). A person who contributed significantly to the study of Chinese 
historical syntax and the development of the vernacular language is Alain Peyraube, 
who, as the first Western scholar, systematically applied the methods and theories of 
historical linguistics to the study of the development of Chinese. For a recent 
systematic study of the language of ZTJ in the perspective of historical linguistics, see 
Anderl 2004b (including an extensive bibliography with further references in vol.2). 
During the last decade the study of aspects of medieval Chinese and early colloquial 
Chinese has virtually developed into an industry in China (with results of greatly 
varying quality). 

For a description of the vernacular in the Korean context, see Plassen, 
forthcoming (on producing vernacular lecture notes, see ibid.:8f.; on the imitative use 
of the ‘vernacular’ Chinese in the production of Korean Recorded Sayings, see 
ibid.:14; on texts written with the Korean alphabet invented in the 15th century, see 
ibid.:16f.; on the project of producing Buddhist scriptures in the vernacular, see 20f. 
“All nhae texts follow the same layout, basically constituting an interlinear 
commentary to the source text(s): For a given portion of the main text (very often only 
a sentence, at times also a longer passage) usually first the wordings of the Hanmun 
[Ch. hànwén, J. kanbun ] source would be given, with annotations directly 
inserted into the main text. These parts are the ones which in the editorial information 
to some of the texts […] are labeled as kugy l. Then, a translation into the vernacular 
would follow” (ibid.:23). 
33 According to Jiang Shaoyu 1994:142. 
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/ imiu t/ (early 8th cent.)  / imu t/ (mid-8th cent.)  / ima/ (late 
8th cent.)  / imma/ (9th cent.)  / imma/ (mid 10th cent.)  
/ immo/ (late 10th cent.)  

LINGUISTIC RESTRAINTS ON RHETORIC: INFLATION OF FUNCTION 

WORDS AND THE INFORMATIVENESS OF WRITTEN TEXTS 

The early vernacular texts written during the Late Táng and Five 
Dynasties periods did not only integrate elements of Literary Chinese 
in their structure, but in addition also made use of syntactic and 
semantic patterns deriving from previous stages of language 
development. This led to a great variety of function words deriving 
from Literary Chinese, several periods of medieval Chinese, as well as 
integrating the function words of the respective contemporary 
vernacular language. In the early vernacular texts, this led to a 
situation where many different grammatical markers would frequently 
be used for the same or similar function, in addition to representing 
the same function word with a variety of Chinese characters. On the 
one hand, these special linguistic features are responsible for the 
particular charm of the early colloquial Chán texts, in contrast to the 
linguistically and rhetorically streamlined texts from the Sòng period. 
However, similar to the contrast between the textual versions as 
represented in the D nhuáng materials, as compared to the later edited 
versions of the Sòng, these heterogeneous features were unacceptable 
for the highly educated readership of Chán works during the Sòng 
dynasty, and many linguistic features were standardized and adapted 
to the spoken language of Sòng times.  

 

The rhetorical structure of texts is heavily dependent on the array 
of linguistic features which can be applied in a text. The adaptation of 

Figure 1: Detail of a printed 

page of ZTJ. Although the 
text was carved on wooden 
blocks in Korea during the 
13th century, many variant 
forms of characters (inclu- 
ding abbreviations) were 
preserved. Many forms are 
typical for the Táng and Five 
Dynasties periods. Note the 
two different variants of  
in the same line (see circle)! 
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the vernacular language and the imitation of actual speech acts in the 
written form opened for new forms of expression. The introduction of 
the vernacular is an event the significance of which cannot be 
overemphasized, both in terms of the success of the Chán School 
during the Sòng and, more generally, for the development of literary 
genres in China.34 One linguistic aspect which underwent significant 
changes was the system of modal markers, typically used to express 
‘forces’ and ‘barriers’ in speech acts (e.g., requests, commands, 
prohibitions),35 as well as expressing the speaker’s attitude towards 
the addressee or the truth value of a proposition (e.g., ‘necessity,’ a 
statement is necessarily true, or ‘possibility,’ a statement is possibly 
true). All these functions are of great importance in the rhetorical 
structure of the (semi-)vernacular Chán texts. 

HOW TO RECORD THE WORDS OF THE ENLIGHTENED MASTERS? 

The accounts found in early Transmission Texts such as ZTJ and 
J ngdé chuánd ng lù (JDCDL, 1004) centered around 
conversations between the masters—who were frequently regarded as 
‘living’ or ‘embodied’ buddhas or bodhisattvas (ròush n púsà 

)—and their disciples, and it was quintessential to record these 
encounters in the way they were thought to have happened, i.e., in 

                                                 
34 For a short discussion of the development of vernacular literature, see Hanan 1981: 
1-16. On Transformation Texts and other vernacular D nhuáng texts, see the works of 
Victor Mair (especially Mair 1980, Mair 1983a, Mair 1986, Mair 1989, Mair 1992, 
and Mair 1999). Mair refers to the language used in early vernacular literature as 
‘semiliterary-semivernacular’ (bànwén-bànbái , Mair 1994:708). He also 
points out that Literary Chinese and Vernacular Chinese are to a great degree 
structurally compatible, which makes it easier to intermix them (ibid.:709). It is 
important to note that the ‘vernacularization’ of certain narrative genres of Chinese 
Buddhist texts was maybe also influenced by a phenomenon which Mair calls the 
‘second vernacular revolution’ (ibid.:717f., the ‘first vernacular revolution’ being the 
appearance of Buddhist Hybrid Chinese (or ‘Sinitic’) from the 2nd century onwards). 
This second revolution is characterized by the appearance of non-Sinitic and 
non-Indian written languages from the 7th century onwards, e.g., written Tibetan.  

“Probably more important in raising the consciousness of some Chinese that the 
simple sounds of language were just as essential as their elaborate and exalted 
script, if not more so, was the Buddhist penchant for psalmody. There was no 
precedent in the indigenous literary and religious traditions for the flood of 
sacred singing and chanting that engulfed China with Buddhism. […]” (ibid.: 
719).  

35 For a study of the evolution of the system of modal markers with an emphasis on 
ZTJ, see Anderl 2004b, vol.1:385 435 and Anderl 2006a.  
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their situational context and by recreating the encounter in the 
‘spoken’ language. In addition, the conversations often involved lively 
argumentations, including imperatives, requests, prohibitions, 
suggestions, suppositions, insults,36 highly subjective views on the 
doctrinal proposition, and so on. All this added immensely to the 
rhetorical complexity of the texts. It would have been virtually 
impossible to transcribe these subtle nuances of the speech acts into 
Literary Chinese (or Buddhist Hybrid Chinese),37 using its rather 
restricted and rigid system of grammatical and modal markers.  

In addition, Literary Chinese also lacked the refined vocabulary of 
the contemporary colloquial language, and also to a certain degree the 
syntactic flexibility necessary for transcribing dynamic dialogues into 
the written form (e.g., highly complex modifications of the head-noun, 
the use of multiple coverbal phrases in the same sentence, 
appositions).38 In written vernacular texts, it is often said more than 

what is necessary in order to convey a certain mood or modality. This 
is done in order to express the speaker’s subjective attitude toward the 
proposition or his dialogue partner (e.g., multiple modal marking). 
This is in striking contrast to the economical use of language in 
Literary Chinese. 

Below is an example of the use of vernacular model markers: 

yì x  zhuó j ngshén h o   
“You really should put in efforts!”  
(ZTJ, fascicle 7; ed. Yanagida 1974:2.101) 

In this short example, there is a complex interaction of several 
function words, the intensifying adverb yì , the modal verb x   
expressing obligation, and the semi-grammaticalized vernacular 
sentence final h o , reinforcing the request. In addition, the 
colloquial expression zhuó j ngshén  ‘ATTACH MIND > put in 
efforts, concentrate’ is used. 

                                                 
36 For a study of the syntax and semantics of insults in early Transmission Texts, see 
Anderl 2006b. 
37 The term ‘Buddhist Hybrid Chinese’ was designed parallel to the earlier term 
‘Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit,’ according to Mair a “[…] Pr krit with augmented 
elements from Sanskrit” (Mair 1994:723). 
38 In polemical exchanges, appositions are a useful device to define the opponent 
already in the address (e.g., LDFBJ, ed. Adamek 2007:315; tr. ibid.: 316

“For you, person afflicted with palsy, what good is it to meet with 
me?”). 
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The significance of the linguistic and rhetorical aspects in the 
development of Chán genres can hardly be exaggerated.39 ‘Chán/Zen 
language’ is as such not only restricted to certain types of semantics, 
terminology, metaphorical extensions, figures of speech, etc., but can 
also include semantic and syntactic elements preserved from earlier 
stages of language development or typical for specific literary genres. 
In addition, already in early Chán literature specific grammatical 
markers are seemingly restricted to Chán texts and are not found in 
other types of genres.40 

LANGUAGE ‘STANDARDS’ AND REGIONAL VARIETIES  

Many early Chán texts show intrusions of regional varieties of the 
colloquial language. Examples are the D nhuáng versions of the 
Platform S tra, which use phonetic loans typical for the Northwestern 
dialect of the period of the mid- and late Táng.41 Another example is 
the LDFBJ (originating in the area of nowadays Sìchu n), which uses 
a number of specific syntactic construction.42 

                                                 
39 Concerning this question, see also McRae (2003:99): “Most readers approach Chán 
recorded sayings literature quite naively, taking the words as simple and basically 
accurate transcriptions of what was actually said during the event depicted. But the 
impression of vivid immediacy that we gain through reading these texts is primarily a 
literary effect, a direct result of their rhetorical style.” 
40 Examples are the ‘semi-grammaticalized coverbs’ lán  and mò  which first 
appeared in ZTJ and later in Chán works of the Sòng period. The use of the two words 
is highly specialized and seems to be restricted to Chán texts, marking an object 
(which has to be a body part!) affected by an unpleasant action (such as being beaten, 
spat at, dragged, pulled, etc.):  ‘The master spat into his face.’ (ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:2.026);  ‘I have already smeared a piece 
of shit on your mouth!’ (G  z nsù y lù , CBETA, X68, no.1315:256c1); 

(= )  ‘He grasped him by the chest and exclaimed.’ (ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:5.048). Another example is the preposition sì  attached to verbs 
referring to speech acts (shu -sì  ‘speak to,’ j -sì  ‘cite to; bring up to,’ 
etc.), a function which became ‘frozen’ in this usage and is only encountered in 
vernacular Chán texts. 
41 For a list of the many regular phonetic loans, dialect loans, erroneous characters, 
and other features of the D nhuáng versions of the Platform S tra, see the Appendix 
in Anderl 2011b (forthcoming); concerning the Northwestern dialect (which also 
features influences of the Tibetan language), see Takata 1987 and 1988. On multi- 
lingualism in D nhuáng (and how this reflected on texts), see Takata 2000. 
42 E.g., throughout the text the interrogative final particle f u is used, a feature 
which seems to be specific to this Chán text. 
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On the other hand, there probably existed the notion of something 
like a ‘standard language’ or koine

43 (used in a trans-regional context) 
during the late Táng Dynasty. Based on the dialect spoken in the 
capital, this was most likely the only variety of the spoken language 
for which certain standards of transcription into the written form 
existed. For example, although the ZTJ was written in the Southern 
province of Fújiàn , the language rather resembles the one 
spoken in the Northern part of China at the time of the late Táng and 
Five Dynasties periods.44 

“We know, moreover, that vernacular authors took some pains to avoid 
words and idioms with too narrow a currency and tended to choose a 
vocabulary intelligible within the whole Northern area.”45 

The monks who assembled in the South after the collapse of the 
Táng came from many different areas of China and possibly used this 
koine for oral communication.  

TEXT EDITING AND ‘SANITATION’ 

Based on the features of D nhuáng manuscripts of the Táng described 
above, in addition to those of the vernacular texts of the Five 
Dynasties period, we can identify a very strong tendency towards 
orality. Influenced by the popularity of sermons expounded in the 
vernacular language, the medium of didactic story telling, as well as 
the immense success of esoteric Buddhism from the 8th century 
onwards (with its focus on the chanting of mantras and dhara s), 
there was a clear shift towards the spoken language in the framework 
of Buddhism, as well as towards the perception of texts the way they 

were heard. Phonetic studies flourished and contemporary dictionaries 
and word lists frequently focused on the pronunciation of Chinese 
characters. In addition, non-Chinese people from Central Asian 

                                                 
43 On ‘koine’ as supradialectical forms of speech (as opposed to regional ‘topolects’) 
in the Chinese context, see Mair 1994:728 730. 
44 However, there are also several words and grammatical markers typical for Modern 
Southern dialects in ZTJ. But this is not necessarily proof of an influence of Southern 
dialects of the late Táng on the language of ZTJ, since many words typical for the 
spoken language of the North in the area of the capital Cháng’ n were actually 
preserved in the South. The Transformation Texts are representative for the language 
spoken in the Northwest in the area of the capital. The system of grammatical markers 
in ZTJ is not quite identical with the one of the Transformation Texts, but the two 
systems overlap significantly. 
45 Hanan 1981:2; see also McRae 2003:99 100. 
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regions had started to create their own writing systems based on their 
spoken languages. It is not surprising that under these conditions the 
Chinese started to create written texts based on the vernacular and, in 
addition, included an increasing number of vernacular elements in 
texts written in Literary or Buddhist Hybrid Chinese.  

As a byproduct of this development, many Buddhist manuscript 
texts became increasingly difficult to decipher, since they included 
large amounts of phonetic loans, sometimes even dialect loans, as well 
as many non-standard character forms based on vernacular writing 
styles, in addition to erroneous characters or mistakes made in the 
process of copying texts.  

As a consequence, many Chán texts originating from the Táng 
were unacceptable for the educated Sòng Dynasty readership—both in 
terms of their ‘form’ and their frequently outdated doctrinal and 
lineage formulations. ‘Textual sanitation’ (i.e., the adaptation of 
earlier texts to the Sòng readership) became thus an important feature 
of the transition between the Táng/Five Dynasties periods and the 
beginning of the Sòng Dynasty.  

 

Figure 2: Reconstruction of the relations between the many versions of the Platform 

S tra, based on Yáng Z ngwén 1993:297 and L  Sh n 1999:19; Yáng and L  assume the 
existence of an ‘Urtext,’ on which the D nhuáng versions of the text are based on. From 
the early Sòng onwards the Huìx n  (967) version became popular, resulting in the 
dominant Z ngb o  version of 1291 (which was integrated in the Míng Dynasty 
Buddhist canon), adapted to the contemporary doctrinal and stylistic framework. For an 
alternative theory on the origin of the D nhuáng versions, see Anderl 2011b. 



CHRISTOPH ANDERL 26 

Good examples are the development of the different versions of the 
LJL and the Platform S tra.46 The extant versions of the Platform 

S tra differ significantly from the later versions of the Sòng and Yuán 
dynasties.  

Through the heavy editing and revision processes performed in the 
process of ‘text sanitation,’ the language was to a certain degree 
adapted and homogenized, including orthography and grammatical 
markers. Phonetic loans were removed or reduced, the rhetorical 
structure became more stringent, and dialect influences were removed. 
Passages that doctrinally or structurally did not fit into the context of 
the Sòng Dynasty, were modified, and elements of current popular 
literary genres and techniques were added (e.g., passages in the style 
of Recorded Sayings were inserted into the Platform S tra).47 

Narrative Blocks and the Reemergence of Commentary 

Structurally, many of the same stories or ‘narrative blocks’ 
(Textbausteine) were used in different texts at different times, often 
with modifications, abbreviations, deletions, added commentaries, etc. 

                                                 
46 For a recent study on the textual features of the D nhuáng versions of the Platform 

S tra, see Anderl 2011b (forthcoming). This text has an extraordinarily complicated 
history; in the article I argue that the textual features of the D nhuáng versions open 
for the possibility that tán j ng  originally might not have referred to the text as 
‘s tra’ at all, but referred to the s tra used during Platform ordination ceremonies, 
i.e., the Varjracchedika (Diamond) S tra, and the text of the Platform scripture 
originated as a sermon on this s tra. 

On the differences between parallel sections found in D nhuáng materials and the 
Sòng standard Transmission Text JDCDL: “When comparing the gh tas and songs 
[…] with the text included in the JDCDL, we find that they match to a surprisingly 
high degree. This is not to say that they are identical, since even in the cases of the 
same work, we can normally find a number of differences. However, it is abundantly 
clear that the versions from D nhuáng are more primitive and less homogenous both 
as literature and with regard to their contents” (Sørensen 1989:131).
47 John McRae (2003:100f) discerns several stages in the emergence of vernacular 
Chán literature, including the initial stage of transcription during which a variety of 
contemporary spoken Chinese is rendered into a written form. During the second 
stage, the texts undergo a process of ‘editorial modification’ (usually done during the 
Sòng Dynasty). On the evolution of the LJL until it assumed its final ‘standard’ form 
(Zhènzh u Línjì Huìzhào chánsh  y lù , edited by Yuánjué 
Z ngy n ; T.47, no.1985) in 1120, see Welter 2008:109 130 (Welter refers 
to the final version of the text as “the product of a collective Chán consciousness;” 
ibid.:109). 
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Thorough research on how these ‘blocks’ were assembled, modified, 
and circulated would be very awarding for our understanding of 
Chinese Buddhist literature in general, and Chán Buddhist literature in 
particular.  

In the article Some Preliminary Remarks to a Study of Rhetorical 

Devices in Chán Y lù Encounter Dialogues, Christian Wittern 
conducts a case study on the rhetorical structure of encounter 
stories in Chán texts, with an emphasis on the J ngdé chuánd ng 

lù. He analyzes the responses to one of the most frequently used 
questions used for initiating ‘encounter dialogues,’ specifically 
questions concerning the ‘Meaning of the Coming of the 
Patriarch [Bodhidharma],’ identifying several patterns of 
responses. Although answers to the questions varied, several 
basic rhetorical devices can be singled out, most importantly the 
use of poetic diction. Wittern points out several possibilities of 
using these methods of analysis based on the electronic corpus of 
Chán texts included in CBETA for future research, as well as the 
necessity of refining electronic texts and search methods for this 
purpose. This kind of studies will be of significance for a more 
thorough understanding of the development and distribution of 
Chán stories as ‘Textbausteine,’ the variations of the stories, as 
well as their rhetorical function in specific Chán texts.  

The use of these stories was an important device to connect to the 
tradition and authority of previous Chán masters and the texts 
attributed to them. On the other hand, modifications and the addition 
of commentaries gave room for challenging this authority (or rather 
reestablishing it in the context of a specific Chán or Zen master, as 
well as ‘actualizing’ the narrative in the respective contemporary 
context), and adding innovative interpretations. As such, the use of 
narrative blocks fulfilled a similar function as interlinear commentary 
literature for the Neo-Confucian scholars of the Sòng period. 48 
Certain stories (one narrative block usually consisting of one story or 
an exchange in dialogue form) became so commonly known that short 
allusions to it (in the form of a phrase for example) would be 
sufficient to recreate the whole story in the mind of the reader.49 

                                                 
48 However, there are also significant differences; for example, in the Neo-Confucian 
context, the source text usually could not be altered and the ‘innovative’ aspect had to 
be packed into the commentary. 
49 This technique is also common in many other forms of Buddhist literature, for 
example, in the allusions to popular stories known from the avad na literature. In 
commentary literature, a short phrase would often represent the entire story. 
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Commentaries on stories and passages contained in the Chán 
classics—although not written in the traditional form of interlinear 
commentary style—seemed to have developed a similar function as 
commentaries in the Confucian tradition.50 Based on a set of ‘sacred’ 
and ‘orthodox’ texts, these commentaries and reinterpretations 
allowed a constant reflection and reinterpretation of the tradition. 
Frequently, enigmatic and obscure passages enjoyed great popularity 
and were subject to constant interpretations and reinterpretations. As 
Daniel Gardner observes in the Neo-Confucian context:

“[…] every word, every sentence, every paragraph of the canonical text 
is profoundly significant, deserving of the most genuine and thorough 
reflection” (Gardner 1998:401) 

Similar to the Confucian context, there developed a ‘dialogic’ 
relationship between the classics and the commentaries51 in Chán/Zen 
Buddhism (e.g., on the g ngàn/k an literature).52 The words of the 
‘masters of old’ turned into ‘classical/orthodox’ literature, commen- 
taries on them at the same time served the function of relating to the 
alleged wisdom, authority, and lineage of the former masters, as well 
as being an opportunity to ‘actualize’ the masters’ experience and add 
one’s own understanding and interpretation.53 However—in contrast 
to Confucian commentary style—in the rhetoric of the Chán 
commentaries, the authority of the masters is often challenged and at 
the same time confirmed by this act, i.e., the masters’ significance is 
established by using them as the basis for the commentaries.54 This 

                                                 
50 “Commentary is a genre, then, that illuminates the diversity of philosophical 
reflection in the Confucian tradition; that points to the Confucian canon as a vital, 
on-going source of inspiration, one capable of generating its own interpretation; and 
that shows the classics as both complex and indeterminate enough to allow the 
Chinese tradition its necessary pluralities” (Gardner 1998:398); in the Chán context, 
Faure introduces the concept of ‘rhetorical exegesis’: “After their earlier criticism, 
Chán commentators could not simply return to traditional exegesis. Thus, despite its 
intrinsic conservatism, Chán exegesis retained at least an appearance of freedom and 
displayed a strong rhetorical tendency; it was a rhetorical exegesis” (Faure 1993: 
240). 
51 Gardner 1998:401. 
52 For an example, see below. 
53  In the Neo-Confucian context: “Commentary thus is capable of giving new 
meaning to a text; and by giving this new meaning to a text, the commentator is in a 
very clear sense creating a new text” (ibid.:415) 
54 Similar to the Confucian context: “In writing commentary to a text a person is 
acknowledging that that particular text has value and importance […]” (ibid.:404). 
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stylized act of challenging the Buddha, the patriarchs or the masters of 
old is a ritualized confirmation of the Chán/Zen doctrines of ‘not 
relying on the written word,’ and the ‘transmission from Mind to 
Mind,’ aiming at establishing a specific master as living embodiment55 
of the wisdom and realization (and the authority accompanied by it) of 
his predecessors. 

In the contribution D gen’s Appropriation of Chinese Chán 

Sources: Sectarian and Non-sectarian Rhetorical Perspectives, 
Steven Heine focuses on D gen’s approach to texts and 
language, analyzing his major writings, the Sh b genz  (written 
in the vernacular), and the Eiheik roku (composed in Chinese). It 
is shown that rhetorical and linguistic devices used in these texts 
are directly related to key concerns of Zen, such as questions 
concerning transmission, spiritual authority, and sectarian 
identity. For example, the vernacular language is used as means 
of challenging D gen’s illustrious predecessors. Although D gen 
uses the method of selective citations to connect and pay respect 
to the Chinese Chán masters he studied with, he often imposes 
his own interpretations as a means to create ‘self-identity’ as a 
Zen master as well as a sectarian identity in the Japanese context. 
Other methods in the approach of ‘transgressing while 
transmitting’ include outright criticism of the former masters, or 
a combination of praise and criticism (as frequently encountered 
in the Eiheik roku), the rephrasing or rewriting of the sayings of 
the master of old, or the emphasis on a ‘trans-sectarian’ 
standpoint. 

During the Sòng Dynasty, there are also parallels between the 
processes of writing commentaries on enigmatic Chán dialogues or 
huàtóu as compared to, for example, writing commentaries of the 
equally cryptic (and popular) Classic of Changes (Yìj ng . As 
Gardner points out:  

“The outpouring of commentarial activity on the Yìj ng in the Sòng 
period, for example, attests to a pronounced struggle over the way an 
increasingly central work is to be read and used; but it also points to an 
intent by literati to rein in a particularly unwieldy and cryptic work”56 
(Gardner 1998:406) 

                                                 
55 On the Chán master as ‘concrete embodiment of ultimate truth,’ see Heine 
1994:44 45; and as Faure remarks: “Paradoxically the rejection of the Buddhist canon 
allowed the canonization of the Chán patriarchs” (Faure 1993:240). 
56 On the motives of writing Confucian commentaries, see Gardner 1998:404.   
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Zh  X ’s  (1130 1200) comments on the approach to Confucian 
commentary literature are surprisingly close to the description of the 
use of g ngàn in the context of Sòng Dynasty Chán Buddhism:  

“In this sort of intense, concentrative engagement with the classic, the 
words of the sages are, in Zh ’s language, to be ‘chewed’ over their 
flavor fully ‘savored,’ so that their true taste might be known.”57  

Even today, Chán/Zen masters often engage in line-by-line 

commentaries on important Chán works in dharma talks during 
meditation retreats.58 

                                                 
57 Gardner 1998:406; and: “The Sòng reformation of the canon, to which we have 
alluded, was likewise, in large part, a response to ‘cultural and religious tension.’ This 
tension was one that had evolved over centuries with the introduction of new issues 
and new questions into the culture. Since the post-Hàn period, ‘Neo-Taoism’ and, 
especially, Buddhism had raised concerns more metaphysical and ontological than 
those addressed traditionally by the Confucian school […]” (ibid.:412). 
58 The sermon on and the interpretation of a passage is usually embedded in a specific 
ritual setting. During several years in the 1980s, I had the opportunity to regularly 
attend the dharma talks of the Japanese Zen Master J shu Sasaki  (born 
in 1907) during retreats in his monasteries in the United States. The lectures were an 
integral part of the intensive retreat periods (J. sesshin ) and were usually based 
on his favourite Chán scripture, the LJL (J. Rinzairoku). After the monks, nuns, and 
participating lay people had formally walked from the Meditation Hall to the Dharma 
Hall, the Heart S tra (Skr. Prajñ p ramit -h daya s tra) was chanted in 
Sino-Japanese pronunciation. Thereafter, the Zen Master would climb up the 
high-seat and be formally invited by the head monk (performing a number of ritual 
bows) to give a Dharma-talk. Next, the master would recite in a rather dramatic way a 
short passage from the text, first reading it in the traditional bungo  style based 
on the original Chinese, followed by a version in Modern Japanese, after that being 
translated into English by the interpreter. In this setting, a short and often enigmatic 
passage of the text would serve as a point of departure for expounding his teachings in 
the form of a ‘response’ to the text. Often, each phrase or even each word would be 
explained or reinterpreted in order to display their ‘deeper meanings,’ actually a 
process which reminds me of the technique of ‘contemplative analysis’ en vogue 
already during the early days of the Chán School. Since a short passage of a couple of 
lines of the LJL entailed a lengthy Dharma-talk, it would take a year or more to ‘read’ 
through the text and comment on it. After he was finished with the text, Sasaki would 
typically start again at the beginning of the LJL; a procedure that has been repeated 
for nearly 50 years during his time as Zen teacher in the United States. As such, this 
type of oral ‘commentary’ and communication with the classics is very specific and 
embedded in a ritual setting. It is worth adding that these talks are literarily ‘recorded 
sayings’—in fact, recorded on a tape recorder.  

On aspects of the interplay of Chán/Zen rhetoric devices and ritual settings, see 
also the contribution by William Bodiford in this volume. 
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Speaking is Not Just Speaking… 

  

The way of words is cut off and the locus of mental activity is 
extinguished59 

Is the way of words really cut off in Chán texts? On the contrary, 
there is an amazing variety of words referring to speech acts; 
indicating the great emphasis on the ‘recreation of the spoken word.’ 
Below is a list of a few of these expressions appearing in Chán 
literature of the later part of the Táng and the Five Dynasties 
periods:60 

bái  ‘say to; address’ (this is originally an elevated expression for 
addressing the Buddha,  ‘address the Buddha, saying;’ also 

used in the pattern  X  Y ‘tell X Y; report Y to X’) 
chány   ‘slander’ 

ch   ‘CAUSE TO COME FORTH > utter’ 
ch  huì yán  ‘utter rude/insulting words, saying Y’ 
cí  ‘word; speech’ (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:4.108 

 [...] ‘[like the] words of empty-handed Huángbò stopping the 
wailing [of the infant]’) 

dá /dáyu   ‘answer Y’ (introducing direct speech)  
dài yu   ‘REPLACE SAY > say as a comment; comment, saying Y’ 

(this is a technical term introducing a comment on a master’s 
statement in the rhetorical structure of the Recorded Sayings; also 
dài yún  is common but—since  typically introduces a 
quotation—not *dài shu  ) 

dào  ‘speak; speak up; say’ (rarely used as introduction to direct 
speech; commonly used in imperative sentences in which somebody 
is requested to speak up or make a statement) 

dàohuà ‘words; speech’ (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:2.088 “

  ” “The 
Way is without side-roads, those standing [still] are all in danger. 
Talking like this is just expounding the Way (i.e., the Truth) with 

words; I wonder, how is the Way?” (note this play with words here, 
including in one phrase several words referring to speech acts, in 

                                                 
59 Zh nglùn , T.30, no.1564:25a. 
60 Based on Anderl 2004b, vol.2:565, fn.1508. X refers to a nominal phrase with the 
feature [+HUMAN]; Y refers to an object of a transitive verb referring to a speech act, 
Y typically consisting of a phrase, direct speech, or quotation. 
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addition to playing with the ambiguity of meanings of dào, which 
means both ‘WAY > Truth’ and ‘to speak, words’)  

dàozhuó ‘SPEAK AND ATTACH > convince; nail down with words’ 
(probably should be regarded as verbal complement here) 

duì  ‘TO FACE > RESPOND > reply’ 
gào  ‘to address somebody; to report to’ (can also introduce direct 

speech, often in the pattern X1  X2, or X1  X2 /  Y) 

ji ngsh o  ‘lecture; to lecture’ 
j   ‘TO RAISE > to bring up; raise the topic Y’ (this is a technical 

term; Y is usually a phrase or statement by a master which is 
brought up/cited in order to initiate a discussion or dialogue) 

j sì  ‘bring up to X’ (sì  is an unusual colloquial preposition 
from the Late Táng) 

k u  ‘MOUTH > WITH THE MOUTH > verbally; orally (adverbial 

usage);’ there are also nominal usages as in s ngk u  ‘the 
words of the monks’ ( ‘chaotically expound [the teaching] 
with words’) 

k után  ‘verbal; oral’ 
k utóu ‘oral’ (this is a very interesting example of a Late Táng 

compound, a word referring to a speech act being combined with 
suffix tóu, e.g.: ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:2.067: “

 ” “Being able to speak up with words, what’s 
the use of it? Do not trust oral discussions (or: discussions based on 
words)!”) 

liánsh ng  ‘join somebody speaking; chime in [saying Y]’ 
míng /míngwéi  ‘be called; be named’ (usually with a nominal 

object) 
ni n  ‘TO PICK UP WITH ONE’S FINGERS > quote’ (a case of old for 

discussion; this is a technical term in Chán Transmission Texts and 
Recorded Sayings; it is common in the construction: X1  X2 
Y ‘X1 raises the case/question asking X2 [about] Y’)  

shu   ‘speak’ (often used with coverbal constructions introducing 
the addressee, but rarely used as introduction to direct speech); 
‘expound’ (with direct object); sometimes shu  is also used as a 
noun as in zuò c  shu  zhe  ‘if one makes this (doctrinal) 
statement/proposition’ 

wèi  ‘be called Y’ 
wèiyán  ‘state, claim that Y’ 

wénzì ‘written/canonical words’ 
wèn /wènyán /wènyu   ‘ask’ (introducing direct speech; 

often in the pattern  X  Y ‘a certain X asked Y’) 
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xù  ‘account; description; narration; talk’ (e.g., ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 

1974:3.015 “ ” “Whose phrases, in particular, are 
you teaching?”) 

yán  can introduce direct speech similar to yu  and yán (xiàng  
X yán  Y ‘tell X that Y’); ‘be called’ (  ‘as for what is 
called sound’); nominal usage: ‘phrase, statement, saying’ (can be 
counted!); adnominal usage: ‘oral’ (similar to k u ) 

yáncí ‘words; speech’ ( ‘the dharma expounded 
with words/speech’)

yánjiào  ‘teaching based on words’ (usually refers to something 
written down or transmitted in written form, not necessarily 
transmitted orally; compare yánshu  ‘speech’) 

yánshu   ‘spoken words, speech; verbal usage: to speak’ 
yánshu  wénzì ‘spoken and written words’ 
yán-xià ‘UNDER WORDS > based/caused/triggered by words’ 

(very frequent in the formula yánxià dàyù ‘he was 
greatly enlightened caused by these words/when he heard these 
words’)

yány   ‘speak, speech’ (yány  ji nsè  ‘his speech was 
stammering (i.e., difficult to understand); to stutter;’ yány  xué 

 ‘teachings based on words’ 
yány  dàhé  ‘SPEAK WITH A BIG/LOUD VOICE > to brag (?)’ 
y n yún  ‘quoting (Z) saying Y’  

y   ‘words’ (wú y   ‘my words;’ often emphatic and elevated 
in combination with pronoun wú ; ‘sayings;’ verbal usage: ‘say Y; 

tell that Y;’ there is also the rather exotic pattern X1  X2  Y 
‘X1 addressed X2 saying Y’) 

y huà  ‘to speak; words; the sound of speaking’ (a word not 
common before the Táng Dynasty) 

y jù  ‘words and phrases; speech’ (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974: 
2.091 “  ” “My central doctrine is not 
based on words (lit., ‘is without words and phrases’) and truly there 
is not a single teaching to pass on to people.”) 

y yún  ‘say Y’ (introducing direct speech) 

yu   ‘say Y’ (introducing direct speech, more rarely quotations from 
scriptural sources) 

yún  ‘say Y’ (introducing a citation or quotation; often yu   is 
used in the same way; note that the mood of speech acts can of 
course be specified such as in  ‘his wife said even 
more angrily’)  
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The Eloquence of Silence 

The vocabulary concerning the description of ‘silence’ is nearly as 
diverse and sophisticated as the one describing speech acts. From the 
very beginning, references to the incapability of responding to the 
questions of a master have been an important element in the rhetorical 
structure of the dialogues in Chán texts. In early Chán this ‘passive 
silence’ (i.e., the incapability of giving an adequate response) 
efficiently signaled the defeat of the opponent, often emphatically 
described in the form of four-letter phrases, for example: dù k u wú cí 

‘BLOCK MOUTH NOT HAVE WORDS;’ liàngji  bù y  
‘be not able to speak for a long while;’ wú cí g n duì  

‘having no words daring to respond with;’ mòrán wú duì 

‘be silent and not able to answer;’ mòrán bù y  ‘be silent 
and without words;’ wú cí k  yán ‘unable to utter any 
word;’ qián k u jié shé  ‘RESTRAIN MOUTH BIND TONGUE> 
keep silent; to silence somebody;’ t -bù-ch   ‘SPIT OUT NOT 

COME FORTH > not be able to speak out; not be able to utter a word.’ 
Silence (or certain types of silence) eventually developed into 

positive concepts,61 and the silence of the master developed into one 
of the standard responses to the questions of the students (by contrast 
to the dumbfounded silence of the ignorant disciple), indeed, the story 
of Mah k yapa’s silence (accompanied by a smile, though!) as 
response to the Buddha holding up a flower became one of the iconic 
stories, expressing the ‘special transmission outside the teachings 
[based on canonical texts]’ (jiàowài biéchuán ; J. ky ge 

betsuden) and the ‘transmission from Mind to Mind’ (y  x n chuán x n 
; J. ishin denshin).62 

                                                 
61 On the emphasis on silence in the context of the promotion of ‘silent illumination’ 
by the Cáodòng  School (J. S t ) during the Sòng Dynasty, see Schlütter 
1999:130. On the story of the ‘thundering silence’ by Vimalak rti as response to a 
question by Mañj ri, see Faure 1993:197. 
62 See Welter 2000; on the development of this story into a g ngàn, see ibid.:94f. 
Another interesting interpretation of silence appears in S t  funeral rituals, in the 
context of the postmortem bestowal of the precepts: “A corpse, however, can offer no 
indication that it hears and understands the questions of the precept administrator. The 
silence of the corpse presented medieval S t  monks with a k an—a Zen problem to 
be resolved through Zen insight. In resolving this k an, medieval S t  monks 
reinterpreted silence as the ultimate affirmative response, the proper Zen expression 
of the ineffable” (Bodiford 1992:160). 
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Indeed, silence can be a powerful rhetorical device—also in terms 
of what is not mentioned or topics which are neglected or suppressed 
in specific Chán/Zen texts. 

One of the most striking features of Táng Chán texts is the nearly 
complete silence on ethical issues (and even the ‘Pure Rules’ of the 
Sòng predominantly deal with ritualistic behaviour in monastic 
settings rather than with ethical or moral issues). On the one hand, the 
Chán Buddhist clergy was firmly embedded in the vinaya regulations 
of the Táng period concerning ordination and precepts; on the other 
hand, ethical discussions are basically absent in Chán texts or 
transformed into the ‘teachings of the Mind.’63 The reintroduction of 
ethical issues and the discussion (and criticism) of the moral 
dimension of Buddhist concepts eventually played an important role 
in the Neo-Confucian y lù, and added to their popularity among 
literati.64 

                                                 
63 See the article Coming to Terms with Terms. 
64 On this issue, see also Gardner 1991:595. On the study of one of the few remains 
concerning the view of Táng Chán monks on vinaya and regulations, see Poceski 
2006 (a study of Gu sh n’s Admonitions, Gu sh n j ngcè , preserved on 
Pelliot Chinois 4638). It shows that Chán monks were subjected to the common 
regulations and restrictions concerning the Buddhist clergy during the Táng (ibid.:20). 
It also shows the awareness concerning monastic corruption and the decline of moral 
behaviour during that time: “Even though the problem of monastic corruption was a 
perennial issue and not unique to the ninth century, there was a sense of a steady 
worsening of the quality of the clergy that was related to the increase of its size. Part 
of the problem can be traced back to government’s policy of selling ordination 
certificates in order to raise cash for its treasury” (ibid.:21); and on the attitudes 
toward discipline and morality: “Notwithstanding the call for radical transcendence 
invoked by the Chán idea, the text repeatedly makes it clear that normative monastic 
practices and observances are the foundation of authentic spirituality” (ibid.:35). This 
fits also well in the soteriological scheme of sudden awakening followed by gradual 
cultivation. On Rules of Purity (q nggu  , J. shingi) in the Japanese context, see, 
for example, Foulk 2006. Both D gen and Eisai were also concerned with the 
H nay na rules in addition to the Bodhisattva precepts (ibid.:146). However, the 
Chányuàn q nggu   and later texts on monastic rules seemed to have had a 
dominating role in establishing Japanese monasticism and eventually led to the 
abolishment of the ‘H nay na’ precepts (ibid.:147f.). For authoritative texts on Rinzai 
and S t  monastic rules in contemporary Japan, see ibid.:162f.; for an interpretation 
of the precepts as the ‘essence of the Buddha’ by D gen and his disciple Ky g , see 
Bodiford 1992:157; the (re)interpretation of the basic Mah y na precepts is actually 
very close to those found already in early D nhuáng Chán texts in the context of 
‘contemplative analysis.’ Ky g ’s interpretation of ‘not killing’: “The Mah y na 
precept ‘not to kill’ should be interpreted not as a vow against killing, but as a 
realization of living enlightenment that clears away the ‘dead,’ static entities of our 
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Through the device of exclusion specific doctrinal issues or 
questions of lineage/transmission can be effectively suppressed or 
superseded. This method is often much more effective than direct 
attacks or criticism. However, these processes are of course not 
always conscious strategies but rather the result of sectarian, 
historical, or doctrinal developments. As in the case of Chán, the 
whole formative period was retrospectively rewritten in the context of 
Sòng orthodoxy, with the effect that this entire formative period 
became ‘deleted’ (and replaced by a normative account) in 
historiographical works. Fortunately, the discovery and study of the 
D nhuáng materials enable us to get a glimpse of this early period.  

Finally, another version of silence should be mentioned: one which 
is retrospectively broken and where a discourse or state of affairs is 
projected onto earlier historical periods. Examples of this are the Sòng 
Buddhists’ projections of lineages, doctrines, and ‘encounters’ into the 
Táng period, thus creating a ‘golden age of Chán’ (an issue which has 
been widely discussed and studied in Japanese and Western secondary 
literature). More recent examples can be found in the period of 
adaptation of Zen to the sociopolitical and religious context of the 
Meiji period, and the introduction and adaptation of Zen to a Western 
audience.65 

                                                                                                         
illusions” (ibid.:158). 
65 For an interesting case study on the introduction of the notion of ‘Zen experience’ 
(and the Japanese neologisms used in this discourse: “The irony of this situation is 
that the key Japanese terms for experience—keiken and taiken —are 
rarely attested in premodern Japanese texts.”), see Sharf 1993:21f; on ‘Zen 
enlightenment’: “Zen ‘enlightenment’ far from being a transcultural and trans- 
historical subjective experience, is constituted in elaborately choreographed and 
eminently public ritual performances” (ibid.:2); on the rhetoric of Zen and its 
compatibility with science, technology, and philosophy, see ibid.:9; on Zen war 
rhetoric, see ibid.:9. More generally, concerning the supposed close relationship 
between Zen and Japanese culture and art (one of the stereotypes created in the course 
of the transmission of Zen to the West), Bodiford states: “Zen artists and Zen monks 
can be found in limited numbers. But at the vast majority of Zen temples—and there 
were about twenty thousand Zen temples versus only seventy-two monasteries—no 
one practices art, no one meditates, and no one actively pursues the experience of 
enlightenment. The popular image of Zen known in the West and the image promoted 
by scholars both fail to reflect this reality. Neither tells us what religious functions 
truly occur at Zen temples. Surveys of Zen priests reveal that most monks stop 
practicing meditation as soon as they leave the monasteries at which they receive their 
basic training. Once monks return to their local village temple, lay-oriented 
ceremonies, especially funeral services, occupy their energies to the total exclusion of 
either Zen art or Zen meditation” (Bodiford 1992:149). 
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As demonstrated above, the vocabulary referring to speech acts 
was very diverse and sophisticated in the Chán texts of the Táng and 
Five Dynasties periods. Parallel to the development of specific Chán 
genres during the Sòng, the reintroduction of often multi-layered 
commentaries, as well as the export and further development of these 
genres in Korea and Japan, the technical terminology underwent 
further expansion and sophistication. Kenneth Kraft66 cites a few 
examples from the Blue Cliff Record, referring to terms related to 
‘capping phrases’67 in k an literature, e.g., zhuóy   (J. jakugo), 

still the most common term for this type of phrases in Japan; xiày  
 (J. agyo) “to give a turning word” (ibid.), y  zhu ny   (J. 

ittengo) “one turning word” (ibid.), biéy   (J. betsugo) “a 
response to a k an that differs from an answer already given by 
someone else” (ibid.). Dàiy   (J. daigo), which was already 
common in Transmission Texts from the middle of the 10th century, 
assumed a more technical meaning, “an answer given on behalf of 
another person (i.e., when a monk in a recorded dialogue cannot 
answer the master’s question)” (ibid.). In Japan, several additional 
terms became current, such as sego , referring specifically to 
phrases that originated in Japan, heigo  “ordinary Japanese 
expressions, taken from daily life rather than published anthologies” 
(ibid.), zengo  “phrase that presents only one aspect of a k an” 
(ibid.), and hongo  “phrase that caps a k an in a final or 
comprehensive manner” (ibid.), omote no go  “surface word” 
used to “comment from a conventional standpoint,” ura no go  
“inside words,” which were used to “comment from an absolute 
standpoint” (ibid.) and s go  “combined words” which are 
supposed “to express the integration of the ultimate and the 
conventional” (ibid.:133).68  

Thus, this terminology concerning speech acts and literary 
references developed into an important tool for navigating through the 
increasingly vast and complex Chán/Zen/S n literature, marking and 
identifying sections in multilayered and complicated Chán texts. 

                                                 
66 Kraft 1992:132. 
67 On ‘capping phrases,’ see Hori 2003. 
68 Needless to say, many of these technical terms reflect the underlying hermeneutical 
systems of the texts which employ them. 
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In his contribution The Rhetoric of Chinese Language in 

Japanese Zen, William Bodiford focuses on the ways in which 
medieval Japanese monks handled the large amount and variety 
of Chán literature imported from China. Chinese literary forms 
were regarded as an authentic medium for transporting the 
message of the Buddha. The bulk of Chinese Chán literature was 
introduced to Japan during a period of significant political and 
social changes, and at a time when Japanese Zen searched for an 
own identity as well as a supreme status among the Buddhist 
schools. Zen institutions became not only religious centers but 
also introduced many aspects of Chinese material culture, 
Sòng-style Confucianism, and Chinese learning. Zen monks were 
confronted not only with new ritual and literary texts, but also 
with numerous new terms and nomenclature, as well as the 
vernacular language of the Sòng and new readings of Chinese 
characters. Bodiford analyses various characteristics of the 
‘rhetoric of Chinese’ practiced by Japanese monks and the 
creation of a specific Sino-Japanese style of expression; a type of 
language which eventually also spread beyond the confines of 
Zen monastic institutions and developed into a medium of 
communication between temples and secular officials. It is shown 
that the genre of Recorded Sayings (J. goroku) developed a very 
clear reference in the Japanese context, referring to the “records 
of Chinese sayings pronounced by Zen teachers as part of their 
official monastic duties,” with basically 13 types of goroku found 
in the libraries of Japanese Zen temples. The dynamics between 
different styles of expressions, including texts written in ‘pure’ 
Literary Chinese, mixed-style texts, as well as those written in 
Japanese, became one of the defining characteristics in the 
development of Zen language, literature and genres. Bodiford 
emphasizes the high demands on the literary abilities of Zen 
teachers, expected to produce sermons and texts in a variety of 
specific genres, styles, and pronunciations (leading occasionally 
to a situation where the very same text can be read in three 
different ways!). Even in contemporary Japan these skills are still 
expected from Zen priests, often in the context of funeral 
services, which are of great importance for the interaction with 
lay believers and the income of the temples. Faced with the high 
demands on their linguistic and rhetorical skills, Japanese Zen 
priests nowadays often rely on sophisticate computer software 
assisting in the composition of their funerary sermons. 
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Ambivalence Towards the Written Word 

 “[…] the negation of language had to be attempted in nonlinguistic 
ways, through ‘skillful means’ (up ya) and ‘body language’ (blows, 
shouts, gestures, facial expressions) or some kind of ‘qualified’ or 
paradoxical silence.”69 

‘Non-reliance on the written word’ (bù lì wénzì )70 
became one of the most important Zen slogans, despite the fact—as 
has been pointed out many times previously—that no other East Asian 
Buddhist school produced so many written and printed words in the 
course of its history. This slogan was an important rhetorical device 
(in written texts…) to distinguish oneself from more scholarly and 
canonical approaches to Buddhism, and to justify the claim of a 
transmission of the truth beyond the realm of language (functioning 
from person-to-person and Mind-to-Mind). As such, the ambivalent 
attitude71 towards the written word and language per se was an 
important feature already found in early Chán works and reappearing 
throughout the history of Chán/S n/Zen.  

Language and its soteriological function, as well as its relationship 
to an ‘ultimate truth,’ were issues frequently addressed in canonical 
Buddhist literature, both in the translated s tra and stra literature, 
and in pre-Chán Chinese commentary literature. The topic of 
‘language’ was thus familiar during the formative period of the Chán 
movement during the late 7th and early 8th centuries. In addition, the 
                                                 
69 Faure 1993:198. 
70 The slogan appeared in the 8th century (see ibid.:196). 
71 For a good example, see the legend of Dàhuì Z nggao (1089 1163) destroying the 
woodblocks of the famous g ngàn collection Blue Cliff Record (Bìyán lù ): 
“This episode suggests the tensions at play in Chán’s attempt both to condemn and to 
create texts. Although the work had been produced by his own teacher, Dàhuì felt 
strongly that the circulation of these texts were a detriment to Chán. Handwritten 
notes presented similar dangers” (Heller 2009:111; see also Levering 1978:32 33). 
For letters (sh ji n , chídú ) as important media for the exchange between 
Sòng Chán master and their lay followers, see Heller 2009:112. Another example is 
Línjì’s criticism of Chán students taking notes of the lectures of their teachers, 
encouraging his students not to blindly trust even his own words: 

 “Followers of the Way, don’t accept 

what I state. Why? Statements have no proof. They are pictures temporarily drawn in 
the empty sky, as in the metaphor of the painted figure.” (LJL, ed. and tr. in 
Sasaki/Kirchner 2009:278; emphasis added). Note that the LJL does not generally 
devaluate words but rather assigns them a function of expedient means valid 
temporarily under specific circumstances. 
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6th and 7th centuries had witnessed massive scholarly efforts by 
Buddhist monks to sort out and adapt the many (often contradictory) 
doctrinal statements found in the scriptures, and many Buddhist 
schools of thought had formed around sets of doctrines. One aspect of 
the emergence of the Chán movement was certainly as a reaction 
against dominantly scholastic approaches trying to cut their way 
through the doctrinal and terminological jungle of Buddhist texts.72 

In Christoph Anderl’s contribution Coming to Terms with Terms: 

The Rhetorical Function of Technical Terms in Chán Buddhist 

Texts, the approach to terms and concepts during different 
periods of development of Chinese Chán is analyzed. Certain 
techniques of tackling the enormous amount of terms and 
doctrines circulating during the Táng Dynasty can be singled out, 
such as the creative reinterpretation of key terms and assigning 
them a specific ‘Chán flavour,’ often interpreting traditional 
Buddhist concepts as functions of the Mind (x n ), the analysis 
of terms using a Two-Truths model, the ‘conventional’ truth 
being valid in the realm of a canonical meaning of a term, and the 
‘absolute’ truth applying to the Chán interpretation. As important 
device, the amount of terms discussed by Chán masters became 
restricted to a number of key terms. In the course of time many of 
these terms became specifically associated with the Chán 
school(s).73 Other important techniques were the simplification 

                                                 
72 “The rhetorical discourse of Chán was partly a response to this exegetical excess, 
which was itself an attempt to overcome the closure of the Buddhist canon” (Faure 
1993:237 238); for a discussion of the shift from the hermeneutical to the rhetorical 
model, see ibid.:238; on the notion of ‘re-oralizing’ the scriptural tradition, see 
ibid.:239; on the survival of the hermeneutical tradition in the theory of the ‘harmony 
between the canonical teachings and Chán’ (jiào Chán y zhì ), see 
ibid.:239. 
73  Including the term ‘chán ’ itself, by the way. Originally, chánsh   
generally referred to a monk specialized in the practice of meditation (Skr. dhy na). 
However, by the end of the Táng chánsh  had acquired a sectarian notion and referred 
to a master related to the Chán School. This re-definition of ‘chán’ started already at 
an early stage: “[…] early Chán ideological tracts redefine the term ‘chán’ (also one 
of the six perfections), such that it no longer refers to a particular practice, but rather 
denotes the enlightened perspective itself. The claim that Táng Chán actually rejected 
ritual and formal meditation practice is in part founded upon a misunderstanding of 
this polemic use of ‘chán’ or ‘zuòchán’  in early Chán ideological tracts (i.e., 
texts attributed to the East-Mountain or Northern School teachings). According to 
these works, ‘chán’ does not refer to a specific practice or activity at all, but is used as 
a synonym for ‘seeing directly one’s true nature’” (Sharf 1991:89). And, more 
generally on the process of integrating Buddhist terms and concepts in a ‘Chán 
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of the meanings of terms (often by limiting their semantic range 
and their references) and the integration of them in Chán slogans, 
the ‘personalization’ of terms (i.e. assigning sets of terms and 
phrases to specific masters, these terms and phrases consequently 
becoming easily identifiable trademarks of these Chán masters 
and their styles of teaching). Eventually, important terms were 
integrated in the linguistic and rhetorical structure of vernacular 
texts of popular genres such as the Recorded Sayings and the 
g ngàn collections, and underwent creative transformations and 
re-interpretations.  

Another example of an attempt to justify the use of language is the 
division into ‘live words’ (Ch. huójù ; K. kwalgu) and ‘dead 
words’ (Ch. s jù ; K. sagu).74 The latter refers to the writings of 
canonical Buddhist literature whereas ‘live words’ are able to cease 
conceptual thinking and trigger enlightenment. Naturally, the ‘live 
words’ are attributed to the utterances of the Chán masters: 

“By resorting to the device of the ‘live word,’ Chán exegetes justified 
their use of conceptual ideas—provided of course that such ideas were 
intended to catalyze awakening—without belying their claim that such 
descriptions differed fundamentally from those used in the scholastic 
schools.”75 

Also the scholar and Chán monk Gu f ng Z ngmì  
(780 841) marginalized the role of canonical scriptures in the process 
of attaining realization, and for Chinul ( , 1158 1210) only hwadu 

(Ch. huàtóu ) qualified as live words.76 

                                                                                                         
environment’: “Much like the boy with the golden finger, everything touched by Chán 
rhetoric turns to Chán. This tendency—latent in Mah y na and blatant in Chán—to 
swallow up rival traditions in a rhetorical slight of hand which refuses to recognize 
significant differences persists to the present day” (ibid.:91). Also in more modern 
times certain terms became ‘hyped’ and meanings and interpretations projected upon 
them. One good example is the word jiki ( Ch. zhí) which in Chinese Chán texts 
was used as an adjective meaning ‘straight, direct, straightforward,’ etc. In Meiji 
Japan it was promoted to expressing the ‘essence’ of Zen with several sub-meanings: 
“[…] (1) going forward without hesitation, (2) direct mind-to-mind transmission, and 
(3) ‘the spirit of Japan’ [!] […]” (Sharf 1993:12). 
74 “As these terms are used by Chán teachers, any type of theoretical description, 
whether found in Chán or in scholastic writings, would be considered a ‘dead-word,’ 
while any teaching that is intended not to explain but to enlighten would be a 
‘live-word’” (Buswell 1988:247). 
75 Ibid.:247. 
76 Ibid.:248. 
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In the Recorded Sayings of Chán Master Yuánwù Kèqín  
(1063 1135)—one of the most important precursors of kànhuà Chán 
(‘Chán observing the key phrase, huàtóu ’) and commentator on 

one hundred g ngàns (Sòng g  b i zé ) compiled by 
Xu dòu Zhòngxi n  (980 1052)—there is an interesting 
discussion on this topic (a tentative translation is added); it becomes 
also clear from his discussion that huójù should be translated with 
‘live phrase’ in this case rather than with ‘live words,’ since Yuánwù 
Kèqín refers to fixed units of popular phrases uttered by the former 
masters:  

  

They [i.e., the Táng masters Désh n  and Línjì ] consulted 
live words (or: live phrases) and did not consult dead words (or: dead 

phrases). If one makes achievements77 based on live words (phrases) 
then they will not be forgotten for eternal kalpas. If one makes 
achievements based on dead words (phrases) then one will not even be 
able to save oneself. As for all of you people, how do you understand 
their [i.e. those masters’] live words (phrases)? Isn’t ‘this very mind is 
the Buddha’ a live phrase?—It is of no relevance! Isn’t ‘it is not the 
Mind, it is not the Buddha’ a live phrase?—It is of no relevance! Isn’t 
‘it is the Mind and not the Buddha’ a live phrase?— It is of no 
relevance! Isn’t ‘entering the gate and then use the staff [to hit]’ a live 

phrase?—It is of no relevance! Isn’t ‘entering the gate and then 
shouting’ a live phrase?78—It is of no relevance! There are just all these 
utterances and all of them are dead phrases. How then are live words 

(phrases)? Do you understand?” (Yuánwù Fógu  chánsh  y lù 

, fascicle 11, T.47, no.1997:765b13-20) 

It is quite clear that according to Yuánwù’s opinion the transmitted 
phrases and teaching methods of the famous Táng master have 
themselves turned into ‘dead words/phrases’ and have assumed a 

                                                 
77 Jiàn-dé  here in the sense of ‘achieving realization;’ this is a colloquial 
expression frequently found in Sòng Dynasty Chán scriptures. It could be also 
translated ‘hit the jackpot’ (lit. ‘ATTAIN [FROM] THE MAT’) since it originally refers to 
obtaining all the money placed on a straw-mat while gambling. 
78 I.e., teaching methods typical for the famous Táng masters. 
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status not different from the written words found in canonical 
Buddhist literature. After the above passage, the text continues with 
the description of several encounters, including short enigmatic 
phrases. Without further specifying it, Yuánwù seems to regard these 
utterances as real ‘live words/phrases.’79 Seen from a linguistic angle, 
Yuánwù excludes the phrases of the former masters based on the fact 
that they still have a transparent structure, both in terms of their 
grammar and semantic contents. Only the enigmatic and often 
paradoxical statements seem to qualify as real ‘live phrases.’ 

Another solution to the problematic status of language and written 
words is the device of reverting to non-linguistic signs, such as 
symbols (for example, in the form of circular graphics), a practice 
probably initiated by Nányáng Huìzh ng  (675 ?), and 
also used by Dòngsh n Liángjié (807 869) and G of ng 

Yuánmiào  (1238 1295). In the Korean context this was 

initiated by Sunji  (fl. 858) and revived by Hamh  T kt’ong 
 (1376 1433) and Paekp’a K ngs n  (d. 1852).80  

                                                 
79 As already mentioned above, based on this interpretation and the fear that ‘live 
words’ may turn into ‘dead words’ it is not surprising that Yuánwù’s famous disciple 
Dàhuì Z ngg o  (1089–1163) (one of the most famous promoters of 
kànhuà  meditation) later on supposedly tried to destroy the wooden printing 
blocks of the Blue Cliff Record; see Schlütter 2008:110. In Chán literature there are of 
course cases in which enlightenment is achieved based on the words of the canonical 
scriptures, most prominently the Sixth Patriarch Huìnéng who—according to the 
Platform S tra—achieved sudden enlightenment when hearing the Diamond S tra.  
80 For the use of diagrams in the Korean context, see Plassen’s contribution to this 
volume. On the issue of non-linguistic signs, see also Buswell 1988:248 250. For 
symbols related to the teachings of the Korean monk Sunji, appearing in fascicle 20 of 
ZTJ (ed. Yanagida 1974:5.114 5.121), see Anderl 2004b, vol.1:31, fn.192. For the 
design and format of ‘succession certificates’ (J. shisho ) in the Japanese context 
and other documents related to transmission, see Bodiford 1991:447:  

“The format of the succession certificate (shisho) that has been used since at 
least the sixteenth century depicts the names of all the buddhas and patriarchs 
(legendary and historical) down to the present master and disciple, arranged in a 
large circle around Shakyamuni’s name, which occupies the center. An 
unbroken, wavy red line winds circles through and connects all the names. The 
circular arrangement depicts not so much a linear, historical transmission from 
one generation to the next, but rather the simultaneous enlightenment of all 
beings with Shakyamuni. The second document, the blood lineage 
(kechimyaku) chart, records the genealogical transmission of the mythical Zen 
precepts (zenkai [ ]) that embody enlightenment. Here all the patriarchs are 
listed in sequential fashion, one after the other. The third chart, known as the 
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Therese Sollien’s contribution Sermons by X  Yún: A Special 

Transmission within the Scriptures investigates Chán rhetoric and 
language, as well as the use of authoritative scriptures in a more 
modern Chinese context, concretely, in a study of the Chinese 
Chán master X  Yún (1840 1959) who played an important role 
in revitalizing Chán Buddhism in China. The emphasis of the 
study is on an analysis of his approach to doctrines and language 
in his writings. Sollien observes that already in his biographical/ 
hagiographical account the model of the ‘classical’ Chán masters 
is followed, including the account of severe hardships and oral 
and physical abuse by his teacher, eventually leading to his 
enlightenment experience and mirroring the prototypical disciple- 
master relationship between Huángbò and Línjì. It is shown that 
his approach to Chán did not attempt to be innovative or 
iconoclastic but rather characterized by a heavy dependence on 
the traditional Chán literature, and his role defined as transmitter 
of the classical texts of Chán. This close relationship to the 
classics is also characterized by his use of language, often 
recreating the Chán idiomatic language based on the Sòng period 
colloquial Chinese. By comparing his sermons to a variety of 
source texts, Sollien demonstrates the heavy reliance on these 
texts, the incorporation of the passages being one of the most 
important components in the rhetorical structure of his sermons. 
Having committed many of the Chán classics to his memory, he 
verbatim quotes passages throughout his sermons. 

Genre and Rhetoric 

Chán Hagiographies and Transmission Texts 

“Never an institutionally distinct or independent entity in China, the 
Chán school was not distinguished by its practices but indeed by its 
rhetoric and mythical genealogy—two powerful ideological weapons 

                                                                                                         
‘Great Task’ (daiji [ ]), a reference to the statement in the Lotus Sutra that 
all buddhas appear in the world for the sole task of leading beings to 
enlightenment, is the most problematic of the three documents. Its appearance 
and format vary widely, even among versions bestowed by the same master. 
Usually it consists of geometric diagrams that symbolize the wordless content 
of Zen enlightenment.”  

On transmission certificates in 20th century China, see Welch 1963. On the ‘blood 
lineage’ documents (J. kechimyaku ), see also Faure 2000:64f. 
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that were used successfully to create a socially and politically 
privileged elite of ‘enlightened masters’ within the Buddhist clergy.”81 

Typical Chán genres, such as the Transmission Texts
82 or the 

Recorded Sayings, are characterized by their heterogeneous structure: 
they constitute multifunctional texts combining several features, layers, 
and sub-genres. Each sub-genre has specific rhetorical and linguistic 
features (see Figure 3). 

The short narrative passages in ZTJ, for example, have a larger 
number of Literary Chinese features as compared to the language of 
the dialogues. Occasionally, sentences in the narrative passages are 
even rephrased in the dialogues in order to fit the vernacular structure, 
as for example in the following passage. It is based on the B olín 

zhuàn  (BLZ) from the beginning of the 9th century, an early 
Transmission Text composed in the context of the Hóngzh u  
School.83  

“
”  

His mind produced joy and consequently he went to the Pippala cave 
and knocked at the stone-gate. At that time K yapa was in the Pippala 
cave and asked: “Who is knocking at this door of mine?” (ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:1.027, based on BLZ) 

In the dialogue, Literary Chinese j  qí shímén  is rephrased 
in a much more colloquial style, using the vernacular qi o  ‘to 
knock’ (which was virtually absent in texts dating from before the Six 
Dynasties period) instead of Literary Chinese j   ‘to strike,’ and the 
unusual combined usage of a personal and demonstrative pronoun in 
adnominal position (‘MY–THIS–DOOR’). 

                                                 
81 Foulk 1992:526. 
82 There is abundant secondary literature on Chán Transmission of the Lamp texts 
(chuánd ng lù ): for a systematic studies on early historical Chán texts, see 
Yanagida 1967; for a concise overview of the evolution of this genre, see McRae 
1986:73-97; see also McRae 2003; for a very good recent study (with a focus on the 
D nhuáng transmission text LDFBJ, as well as the symbols of transmission), see 
Adamek 2007. 
83 For a study on the Hóngzh u School, see Poceski 2007a and Jia Jinhua 2007. 
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Figure 3: Structure as Rhetorical Device   
This is an example of the heterogeneous build-up of a typical 
bibliographic entry in Chán historiographical works such as ZTJ. The 
‘frame narrative’ provides biographic information and assigns a 
monk’s place in the lineage (or ‘clan’), basically using Literary 
Chinese as linguistic means, heavily intermixed with historiographical 
terminology (similar to the structure of secular historical writings). 
The main focus is on the account of a monk’s encounters and deeds. 
Also here, the frame narratives to the dialogues use a more 
conservative language, whereas the dialogues themselves are mainly 
written in the vernacular, expressing the ‘live words’ of a master 
(contrasted to the ‘dead words’ of the canonical scriptures).  
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Notes on the Beginnings of the Chán Historiographic Genre 

The Z táng jí  (ZTJ, 952 AD)84 is the first comprehensive 
Chán transmission history and as such a milestone in the development 
of the Chán historiography. There are certain particularities that differ 
from the somewhat later JDCDL (1004 AD), which became the first 
imperially sanctioned Chán history, eventually being incorporated in 
the Sòng Dynasty Chinese Buddhist canon.85  

STRUCTURE AND SOURCES 

As a special feature of ZTJ, there are ‘empty slots’ in the sequence of 
the bibliographic entries and occasionally only minimal information 
on the lineage of a given monk is provided. When there are no other 
records other than the basic lineage association, then this is marked by 
the phrases wèi d  xínglù  (or wèi d  xíngzhuàng 

) ‘we have not (yet) read the Record of Deeds’86 or wèi d  shílù 
 ‘we have not yet read the Veritable Records.’ By contrast, 

this kind of reference to missing information is not recorded in the 
JDCDL. A typical entry in ZTJ is introduced by biographic 
information that varies considerably in length. However, all entries 

                                                 
84 On the background of ZTJ and its lineage system, see Anderl 2004b:1 95; see also 
Jorgensen 2005:729 752. The ZTJ represents an inclusive lineage system with a 
focus on the lineage of Xu f ng Yìcún  (822 908): “The Southern Táng 
rulers supported Buddhism as a source of legitimacy for their regime, and it is thought 
that a number of representatives of different regional Chán movements gathered in the 
Southern Táng area, bringing the lore and lineage mythology of their traditions 
together and making possible the construction of a unified vision of Chán as a large 
family” (Schlütter 2008:21). By contrast, the JDCDL favoured the F y n Wényì 

 (885-958) lineage, whereas the Ti nshèng gu ngd ng lù , 
compiled by L  Z nxù  (988 1038) in 1029, promoted the Línjì Yìxuán 

 (d. 866) lineage. 
85 On the imperial sanctioning of Chán transmission texts, see Schlütter 2008:13; 
Emperor Rénz ng  (r. 1022 1063), for example, wrote the preface for the 
Ti nshèng gu ngd nglù (Expanded Record [of the Transmission] of the 

Lamp from the Ti nshèng Era [1023 1032]); concerning texts sponsored by 
emperors, Schlütter adds: “Rather than expressing Huìz ng’s personal feelings about 
Chán Buddhism, his preface can be understood to mirror a sentiment widely shared by 
all levels of the educated elite, and it shows how thoroughly Chán Buddhism had 
become established and integrated into elite culture by the late eleventh century.” 
86 Xínglù typically contain information on the name, background, place of birth, 
monastic affiliation and career, etc. 
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record the line of succession, and this seems to be the most essential 
information provided by the authors of ZTJ. Usually, there follows 
information about the place of birth, the main locations of the teaching 
activities, the canonical name as master (sh huì ), the family 

name (xìng ), and the courtesy name (zì ). Occasionally, the 
name of a monk’s father, supernatural occurrences during the 
pregnancy of the mother or during birth, special events during the 
childhood or adolescence, the age of ordination as monk, physical or 
mental characteristics, and special happenings at the time of death are 
recorded.  

At the end of each entry, usually the posthumous name (bestowed 
by the emperor) and the pagoda name (t míng ) are recorded. As 
opposed to traditional Buddhist hagiographies, biographic information 
is limited and obviously not the main concern of the compilers of 
ZTJ.87 The central section of each biographic entry consists of one or 
several dialogues between the master and his disciples or between the 
master and other masters, officials, occasionally also lay people. 
Sometimes, commentaries by other masters are inserted between the 
dialogues, usually introduced by the phrase dài yu  .88 Long 
doctrinal discussions are comparatively rare as compared to earlier 
Chán texts. Exactly this focus on the dialogue form written in 
vernacular Chinese is the most striking feature of ZTJ (and subsequent 
Transmission Texts), marking the dawn of a new literary genre, 
usually referred to as Recorded Sayings (y lù ).89 

In the year 1004, the monk Dàoyuán 90 edited the J ngdé 

chuánd ng lù  (Record of the Transmission of the Lamp 

of the J ngdé Era, JDCDL) in 30 fascicles, and submitted it to 
Emperor Zh nz ng  (r. 993 1022). Subsequently, the work 
became officially recognized as the first ‘official’ historiographic 
work of the Chán school, and in 1011 the text was incorporated in the 
Chinese Buddhist Tripi aka sanctioned by the emperor. By the time 
when the JDCDL was compiled, the printing techniques in China had 
already developed significantly; this fascilitated the large-scale 

                                                 
87 A feature already encountered in the early Chán text LDFBJ. 
88 There are 115 instances of dài yún  and fifteen of dài yu   in ZTJ. 
89 The early Recorded Sayings of the Sòng consisted basically of the dialogues 
extracted from the Transmission Texts, with minimal biographic information added. 
90 He is regarded as the third generation successor in the F y n  School of 
Chán. 
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distribution of Buddhist texts among monks and lay people. All these 
factors contributed to the popularity of the JDCDL and probably led 
to the situation in which a work, such as ZTJ (which had not 
undergone a thorough process of revision and editing), became 
superfluous and eventually disappeared. The compilers of ZTJ used 
materials from the BLZ and the Xù B olín zhuàn  (not 
extant) as sources for the sections on the buddhas and patriarchs.91 As 
basis for the information on Chán masters they seem to have used 
written (probably in the form of notes which had been taken by 
students) and oral sources circulating at that time. 

HISTORIOGRAPHIC TERMINOLOGY 

In ZTJ there is an abundant usage of terminology92 used by secular 
historiographers, such as xíngzhuàng  (‘account of deeds/ 
behavior’): xíngzhuàng originally referred to records on a person’s 
dates of birth and death, place of birth, as well as a person’s major 
actions and achievements. Alternative names are xíngzhuàngjì 

, xíngshù , xíngshí , xíngyè , and xíngyèjì 

.93 Early mention of the term xíngzhuàng is made in the historical 

work Records of the Three Kingdoms (S nguó zhì , written in 
the 3rd century AD), in the section on the State of Wèi , fascicle 6 
(xi n xián xíngzhuàng  ‘Records on the Deeds of Former 
Virtuous Men’). There is also mention of this term in the Jìnsh   
(Book of Jìn, written during the early Táng), fascicle 18 (g ng chén 

xíngzhuàng  ‘Records of Deeds of Meritorious Ministers’). 
Thus, the term can be traced back to secular historiographical works 
of the 3rd century.  

In the Buddhist context the term seems to have appeared at a much 
later date, e.g., in the New History of the Táng (X n Táng sh  , 

fascicle 59, x nchóng zh  s ngqié xíngzhuàn ), and 
in the Gu ng hóngmíng jí ,94 fascicle 23, where several 
xíngzhuàng of monks are recorded (also in Volume 50 of the Taish  

                                                 
91 In addition, information on the life of the previous buddhas and kyamuni was 
based on several texts of the Chinese avad na literature. 
92 This discussion is based on Anderl 2004b:9 12; more recently, see also Welter 
2008:60 61. 
93 These terms are not used in ZTJ. 
94 Included in T.52, no.2103, compiled by Dàoxuán  (596 667). 
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there are several xíngzhuàng). Seemingly, in ZTJ xíngzhuàng refers to 
records that provide basic biographic information on monks, including 
the canonical name, the family name, the place of birth, and important 
locations of the teaching career. It does not necessarily include direct 
information on a monk’s teachings since after the remark wèi dú 

xíngzhuàng  ‘[we] have not read his xíngzhuàng’ 
occasionally accounts of the respective monk’s encounters with 
disciples or other teachers are recorded (unless these records were 
inserted in ZTJ—which did not assume a printed form before the 
middle of the 13th century—at a later date of compilation). Thus, it 
seems possible that these accounts circulated separately.  

In ZTJ, the term xíngzhuàng occurs only five times, whereas 
xínglù  ‘Records of Actions/Deeds’ is used 27 times. Xínglù is a 
term which is specifically used in ZTJ and seems to be very rare in 
other Chán texts.95 From one passage in ZTJ it can be concluded that 
xínglù contained information on concrete teachings, including 
dialogue exchanges with disciples and other masters: 

    

Other dharma-essentials besides this and the circumstances of his 
teaching activities are amply provided in the Y ngsh n xínglù (Record 

of Deeds of Y ngsh n). (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:5.080) 

The term shílù  ‘Veritable Record’ is used 18 times. From 
one passage in a Transmission Text it can be concluded that shílù 

probably also included accounts of a monk’s teaching methods (in 
dialogue form): 

“ ‘
’ ” “ ” “ ” 

There was a monk who wrote the shílù of Xu f ng: “Every time the 
master ascended the hall, he was silent for a long time and looked at the 
great assembly. Then [Xu f ng] would say: ‘What is it?’”96 The master 

                                                 
95 I found one example in the W d ng huìyuán  (Compendium of the Five 

Lamps, compiled in 1253 by Dàchu n P jì ; CBETA, X80, no.1565) and 
two examples in the Sòng g os ng zhuàn  (compiled by Zànníng in 
988), and in the (Chóng kè) G z nsù y lù ( )  (Recorded Sayings of 

the Ancient Worthies, compiled by the lay woman Juéx n  in 1267; CBETA, 
X68, no.1315) the term occurs twice. 
96 The simple question shì shímó ‘what is it?’ became by the way one of 
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said: “Did Xu f ng only use this phrase [for teaching] or were there any 
other [phrases].” The monk said: There were other phrases.” (G z nsù 

y lù , CBETA, X68, no.1315:244b04) 

Thus, shílù primarily seem to contain records of encounters 
between the masters and their disciples. Significantly, these records 
were also produced by lay people; at the end of the biographic entry 
on the monk Wénzhì  in the Sòng g os ng zhuàn , 
there is the following phrase:  

  
The governor of Yuè province, Wànshì, wrote a xínglù on [Wénzhì]. 
(Sòng g os ng zhuàn, T.50, no.2061:881c14) 

Shílù, ‘Veritable Records,’ probably also included records of the 
succession from masters to disciples: 

 

‘On the rock’ means that the disciples of Grand Master Xiù were 
grinding away the stele of the Southern School;97 Shénxiù wished to 
become the sixth generation (i.e. the Sixth Patriarch) but what can one 
do if Heaven does not agree to this and consequently caused Grand 
Master [Shén]Huì to re-establish the Veritable Record [of succession], 
therefore it says [in the prophecy]: ‘there will be merit.’98 (ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:1.069) 

It should be emphasized that shílù is an important term in secular 
historiography, relating to the proof of legitimate succession. For 
example, Emperor Xuánz ng  (685 762) legitimated the reign 

of Empress W  Zéti n  by accepting her ‘Veritable Records’ 
along with those of previous emperors.99 

The related terms xíngzhuàngjì , xíngshù , xíngshí 

, xíngyè , and xíngyèjì  are virtually absent in other 
Chán texts and seem to be restricted to secular historiographic texts. It 

                                                                                                         
the most commonly used huàtóu in Korea. 
97 Nánz ng b i  is preserved in Shénhuì’s Pútídámó nánz ng dìng shì f i lùn 

; on this text, see Yanagida 1990:368, fn.156. 
98 However, this passage is written in small characters as commentary to a prediction 
in the Bodhidharma biography and was possibly added in Korea at the time of 
printing in the 13th century. 
99 Jorgensen 1987:105; the usurper Empress W  Zéti n used Buddhism in order to 
legitimate her rule, claiming to be a Cakravartin King (ibid.:108). 
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can be concluded that the terms xíngzhuàng, xínglù, and shílù are 
terms particularly used by the compilers of ZTJ. These terms did not 
seem to have become common in later Chán historiographic texts or 
texts belonging to the Recorded Sayings genre.  

Another historiographic term is zh ngsh   ‘END-BEGINNING> 
FROM END TO BEGINNING> the entire process of a matter from the 
beginning to its end.’ In ZTJ it probably refers to the (main) events 
that happened in the process of a person’s career as a monk and 
teacher (and sometimes just indicating the dates of birth and death). 
Liáng Ti nxí  thinks that the term refers to records on the 
place of birth, the family name, the date of ordination as monk, the 
date of death, the pagoda name, etc.100 However, I think that this 
basic information is covered by the term xíngzhuàng  and that 
zh ngsh  includes the main facts of a monk’s life, including the 
circumstances of his teaching activities. In ZTJ, there is the following 
phrase:  

  

‘Besides this, the years and months of the main events of his life and 
teaching career [?] are provided in his Veritable Records.’ (ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:5.092) 

There is another term, huàyuán  ‘TRANSFORM/TEACH- 

REASON > the reason for the Buddhist teaching.’ The word originally 
referred to the buddhas and bodhisattvas that constitute the ‘reason 
(basis)’ for the Buddhist teaching.101 In ZTJ the word seems to refer 
to the teaching career of a monk. It is actually difficult to grasp the 
exact meaning of this word in ZTJ since it is always used in the same 
context, when the compilers obviously did not have any substantial 
information regarding a monk’s biographic background. As term, 
huàyuán usually does not appear independently, but only in 
combination with zh ngsh  in the phrase (bù jué) huàyuán zh ngsh  

( )  ‘(cannot determine) the circumstances of his 
teaching career,’ and as such it modifies zh ngsh . I think that 
huàyuán zh ngsh  specifically refers to information about a monk’s 
teaching career whereas xíngzhuàng contains more general biographic 

                                                 
100 Liang Tianxi 2000:45. 
101 I did not find any reference to this word prior to the Táng dynasty. The word also 
acquired the secondary meaning ‘to beg for alms’ but this meaning is of even later 
origin. 
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information. In addition, the compilers used a number of other 
sources, such as songs (g  ), appraisals (zàn ), g th s (jì ), 
funeral and pagoda inscriptions. Since the place where the ZTJ was 
compiled (in the southern city of Quánzh u ) had attracted 
numerous monks from all over China, it can be assumed that informal 
notes on the teachings of masters produced by their respective 
disciples were one of the important sources of information.102 Rarely 
is there also reference to biélù  ‘separate records.’103 However, 
there is no information on the nature of these records. 

A study of the historiographic terminology in ZTJ shows that the 
compilers modeled their biographic accounts on imperial 
historiographic writings,104 hoping to authorize the claim that the 
lineages of contemporary masters go all the way back to the buddhas 
of the past, kyamuni, and the Indian and Chinese ‘patriarchs.’ As an 
important rhetorical device, the records of the masters’ dialogues are 
embedded within the biographic frame of legitimate transmission, 
recorded in the contemporary vernacular language as their ‘live 
words,’ echoing and at the same time actualizing the enlightenment 
that kyamuni experienced. After Chán records had become 
imperially sanctioned at the beginning of the Sòng and integrated in 
the official Buddhist canon, this reliance on secular terminology in 
order to legitimize transmission became less important.105 

                                                 
102 Compare the preface of ZTJ in which Wénd ng  (884 972) states that 
fragmentary information on the teachings of the masters is scattered all over China, 
and that the main motivation of compiling the ZTJ was the fear that the records of the 
teachings of the masters of old will be lost (see Anderl 2004b, vol.1:15 17). None of 
these ‘notes’ by Chán adepts of the Táng are extant and, thus, the assumption of their 
importance in the compilation process of the sayings of the masters is hypothetical at 
this point. However, the role of notes made by students in the compilation of the 
Neo-Confucian y lù is more directly attested (see Gardner 1991:574). 
103 On biélù, see Welter 2008:61 62. 
104 As John Jorgensen has pointed out, many monks came from families of literati 
and officials and were familiar with Confucian ritual and ethics: “The exemplary 
rituals were those conducted by the emperor and his court, so it should not be 
surprising that Chán Buddhism reflects some of the court-ritual concerns of the state 
and their political ramifications” (Jorgensen 1987:90); and on the relationship 
between master and disciple: “The state even legally recognized that a monk had to 
treat his teacher like a father, in the same way that a layman was required to serve his 
father. Pupils even inherited their master’s property at times” (ibid.:97). On the ideas 
of transmission in Northern Chán, see ibid.:103; on the importance of lineage in 
Shénhuì’s thought, see ibid.:104 111. 
105 At the beginning of the Sòng the goal of establishing Chán as dominant Buddhist 
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Adaptations to Lineages during the Sòng  

Descriptions of transmissions are often characterized by the extensive 
use of metaphorical language.106 Although the core lineage of Six 
Previous Buddhas, kyamuni, 27 Indian and Six Chinese Patriarchs, 
as well as the lineage of most of the Chinese Táng masters had been 
firmly established by the early Sòng, the lineages of succeeding 
masters could occasionally be opportunistically changed and adapted 
according to circumstances.107 

One case in question is the revival of the Cáodòng lineage, which 
was broken off in the beginning of the Sòng, and creative measures 
had to be taken in order to recreate a convincing line of transmission: 

“The transmission Yìq ng [ 1032 1083] is said to have received 
from Jìngxuán [ 942 1027], however, was highly unusual, 
because Yìq ng never met Jìngxuán and, indeed was not even born 
when Jìngxuán died. Instead, Yìq ng received Jìngxuán’s transmission 
from the Línjì master Fúsh n F yu n [ , 991 1067], who was 
acting on behalf of Jìngxuán. […] Since, according to the tradition, 
there were no other heirs to Jìngxuán or no other Cáodòng lineage in 
existence at the time, it was only through this unusual transmission that 
the Cáodòng tradition survived. The way this transmission is said to 
have taken place is unique in Chán history, and it is remarkable that it 
seems to have been accepted as completely valid by almost all of the 
Chán community.”108 

                                                                                                         
school had been achieved, and the line of succession was generally recognized. For 
the increasingly important lay supporters and readership of literati, the aspect of 
literature became a more and more important aspect of Chán: “However, among the 
Sòng secular elite, just like in modern popular understanding, Chán was considered 
distinctive not so much for its lineage as for its unique literature and its depictions of 
iconoclastic Chán masters” (Schlütter 2008:15). 
106 For the function of ‘transmission poems,’ see above. Body parts often played an 
important role in the metaphorical language, for example, the Second Patriarch Huìk  
is said to have received the transmission by Bodhidharma only after cutting off his left 
arm. Frequently, the transmission between successive masters is compared to a 
‘bloodline,’ e.g., the Japanese monk Gikai received a succession certificate called 
‘Bloodline Transmitted by the Patriarchs’ (soshi s den kechimyaku ); 
see Bodiford 1991:427. 
107 “Even in the Sòng, the Chán lineage was subject to constant manipulation and 
reinterpretation in order to legitimize the lineages of certain masters and their 
descendants or to bolster polemical and religious claims” (Schlütter 2008:15). 
108 Schlütter 1999:127; in this respect, the production of hagiographies was crucial, as 
well as the establishment of a distinct identity (for example, in terms of specific 
practices connected to the school); as Schlütter remarks in the context of the 
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There are several examples of the adaptation of lineages at the 
beginning of the Sòng (e.g., in the LJL), and in later periods also in 
Japan. There are examples with no face-to-face encounter between a 
master and his dharma heir at all,109 or not even involving a living 
master.110 In the Japanese context,111 S t  Zen lineages could be 
changed according to which temple a monk resided over.112 

                                                                                                         
promotion of ‘Silent Illumination’ (mòzhào ) propagated by the (reestablished) 
Cáodòng School: “This emphasis was accompanied by a distinctive vocabulary with 
many expressions for silence and stillness” (ibid.:130). 
109 On the ‘Transmission by Distance’ (J. y fu ), see Bodiford 1991:426. 
110 On the ‘Transmission by a Representative,’ see ibid.:427 (there are some cases 
dating back to the Sòng Dynasty). 
111 Japanese terms concerning transmission include ‘inherit the dharma’ (shih  ) 
and the formal acknowledgement is called insh   or inka sh my  , 
“[granting] the seal of approval to a realization of enlightenment” (Bodiford 1991: 
424). 
112 A practice called in’in ekishi , common until the beginning of the 18th 
century (ibid.:424); Rinzai Zen accepted only direct transmission from one master 
(ibid.:436). For the rhetoric of ardent debates between S t  factions in the context of 
the reform movements in the 18th century, see ibid.:434f.: “They [i.e., Manzan and 
Jikushin] briefly outlined the traditional account of the Zen teachings being 
transmitted from buddhas and patriarchs, from India to China, placing emphasis on 
D gen’s role as the Japanese patriarch of S t  Zen. They compared the master- 
disciple bond to the Confucian relationship between lord and minister, father and son. 
Manzan and Jikushin declared that the switching of Dharma lineages in order to 
become abbot of a temple was practiced by monks who ‘upon seeing profit, forget 
righteousness’ (ri wo mi, gi wo wasaru ), and they likened this to a scion of 
the imperial family who constantly switched back and forth between the Genji, Taira, 
Fujiwara, and Tachibana lines of descent. The two monks argued that while such a 
person might acquire great wealth, his family fortune was not founded upon the 
proper samurai virtues of administration and martial arts, but upon the merchandising 
skills of a townsman” (ibid.:437). In the debate, the rhetorical device of blending the 
voices of tradition and authority with one’s own opinion was deployed (ibid.:439). 
Interestingly, also the use of language was of great importance in this sectarian 
conflict: J zan used Japanese (as D gen did) in his replies to Manzan (who used 
Chinese in his polemics); ibid.:441. The complex pro- and contra arguments used by 
both sides also show the ‘flexibility’ of the fashion ‘authorative’ texts (such as 
D gen’s Sh b  genz ) could be used by both factions. One central point of argument/ 
disagreement is the way how language is used in these authorative writings, referring 
to particularities of Zen language, i.e., does the text mean what it says or is language 
used metaphorically, or as expedient means to lead to insight, etc.). In other words, 
basically everything could be interpreted into the text! 

On D gen and linguistic practice, see also Faure 1993:242, stressing the element 
of ‘persuasion’ in his writings: “[…] truth does not precede words but it comes into 
being together with speech, Chán texts are necessarily rhetorical in the sense that they 
imply a departure form an ontological conception of truth towards a more 
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As recent studies of ‘transmission’ in the modern Chán/Zen 
context have shown, there are many continuities concerning the 
rhetoric of transmission. Stuart Lachs analyzed the ‘hagiographies’ of 
the famous Taiwanese Chán master Sheng Yen (Shèng Yán ), 
and of the American ‘Zen Master’ Walter Nowick, as they were 
presented in the Buddhist magazine Tricycle:113 

“Recently the popular Buddhist magazine Tricycle presented 
biographical articles about two modern day Zen teachers: the American 
Zen teacher Walter Nowick coming from the Japanese tradition and the 
recently deceased Taiwanese Chán Master Sheng Yen. Both are 
presented as iconic, fully enlightened Chán/Zen Masters, following 
model of the classical ideal from the Sòng Dynasty (960 1279). In 
examining their actual lived lives, it can be shown how real people are 
sanitized and transformed into hagiographic figures. Mechanisms very 
similar to those that created iconic Chán Masters during the Sòng 
dynasty continue to be at work today, creating modern day fully 
perfected Masters.” (Lachs 2011, abstract to the podcast) 

Note also Lachs’ observation of how elements typical for Chinese 
Buddhist Chán hagiographies are translated into modern terms:  

“Instead of living among wild animals, Sheng Yen translates this into 
roaming among the wild, often drugged and/or intoxicated and 
dangerous homeless population of New York City. Instead of living in a 
cave or a rickety self-built hut, Sheng Yen sleeps in front of churches or 
in doorways and in parks or passes the night in all night diners with 
other homeless denizens of the night. Instead of foraging for nuts, 
berries and roots in the mountains of China as Chán stories of the Táng 
dynasty tell us, Sheng Yen picks through dumpsters for discarded and 
no doubt damaged fruits and vegetables or discarded bread, or drinks 
coffee in cheap all night diners with other homeless and most likely 
dangerous people.” (Lachs 2011:13) 

Some Remarks on the Recorded Sayings 

Whereas Transmission Texts already included lengthy sections with 
records of dialogues between masters and their disciples, the genre of 

                                                                                                         
performative and dialogical conception.” 
113 The articles referred to are The Wanderer (in Tricycle 18 no.2, Winter 2008) and 
Down East Roshi (in Tricycle 18 no.3, Spring 2009). 
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Recorded Sayings—recording the encounters and dialogues of specific 
masters—did not emerge until the early Sòng.114  

It is still a matter of discussion when the word y lù as term for a 
new genre appeared. Christian Wittern (1998:62) cites the phrase y  lù 

ér xíng yú shì  from the Sòng g os ng zhuàn,115 
correctly interpreting  not as compound (‘Recorded Sayings’) 
but as noun + passivized verb construction: “His words were recorded 
and spread throughout the world.” In the same text there is also the 
following sentence: ; this phrase is more 
difficult to interpret; one interpretation would be ‘the records of his 

                                                 
114 Precursors of the term y lù included y b n  ‘Booklet of Sayings,’ 
yánjiào  ‘Oral Teachings,’ gu nglù  ‘Extended Records,’ y yào  
‘Essentials of Conversations,’ lüèlù  ‘Concise Records,’ biélù  ‘Separate 
Records;’ see Wittern 1998:66 and Yanagida 1974:229; for a recent thorough 
overview of this kind of terminology, see Welter 2008:56 64; for an overview of the 
antecedents of ‘encounter dialogue,’ see McRae 2000; see especially the section of the 
style of Chán explanation in the 8th century, ibid.:59 61, and ritualized dialogue 
(including the concept of ‘rhetorical purity’), ibid.:63 65. For a recent discussion of 
the development of the y lù genre, see Welter 2008:47 75, with a very useful 
appendix of Neo-Confucian y lù (ibid.:76 78): “[…] the impulse to edit, evaluate, 
and publish the y lù materials became strong at the beginning of the Sòng . The 
stimulus for this activity was the F y n  lineage situated in Wúyuè  and 
Nán Táng . Members of this lineage were immediately responsible for 
publishing the Z ngjìng lù  and the Chuánd ng lù. Associates of an affiliated 
lineage in the same geographical area compiled the Z táng jí” (ibid.:52). In the 
Neo-Confucian context, the Recorded Sayings had developed into an independent and 
important genre by the 12th century (Gardner 1991:575). In contrast to traditional 
line-by-line commentaries the voice of the student played an important role in this 
genre (ibid.:581), and being more flexible (also because of the adaptation of the 
vernacular language!) it allowed a more free and creative exegesis (ibid.:583). Having 
witnessed the success of the Chán y lù, Confucian scholars were certainly motivated 
to experiment with this genre, realizing its potential for reaching a larger audience. 
Despite the paramount importance of the written word in the Confucian tradition, 
Sòng scholars debated the limits of expressiveness of the written word and the 
relationship to an oral transmission (ibid.:590). In the 17th and 18th century, critical 
voices among Confucian scholars started questioning the legitimacy of the Confucian 
y lù and promoted a return to the canonical traditions (ibid.:598). 

Already early Chán texts employ the dialogue form (see also Wittern 1998:62), 
such as the Juégu n lùn  (Treatise on the Cessation of Notions, a text 
attributed to the founder of the Oxhead School of Chán, Niútoú F róng  
(594–657); on this text, see Sasaki/Kirchner 2009:395). 
115 T.50, no.2061:842b26 c23.  
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sayings spread greatly and were appreciated by the world.’ 116 
According to Wittern’s analysis, the phrase (interpreting the last part 
correctly as passive construction) could be interpreted in the following 
way: 

“Seine Reden und kritisch prüfenden [Dialoge], sowie sein untadeliges 
Voranschreiten auf dem Weg des Bodhisattva wurden in der Welt 
geschätzt.”117 

However, I tend to analyze y lù and dàxíng as two compound 
words, ‘recorded sayings’ (or: ‘records of the dialogues’) and ‘great 
deeds’ (i.e., his actions and deeds as monk): “His recorded sayings 
and great deeds were appreciated by his contemporaries (lit. ‘his 
generation’).” 

There is no evidence to suggest that the term was used as reference 
to a genre in the Chán Buddhist context before the 11th century.118 
Y lù thus appeared first in the context of historiographic writings 
before it was adopted as a genre name in the Chán Buddhist context in 
the 11th century. Besides the spread of the genre-term to non-Buddhist 
traditions such as Neo-Confucianism and Daoism, the term also was 
used in secular sources and referred, for example, to the protocols of 
transcriptions from diplomatic missions.119 

The adaption of the vernacular language for this genre is still a 
matter of ardent discussion (see the discussion above). Wittern makes 
the interesting observation that some versions of dialogue exchanges 
become more ‘vernacular’ in later textual versions: “Die Ver- 
änderungen erhöhen den umgangssprachlichen Charakter und 
unterstreichen die rhetorischen Elemente des Textes.” Wittern 
concludes that the Recorded Sayings did not necessarily develop 
based on their closeness to the spoken word but as literary style aimed 
at imitating the spoken word.120 The development is highly complex 
and there are probably several factors involved.  

As for the emergence of the Recorded Sayings we can single out 
various components. The Recorded Sayings aim at recording the 
utterances of the masters and describing their deeds, often in lively 
interactions with their disciples, and the authors and compilers of 

                                                 
116 Wittern 1998:54, citing an interpretation by Yanagida Seizan. 
117 Ibid.:54. 
118 In the Tóuz  héshàng y lù  from 1021 (Wittern 1998:55). 
119 Ibid.:348. 
120 Ibid.:348. 
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these utterances and deeds must have felt the need to record them as 
closely to actual conversations as possible. However, many of these 
records dated from several hundred years after the death of the 
masters they described, and it is difficult to assume that the records as 
such were transcriptions of actual dialogues or descriptions of actual 
events (during the Sòng121 this temporal gap between the actual life of 
a specific Chán master and the compilation of his Recorded Sayings 
would become more narrow, indeed, occasionally Chán masters would 
already prepare their Recorded Sayings as testimony of their teaching 
activities and literary production when still alive). It is rather likely 
that the strategy of using the oral language was aimed at evoking the 

impression that these conversations and deeds actually had taken 
place, and one of the important factors is the performative aspect of 
these texts. Since numerous Buddhist schools and factions were in 
competition with each other—in addition to rivaling with other 
religious and philosophical schools for support and money—many 
texts that were produced by the Chán Buddhist communities ceased to 
be mere scholarly treatises to clarify matters of doctrine (as in the case 
of the early Chán School), but they certainly also aimed at impressing 
upon the reader the validity of the author’s understanding of particular 
practices or doctrines, and by these means propagate their teachings. 

Thus, Recorded Sayings make use of numerous linguistic and 
rhetorical devices in order to record the performative behaviour of the 
masters, as well as highlight the superiority of Chán masters as 
compared to other masters and/or secular officials, occasionally even 
emperors. Many ‘non-linguistic’ means in the didactic repertoire of 
the masters are described, as well as linguistic means that do not 
employ conventional types of semantic referencing or syntactic 
structures.122 

As is well known through recent scholarly investigation, basically 
all y lù of the Táng masters were edited or produced during the Sòng, 
a period characterized by increasing institutionalization and state 
control of the Chán School. It is in genres such as the Recorded 

Sayings and g ngàn that the independence and freedom of the ideal 
Chán teacher is evoked and projected to the ‘golden’ period of the 
Táng. During the Sòng the freedom from sociopolitical norms 

                                                 
121 More than a hundred Recorded Sayings of Sòng masters are extant. 
122 Dale S. Wright (1993:24) discerns four kinds of rhetoric in ‘classical’ Chán texts: 
(1) the ‘rhetoric of strangeness,’ (2) the ‘rhetoric of direct pointing,’ (3) the ‘rhetoric 
of silence,’ and (4) the ‘rhetoric of disruption.’ 
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(including linguistic norms!) in the figure of the Chán master as 
described in the Recorded Sayings and g ngàn literature became an 
important rhetorical device, and crucial for attracting a large 
readership.123 

Recorded Sayings can vary significantly in their form and 
rhetorical structure and lay Buddhist literati played an important role 
in their compilation.124 

The Tóuz  héshàng y lù , for example, is one of the 
earliest y lù, and has a simple structure as compared to the complex 
and rhetorically sophisticated LJL125 and other Recorded Sayings 
texts. The Tóuz  héshàng y lù is rather short and starts immediately 
with questions and answers, as well as accounts of the master’s 
teaching activities. It basically consists only of dialogues, and short 
biographic information is attached at the end of the text. 

                                                 
123 It is noteworthy to mention in this context that the main target-readership of the 
Recorded Sayings during the Sòng actually were the literati and officials, a social 
class often wrapped up in a bulk of duties and social norms, notoriously known for 
their (at least occasional) longings for ‘freedom’ and a life independent of numerous 
restrictions and obligations. These longings were traditionally projected onto the ideal 
figure of the Daoist recluse, but it seems that (Chán) Buddhism in this respect also 
played an important role, especially from Sòng times onwards: I try to imagine an 
official returning home after a long day of work at the imperial court or a local 
magistrate, and after dinner opening the LJL or another work of a famous Chán 
master and projecting himself into the world of the utterly liberated masters of old. 
Matching this set of often diffuse longings and emotional needs seems to have been 
important also during other periods and circumstances, including the strong attraction 
Zen scriptures (and the projected ‘Zen culture’) exercised on Western intellectuals 
from the 1960s onwards.   
124 Wittern 1988:77 78; see also Anderl 2011a. On the relationship of literati and 
Chán monks during the Táng, see Poceski 2007b: “On the other hand, monks 
associated with the Chán movement, like monks outside of it, interacted with the 
larger society and their monasteries were integrated into the broader cultural matrix of 
Táng China. The points of contact and patterns of interaction with the secular world 
beyond the monastic enclaves were especially evident at the elite level, as many 
literati and officials were deeply involved with Chán teachings and had close ties with 
noted Chán teachers, many of whom originally came from local gentry families. The 
keen interest in Chán doctrines and methods of cultivation among the cultural and 
political elites was among the notable features of the religious milieu of mid-Táng 
China, although of course there was also attraction to other Buddhist traditions that 
flourished at the time” (ibid.:3). 
125 On certain aspects of the complex rhetorical structures of the LJL, see Anderl 
2007; for a new edition with a heavily annoted translation, see Sasaki/Kirchner 2009; 
on a general discussion of Chán and lay supporters, see Anderl 2011a. 
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The admonitions by the master with subsequent dialogues are 
introduced by the phrases sh  shì zhòng yún  ‘the master 
instructed the assembly, saying…,’ sh  shàng táng yún  
‘the master ascended to the [Dharma] Hall and said….’ The questions 
are usually posed by anonymous monks (s ng wèn  … sh  yún 

 …‘a monk asked… and the master answered…’) and very 
rarely a specific monk is mentioned (usually only the monks who are 
selected to become dharma heirs). Occasionally, a eulogy is attached 
to the narrative part, as in the following passage:126 

The master instructed the assembly, saying: “People everywhere are 
talking about the true head of Tóuz . If I descend from the mountain, 
after three steps there will be somebody inquiring about the matter of 
the true head of Tóuz . How do you speak to such a person?”  

Somebody asked: “How old are you, Preceptor?” The master said: 
“When the spring winds have ceased, there again are the autumn 
winds.”  

Somebody asked: “How about the words which cut through iron?” 
The master said: “Do not waste your strength!”  

The master asked Cuìw i: “How about the principle of the Buddha?” 
[Cuì]w i said: “Buddha is just there not being a principle.” The master 
said: “Haven’t you fallen into [the fallacy of] Emptiness (i.e., nihilism)?” 
[Cuì]w i: “True Emptiness is not empty.”  

Cuìw i had an eulogy he presented to the master, and which 
included a prophecy:  

When ever in the past did the Buddha-principle have a principle 
True Insubstantiality is constituted of not being insubstantial 
Dàt ng dwells at a quiet place 
Expounding the doctrine of my master. 

As already in many early Chán scriptures, lay supporters play an 
important part in the rhetorical structure on the Recorded Sayings. The 

                                                 
126 The text Recorded Sayings of Preceptor Tóuz  is included in fascicle 36 of the 
collection G  z nsù y lù . 
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examples below show the significant differences between the ways of 
integrating powerful lay Buddhists in the structures of the text. 

In the LDFBJ—an early transmission text and a product of the 8th 
century Sìchu n B otáng School, which by the way probably was the 
most iconoclastic and anti-traditionalist among the early Chán factions 
(…and seemingly not only restricted to the textual and rhetorical level 
as paper tigers in the iconoclasm depicted in Sòng Chán literature and 
projected back to the Chán masters of the ‘Golden Age’ during the 
Táng Dynasty) the ‘name dropping’ of important officials and the 
listing of titles of texts (in a text otherwise very concerned with the 
refutation of canonical or traditional approaches to Buddhism) is so 
excessive that it occasionally disturbs the otherwise consistent 
rhetorical structure that is characterized by highly entertaining 
dialogues written in a rather colloquial language. The names of 
important officials (in the translation below italics are added to names 
and titles) are extensively inserted throughout the text and their 
involvement in the spread of the Buddha-dharma is emphasized, as 
illustrated in the following example. Note that the vivid account of the 
splendid welcome of the master includes basically all important local 
officials of the Sh  area (Sìchu n) as well as the general population, 
and is accompanied by supernatural events; all this evokes the notion 
of an embodied buddha arriving in the outlands of Sìchu n: 

 

On the twenty-third day of the ninth month of the second year of the 
Y ngtài era (766), the Imperial Entertainments Chief Minister Mùróng 

D ng acting as special messenger, the district officials, Buddhists, 
Daoists, and such, all went to Mt. Báiyán to invite the Venerable 
[Wúzhù]. Conveying the invitations and obeisances of the Lord 

Minister (Du Hongjian), the Vice-Director, and the Army Supervisor, 
they implored the Venerable: “Do not forsake mercy, for the sake of 
beings of the Three Sh , make a ‘Great Bridge’,” they beseeched him 
fervently. The Venerable knew that the Lord Minister profoundly 
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defended the Buddha-Dharma and cherished the Mah y na, he knew 
that the Vice-Director was benevolent and generous, and he knew that 
the Army Supervisor honored the Buddha, Dharma, and Sa gha. He 
judged that these were associates of the same karmic destiny and did 
not turn down the invitation. And so there were “fine pennants and a 
jeweled parasol” (i.e., a procession befitting a Buddha). All the worthies 
of the region, fearing that the Venerable would not come out from Mt. 
Báiyán, also went to the mountain gate to join in the invitation. They 
welcomed the Venerable with a jeweled sedan-chair and would have 
had him sit in it; but the Venerable declined and proceeded step by step 
in a slow and dignified manner. When he was about to leave, the earth 
quaked six times in the Màozh u area, the mountains and rivers roared, 
and the insects and birds cried out. The ordinary people all asked one 
another, “What good omens are these?” When they saw that official 

representatives had come to welcome the Venerable, then the local 
monks, nuns, followers of the Way, and laypersons redoubled their 
pleas that the Venerable remain. The special messenger told the monks 
and laypersons and the others, “The Lord Minister and the 

Vice-Director consider this important for the benefit of all the beings of 
the Three Sh . Of what account is this area, when we have promised 
not to let him be detained?” (LDFBJ, T.51, no.2075; ed. Adamek 
2007:357 (punctuation modified); tr. ibid.:359) 

The passage continues with enumerations of dozens of officials 
and their acts of veneration of Master Wúzhù, as well as describing 
the expounding of his essential doctrines (centered on the doctrine of  
wúniàn  ‘No-thought’). This passage—and many other in the 
LDFBJ—are constructed in a way that suggests a complete merging of 
clerical and secular interests, and an immense impact by the main 
protagonist Wúzhù on all strata of society (with a great emphasis on 
the military and civic officials of the Sìchu n era who act as lay 
supporters of the master), transforming his secular surroundings in a 
Buddhist-inspired way. 

In the LJL, several frame-narratives within which the sermons or 
dialogues unfold consist of invitations by officials to give a 
Dharma-talk. Also here a certain ambivalent relationship with the 
secular powers is expressed; however, in contrast to the description of 
the rulers and officials in the LDFBJ, the relationship in the LJL is 
completely demystified. Below is the opening paragraph of the LJL 
(emphasis added): 
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The Prefectural Governor, Councilor Wáng, along with the other 

officials, requested the master to address them. The master took the 
high seat in the Dharma Hall and said: 

“Today, I, this mountain monk, having no choice in the matter, have 
perforce yielded to customary etiquette and taken this seat. If I were to 
demonstrate the Great Matter in strict keeping with the teaching of the 
ancestral school, I simply couldn’t open my mouth and there wouldn’t 
be any place for you to find footing. But since I’ve been so earnestly 
entreated today by the councilor, why should I conceal the essential 
doctrine of our school?” (LJL, ed. and tr. Sasaki/Kirchner 2009:117) 

Línjì also frequently addresses the audience using appellations that 
can refer both to clergy and lay persons, as, for example, dàoliú  
‘followers of the Way.’ Also the ideal person who has grasped the 
truth is not referred to with specific Buddhist terms but the LJL often 
uses the expression dà zhàngf  hàn  which has rather 
military and ‘masculine/manly’ connotations, such as ‘heroic person.’ 
This kind of terminology127 and the refined rhetorical and linguistic 
structure of the LJL, including many poetic allusions, creative 
re-interpretation of traditional Buddhist terms, the inclusion of many 
non-monastic references, as well as the straightforward and ‘tough’ 
(and often insulting) language used in the dialogues are ample 
evidence that the work was primarily targeted at an educated audience 
with a refined taste for literature, expecting to be entertained by a 

                                                 
127 In Kirchner/Sasaki 2009 translated with ‘resolute fellow;’ the expression dà 

zhàngf  appears already in classical Chinese literature; compare Hánf iz   
20.9:  “The ‘great fellow’ refers to his 
wisdom being great;” Huáinánz   1.4: 

 “Hence, the person of great stature: Being placidly free of all worries and 
serenely without thoughts for the morrow, has the heavens as his canopy.” The word 
also appears three times in the Mèngz   (translations based on search results in 
the Thesaurus Linguae Sericae database, TLS). Besides the  the LJL uses 
the equally vernacular variant dà zhàngf -ér  (translated by Burton Watson 
with ‘really first-rate fellow’). One of the first occurrences in the Buddhist context is 
probably in the ZTJ, fascicle 4: 
“A great hero should transcend the dharma and purify himself, how can I thoroughly 
engage in trivial matters until I die?” (tr. Anderl, TLS). 
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text.128 Since its compilation until now the work has been one of the 
key texts of Chinese and Japanese Chán/Zen, and more recently has 
been also highly appreciated by Western Zen teachers and lay 
students. 

There are Recorded Sayings texts that were exclusively authored 
by lay persons (j shì ), or in which a lay person is the main 
protagonist. The most famous work is probably the Recorded Sayings 

of Layman Páng, Páng j shì y lù .129 Here, tendencies 
towards a lay audience and the idealization of the lay practitioner as 
observed in texts such as the LDFBJ and the Platform S tra are 
further developed and brought into a sophisticated and entertaining 
literary form. 130  However, the structure of the text is not very 
different from regular Recorded Sayings texts and Layman Páng fills 
the ‘slot’ in the structure of the narrative in the same way as an 
ordained Chán masters would do, speaking similar ‘enigmatic’ 
phrases and performing similar acts, with the little difference that also 
his wife occasionally appears in the stories (and also she acting like a 
Chán master…). Here is a short example of a section of one of the 
stories involving his wife: 

One day Chán Master D nxiá Ti nrán came to visit the Layman. Just 
when he arrived in front of the gate he saw [the Layman’s] wife 
Língzhào carrying a food basket. [D n]xiá asked her: “Is the Layman at 
home?” [Líng]zhào set down the food basket and stood there doing 
nothing. [D n]xiá asked again: “Is the Layman at home?” [Líng]zhào 
lifted up the food basket and then walked away. [D n]xiá thereupon 

                                                 
128 On a study of some aspects of rhetorical devices in the LJL with an emphasis on 
the term jìng , see Anderl 2007; on insulting expressions in Chán texts, see Anderl 
2006. 
129 This refers to an account of the lay person Páng Y n  (d. 808), a dharma 
heir of M z  Dàoy   (709 788). The earliest extant edition of the text dates 
back to the Míng Dynasty. 
130 As Wendi Adamek (2007:180) remarks: “The account of Layman Páng, whose 
entire family was able to manifest deep realization in everyday encounters, is a 
paradigmatic example of idealization of the one who ‘cannot but have gone forth’ and 
the monastery without walls.” 
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left. After a short while the Layman returned and [Líng]zhào told him 
what had happened. The Layman asked: “Is D nxiá in?” [Líng]zhào 
answered: “[He] has left.” The Layman said: “Barren land, muddy 
water buffalo (i.e., buffalo covered with mud).” Soon afterwards 
[D n]xiá entered to see the Layman. When the Layman saw him 
coming, he neither raised up nor talked to him. [D n]xiá thereupon 
lifted up his fly-whisk131 and the Layman raised a mallet. […]132 

Another example—with a very different structure—is the 
Recorded Sayings of Yán B ng  alias Rúrú j shì  (d. 
1212), a second generation dharma heir of Chán Master Dàhuì 
Z ngg o  (1089 1163).133 The record does not have the 
typical structure of Recorded Sayings of the Southern Sòng but seems 
to have been adjusted specifically to the needs of lay people. Although 
Rúrú emphasizes huàtóu  contemplation—the prevailing Chán 
mediation practice during the Southern Sòng—an array of other topics 
are included in the text, including the cultivation of merits, chapters 
on Buddhist precepts, and the pursuit of Amit bha’s Pure Land.134 
The diverse chapters include transmission verses based on the 
Transmission of the Lamp histories, chapters on ‘Ritual Invocations’ 
(Y nsh ng fóshì mén ), ‘Ritual Protocol for Liberating 
Living Beings’ (Fàngsh ng k yí mén ), ‘Expressing 
Wishes’ (Chén yì mén ), ‘Dedication of Merit’ (Huíxiàng mén 

), ‘Guiding the Souls of the Dead as They Enter the Bath’ (Y n 

wánggu  rù yù mén ), etc.135 

                                                 
131 The fly-whisk is one of the items symbolizing the authority of a Chán master. 
132 CBETA, X69, no.1336:131c7 12; attached is a very tentative translation. 
133 On this lay Buddhist, see the recent study of Wagner (2008). On the background 
and extant versions of the text, see ibid.:2 ff. On Dàhuì and his teachings for lay 
students (often consisting of a Neo-Confucian audience), see Mohr 2000:251. The 
focus on lay practitioners of Zen was also a special concern of Hakuin—who followed 
the model of Dàhuì in this respect: “In comparison with other Sòng teachers, Dàhuì 
gives more explicit descriptions of practice. In particular, his Letters provide a 
firsthand account of how lay practitioners were advised to handle the g ngàn. Dàhuì’s 
emphasis on sharpening the spiritual inquiry while engaged in secular labor represents 
a significant departure from teachings centered on the purely monastic environment. 
This emphasis on integrating spirituality with secular activity was later also stressed 
by Hakuin [Ekaku , 1686 1769] when he addressed the lay community. In 
his Orategama [ ], Hakuin writes that ‘Master Dàhuì too said that 
[meditative] work in movement is infinitely superior to that in stillness’” (ibid.:250). 
134 Wagner 2008:iv. 
135 Titles and translations according to Wagner 2008, for the complete list of the 58 
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The Contextualization of Chán Literature 

In recent scholarship, more comprehensive approaches have been 
pursued in order to study the emergence of specific Chán genres such 
as the Recorded Sayings and g ngàn literature. Traditionally, scholars 
concentrated on Buddhist literature and precedents, ignoring the fact 
that the emergence of these genres is as much a phenomenon within 
the field of literary studies and linguistics as it is in the context of East 
Asian religions. Recently, Albert Welter 136  has focused on the 
chuánqí ‘miraculous tales’) as possible influence, while Victor 
S gen Hori has studied the possible influence of Chinese literary 
games on g ngàn literature.137 One of the future important tasks will 
be the study of these Chán genres in even a broader context (also 
including the Neo-Confucian and Daoist y lù, for example). It will be 
also necessary to contextualize Chán literature within the larger field 
of narrative traditions (primarily the immensely popular avad na 
literature, including their visual ‘transformations;’138  see also the 
discussion on the term y nyuán above), and focus on performative 
presentations of the Buddhist teachings during the Táng Dynasty. 
Important for the study of the adaptation of the written vernacular in 
Chán literature is also what Victor Mair refers to as the ‘Second 
Vernacular Revolution,’ and the oral culture prevailing in the 
Buddhist context, especially from the mid-Táng onwards. 

                                                                                                         
chapter headers (which even include ‘Verses on Confucianism’ and ‘Verses on 
Daoism’), see ibid.:22 29. 
136 Welter 2008:131 156; this approach is promising, however, there are certain 
problems connected to focusing on chuánq  in this respect, and further studies 
will be necessary in order to verify a possible influence (for a response to Welter’s 
approach, see also Anderl 2009).  
137 Hori 2006:194f. 
138  There a clear parallels between the concept of ‘key phrases’ (as used in 
Chán/Zen/S n Buddhism) and the depiction of important events in the lives of the 
buddhas and bodhisattvas (iconographic motives which were all-pervasive during the 
Táng Dynasty). Conceptually, both operate with the notion of an essential part 
extracted from a larger context: in the case of Chán, a key phrase or key phrases had 
to be selected from the frame narrative or a dialogue between a master and his 
disciple; in the case of iconographic depiction, one or several key scenes had to be 
chosen from an avad na (y nyuán or yuánq  ) or another type of Buddhist 
narrative. Both were regarded as important didactic and expedient devices reflecting 
and condensing an essential truth, expected to impact the reader or viewer, 
respectively, on her or his path to enlightenment/salvation. However, the ‘visual 
context’ of Chán has to await more thorough studies. 



CHRISTOPH ANDERL 68 

Remarks on the Literary Structure of G ngàn/K an Literature  

“The k an—a brief, enigmatic anecdote or dialogue between two 
contesting parties—defines the heart of Zen Buddhism and is the single 
most distinctive feature in the thought and practice of the Zen sect.”139 

Many of the utterances of the masters developed into ‘cases of the 
masters of old,’140 which were used again and again for pedagogical 
and rhetoric purposes, amassing multiple layers of commentaries in 
the course of time. During the Sòng, these ‘cases’ were often 
condensed into the famous ‘g ngàn’141 (J. k an ) collections, 
which are still among the most important primary texts in Japanese 
Zen Buddhism today. 142  From these and the Recorded Sayings 
collections ‘essential/key phrases’ (huàtóu ) 143  and ‘catch 
phrases’ (zhuóy  ; J. jakugo) were extracted, developing into 
important soteriological devices in the context of kànhuà  
meditation. 

                                                 
139 Heine 2002:1, and: “Rhetorical devices that use paradox, wordplay, and ambiguity 
to communicate a message about the maddening quality and inherent limitations of 
language” (ibid.:5). 
140 Secondary literature on g ngàn/k an is abundant (see, for example, Miura/Sasaki 
1966; Rosemont 1970; Heine 1990; Heine 1994; Heine 2000; Heine/Wright 2000; 
Hori 2000; Wright 2000; Welter 2000); on the function of k an in S t  funeral 
sermons, see Bodiford 1992:161. 
141 On issues of terminology concerning k an, see Heine 1994:38 43. 
142 For a case study (the development of the doctrine ‘Non-sentients teach the 
Dharma,’ wúqíng shu  f  , into an essential phrase), see Anderl 2004a.  
143 One of the earliest occurrences of this word seems to be ZTJ, but it is not clear 
whether it had already developed into a term in this text. Suffix tóu  usually 
appears with concrete nouns in the language of the Late Táng; however, it could also 
combine with abstract nouns referring exclusively to speech acts. As in the case of 
many function words in Chinese, traces of the original lexical meaning frequently 
adhere to the grammaticalized word (the phenomenon of ‘persistence’ in the context 
of historical grammar). In the case of tóu combining with abstract words traces of the 
meaning ‘HEAD > MAIN > ESSENTIAL’ adhered to it. As such huàtóu is an ‘essential 
phrase, key phrase;’ wèntóu  an ‘essential question; key question’ (e.g., ZTJ, ed. 
Yanagida 1974:132: “ ” The master said: “Good question!” On 
suffix tóu, see Anderl 2004b, vol.1:133 140). Although there probably did not exist 
any formal g ngàn practice in monastic settings at the end of the Táng/Five Dynasties 
period, ‘essential phrases’ played an important role, used as ‘expedient means’ in the 
teaching process. As stated in the preface to ZTJ: 

 ‘Those of supreme capacity enlighten to the 
secret teaching before the ‘point of the weapon’ has become manifest yet; those with 
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Even more so than the Recorded Sayings, g ngàn literature is 
highly constructed and adapted to the literary taste of the educated 
reader. Below is a short analysis of the rhetorical structure of one of 
the cases of the famous collection Chánz ng Wúmén gu n 

 (J. Zensh  Mumonkan), 144 complied by the monk Huìk i  
(1183 1260). 

     

[Title:] 
 

[Translation:]145 
The Bamboo Staff of Sh ush n 

{The title always consists of four Chinese characters in the Wúmén gu n} 

                                                                                                         
medium and inferior capacities investigate the mysterious essence after it has been 
exposed in key phrases (or ‘expedient phrases,’ j jù );’ see ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 
1974:1.001; tr. in Anderl 2004b, vol.1:15. 
144 The example is taken from T.48, no.2005:298b15 22; Schlütter discerns three 
types of g ngàn in the Sòng Dynasty, ‘g ngàn stories,’ ‘catchphrase g ngàn,’ and 
‘situation g ngàn’ (Schlütter 2000:171 172). 
145  For an alternative translation, see Sekida 1977:124 125. My notes on the 
rhetorical structure and the language of the g ngàn are added in ‘{}’ brackets. For a 
translation of this case, see also Hirata 1969:154 156. 

Figure 4: A page from a 
19th century Japanese 
edition of the Mumonkan 
(with diacritics added, 
indicating the word order 
for reading the text in 
Japanese bungo ).
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[Case:] 

 

[Translation:] 
Preceptor Sh ush n took up the bamboo staff and instructed the 
assembly, saying: “All you people, if you call [this] a bamboo staff then 
this is ‘attachment/clinging,’ [?] if you do not call this a bamboo staff 
than this is ‘turning against;’ [?] all you people, tell me: what do you 
call it?” 

{The cases in the Wúmén gu n are always introduced with the name of the 
main actor of the g ngàn, in this case Sh ush n, a master in the Línjì lineage. 
In the first line, the central topic is introduced, the lifting of the bamboo-staff, 
a symbol of authority of the master, occasionally used to ‘punish’ the students 
or to encourage them to greater efforts.146 The address of master Sh ush n is 
formulated rhythmically, the 7-character couplets in the middle are arranged 
parallel to each other; in this couplet the main proposition of the case (in the 
form of an address to the disciples) is formulated. The direct speech is 
introduced by a second person pronoun (r  ) affixed with the plural 
indicator d ng  and a quantifying apposition ‘all you people’ (zh  rén 

). In order to preserve the 7-character phrase the second part of the couplet 
deletes the sentence initial ruò  ‘if.’ After the middle couplet, the audience 
is emphatically addressed again, this time including a small variatio by 
dropping the plural suffix after second person pronoun r . The address is 
formulated in the form of a request/mild imperative, indicated by the adverb 
qi  . The last phrase features the colloquial question pronoun shènmó  
‘what.’ At this point, the main case stops and no answer by the students is 
included—through this device the feeling of suspension is kept and the 
question is transferred from the disciples in the text (i.e., the ‘internal’ 
audience of disciples as part of the textual structure) to the reader (i.e., the 
‘external’ audience). Another special feature typical for g ngàns is the 
inclusion of commonly used words, attaching a very specific ‘Zen meaning’ 
(frequently differing also from their common use in Buddhist texts) and 
unusual semantics to them. In this case, the common verbs chù  ‘TOUCH > 
attach to, cling to (?),’ and b i  ‘TO TURN ONE’S BACK TOWARDS > oppose 
(?)’ are used. Note that the verbs are transitive but the object is consciously 
deleted (and not understood from the context!). By applying this rhetorical 
device, the riddle-like and enigmatic features of the phrases are preserved and 
the reader wonders about the reference of the deleted object. This ambiguity 
also leaves ample room for future commentaries on the passage.} 

                                                 
146 For a description of the function of the zhúbì  (J. shippei), see the entry by 
Griffith Foulks in the DDB (http://www.buddhism-dict.net/cgi-bin/xpr-ddb.pl?q=% 
E7%AB%B9%E7%AF%A6). He translates the term with ‘bamboo clapper.’ 
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[Commentary by Wúmén:] 

 

[Translation:] 
Wúmén comments: “Calling it a bamboo staff then this is ‘attachment,’ 
not calling it a bamboo staff then this is ‘opposing.’ It is not allowed to 
use words, it is not allowed to be silent. Speak up quickly! Speak up 
quickly!” 

{Wúmén starts his comment by repeating the central couplet of the main case; 
the initial particle ruò ‘if’ is deleted in the first phrase and the parallel 
construction (and repetition of Wúmén’s proposition) is rendered slightly 
off-balance; however, the comment continues with a strictly parallel 
(semantically and grammatically) and nearly identical couplet (only 
differentiated by the antonyms y u  ‘have’ and wú  ‘not have,’ which 
are among the most important contrastive terms in Chán Buddhist texts). The 
comment ends with another couplet, a repeated imperative phrase, as such 
constituting an identical couplet. As in the main case, Wúmén’s commentary 
ends with a request, however, this time the reader is confronted with a 
straightforward imperative, the repetition of the phrase is adding to the sense 
of urgency: “Speak up quickly, speak up quickly!”} 

[Verse:] 
 

 

[Translation:] 
The verse says:  
Lifting up the bamboo-staff 
Executing the order of either killing or letting live (i.e., pardoning)147 
‘Opposing’ and ‘attachment’ race with each other 
The Buddhas and Patriarchs are begging for their lives 

{The g ngàn concludes with a short stanza of 4x4 characters, the last 
character of the second line rhyming with the last character of the fourth line, 
/lìng / /mìng /. In the first line, the central topic of the g ngàn, the 
‘lifting of the staff’ is repeated; followed by a phrase referring to legal 
procedures, i.e., dramatically and metaphorically comparing Sh ush n to a 
judge deciding over the release of the accused or the execution of a ‘death’ 
sentence;148 the dynamic and urgent mood is maintained in the third phrase, 
resuming the two central verbs chù and b i (which indicate the possible 

                                                 
147 Sekida (1977:123) translates “Holding up the shippei, He takes life, he gives life.” 
This seems to be imprecise and ignores the construction xíng …ling  ‘to 
execute an order’ (xínglìng being a current compound in that meaning), ‘order’ being 
specified by sh   and huó .   
148 Legal terminology is frequently encountered in the language of g ngàns/k ans. 
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reactions to Sh ush n’s raising the staff): the two (nominalized) abstract verbs 
are put in relation with a verb usually associated with concrete motion: they 
are actually racing with each other.149 In the fourth line the link to the 
founders of the tradition/the authorative lineage is established—and at the 
same time challenged: the tradition is actualized and revived by actions of the 
master.} 

On Some Rhetorical Moods and Modes 

Rhetoric of Urgency 

The ‘rhetoric of urgency,’150 the ‘rhetoric of pending threats,’ and the 
‘rhetoric of control’ are often encountered in Chán historiographic 
works, including the accounts of immanent threats to the adherents of 
Chán, often by ‘enemies’ or rivals of the school. Note the following 
example of a rhetorically very terse passage from the LDFBJ, from the 
section on the first Patriarch Bodhidharma. In this short passage 
several central themes and rhetorical devices are compressed. It 
includes an account of the (fictive) poisoning attempts by the monk 
Bodhiruci (i.e., a polemical attack against somebody who is perceived 
as a rival of the Chán School). Bodhidharma is also described as 
possessing the powers of knowing the thoughts of others (i.e., the 
intentions of Bodhiruci) as well as knowledge of the past151 (he 
knows the reason why he is poisoned, expressed by the statement w  

yuán c  dú ), and of predicting future events (i.e., the 
pending troubles for the Second Patriarch in spe Huìk   and the 
future line of transmission). In addition, the crucial topics of the 
patriarchical transmission (until the sixth generation, i.e., Huìnéng), 
the symbol of transmission in the form of the monk’s robe (in many 
other Chán hagiographies also the monk’s bowl is mentioned), and the 
relative understanding of his successors (i.e., until the Sixth Patriarch 
there can be only one main successor who caries on the lineage, in this 
case, Huìk ). The topic of transmission is further dramatized through 
metaphorical expressions, his disciples actually receiving parts of the 
body of Bodhidharma (an act of ‘metaphorical cannibalism,’ so to say, 

                                                 
149 The rhetorical device of combining abstract nouns or verbs with words referring to 
concrete actions or motion is frequently encountered in Chán scriptures. 
150 Concerning rhetorical devices and the creation of a notion of urgency, see the 
analysis of the g ngàn example above. 
151 These are skills traditionally attributed to a buddha. 
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Huìk  receives the ‘marrow’ of Bodhidharma, i.e., the very essence of 
his teaching, thus qualifying him for the succession). As additional 
rhetorical elements, the notion of urgency and the great danger 
involved in transmitting the dharma are emphasized. Besides the 
description of the wicked attempts by Bodhiruci of poisoning 
Bodhidharma, it is also stressed that even these events are 
fundamentally caused by Bodhidharma himself,152 who, thus, remains 
in complete control of the situation. 

“ ”

“
” “

” “

”  

Now it happened that in the Wèi the Trepi aka Bodhiruci and the 
Vinaya Master Gu ngt ng put poison in some food which they offered 
[to Bodhidharma]. When the Great Master had finished eating he asked 
for a dish and vomited up a pint of snakes. Once again they offered him 
poisoned food. When the Great Master had taken the food and eaten it, 
he sat atop a massive boulder, and when the poison came out the 
boulder cracked. Altogether they tried to poison him six times. The 
Great Master informed his disciples, “I originally came in order to pass 
on the Dharma. Now that I’ve gotten someone, what’s the good of 
lingering?” Then he transmitted the k ya robe as a verification of the 
Dharma transmission. He said to Huìk , “My destiny is this poison; you 
also will not escape these tribulations. Until the sixth generation, the 
life of the Dharma heir will be as a dangling thread.” He finished 
speaking and immediately died of the poison. He himself used to say, “I 
am one hundred and fifty years old,” but it was not known how old he 
actually was.153 

Note also another feature that is in contrast to the structure of 
traditional Buddhist historiographic/hagiographic writings: The 
section giving an account of his background, his teacher, his 

                                                 
152 Indicated by the interesting phrase w  yuán c  dú , lit. ‘I conditioned 
this poison,’ i.e., Bodhiruci’s act of poisoning has been caused (and thus foreseen) by 
Bodhidharma’s actions in the past.  
153  LDFBJ, based on ed. Adamek 2007:310, tr. in ibid.:312 (slightly modified). 
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enlightenment and his activities as master (topics which would occupy 
ample room in more traditional historiographies such as the Xù 

g os ng zhuàn )154 is actually compressed into one line!  

 

Chán Master Bodhidharmatr ta was the third son of a South Indian king. 
He became a monk while still young, and as soon as he received 
instruction from his master he was immediately awakened. He preached 
in South India and greatly furthered Buddhism. 

In contrast to this compressed section, the detailed sections of the 
entry consist of dramatized prose and dialogues. Here, we already see 
a distinct tendency away from the traditional historiographic/hagio- 
graphic style of writing and towards narratives including dramatic 
accounts and dialogues. 

Antinomian and Anti-authoritarian Rhetoric 

Accounts of iconoclastic, antinomian, anti-authoritarian, and anti- 
traditionalist behaviour of Chán masters, as well as their rejection of 
the canonical texts and traditional Buddhist practices, are important 
topics in Chán/Zen scriptures, suggesting a nearly unlimited power 
and freedom of enlightened masters. These accounts are of course in 
startling contrast to the institutional and socio-political realities and 
restrictions (including the financial dependency on secular powers and 
laity, in addition to the fact that ordinations had to be authorized by 
secular officials) the clergy usually had to submit to.  

“Rather, Sòng Chán monasteries were strictly governed, large 
institutions where students lived highly regulated lives, engaging in 
ritualized lectures and encounters with the master according to an 
established schedule.” (Schlütter 2008:16)155  

                                                 
154  Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks, compiled by Dàoxuán 
(596 667) in 654, including the hagiographies of 485 monks (T.50, no.2060). 
155 As Robert Sharf points out: “Táng Chán monastic life was preoccupied with 
sitting meditation, chanting scriptures, and worshipping patriarchs. Rather, passages 
disparaging seated meditation, scriptural recitation or indeed niànfó are better viewed 
in the context of Mah y na soteriology: They were injunctions against attachments 
that would have been particularly intransient within a monastic setting. The rhetorical 
as opposed to the literal rejection of all forms of practice became a hallmark of 
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This kind of rhetoric often consists of emphasizing the superior 
wisdom of a Chán master as compared to secular authorities, typically 
expressed by the refusal to follow orders (e.g., of an imperial edict), or 
the mocking of persons of high status, or other eminent Buddhist 
monks, preferably lecture master. These stories have the function of 
stressing the special status of the Chán master even vis-à-vis the 
highest authorities. They are also great topics for adding suspense and 
drama to the hagiographies of famous masters. Already in the 8th 
century LDFBJ, the Fourth Patriarch Dàoxìn’s  (580 651) 
dialogical exchange with an envoy sent by the emperor actually 
occupies more than half of the biographic entry. After several futile 
attempts by the unlucky envoy to convince Dàoxìn to move to the 
capital the exchange ends in the following way: 

“ ” “

” “ ” “
‘ ’” “ ”

“ ” “ ”

“ ” 

The emperor again sent off the messenger, [this time] wearing a sword 
with which to get Chán Master Xìn’s head. He ordered him, “Do not 
harm the Venerable!” The messenger arrived at the Venerable’s place 
and said, “The emperor orders me to get the Venerable’s head. Will the 
Chán Master go or not?” The Venerable replied, “I absolutely will not 
go.” The messenger said, “The emperor orders that if the Chán Master 
will not come, I am to cut off his head and bring it.” Great Master Xìn 
extended his head and said, “Chop it and take it.” The messenger turned 
the blade and bent [Dàoxìn’s] neck. Great Master Xìn sang out, “Why 
don’t you chop, how much longer must I wait?” The messenger replied, 
“The emperor ordered me not to harm the Venerable.” Chán Master Xìn 
gave a great laugh and said, “I’ve taught you to recognize someone who 
stays put.” (LDFBJ, ed. Adamek 2007:31 (punctuation modified); tr. 
ibid.:318) 

                                                                                                         
orthodoxy in Chán” (Sharf 2002:303). And, as Griffith Foulk remarks: “As I have 
shown elsewhere, neither the Chán slogans pertaining to ‘separate transmission’ and 
‘non-reliance on scriptures,’ nor the iconoclastic rhetoric attributed to Chán 
patriarchs, can be taken as descriptive of any actual state of affairs among the 
historical promoters of Chán ideology. Generally speaking, the monks who spread and 
benefited from the Chán discourse throughout the Táng and Sòng resided in 
mainstream Buddhist monasteries and engaged in a full range of traditional Buddhist 
religious practices” (Foulk 2007:454); for a description of monastic Chán practice and 
ritual during the Sòng, see Foulk 1993. 
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Rhetoric of Persuasion, Defeat and Submission 

As Jens Braarvig in his contribution Rhetoric of Emptiness points 
out, rhetoric aims at persuading the listener or reader to adopt a 
particular view, or—specifically in the Buddhist context—to 
bring about the realization of a particular truth. Ideally, this 
realization aims at achieving liberation from ignorance, the cycle 
of life and death, or any other goal in the context of the Buddhist 
m rga. However, especially in Mah y na Buddhism there is an 
inherent ambivalence towards the use of words in the pursuit of 
the truth. They are unavoidable in spreading the message of 
Buddhism, on the other hand they are by definition limited in 
their capacity to express the truth, since the ultimate truth is 
beyond any linguistic expression. As such they belong to the 
realm of expedient means, often used not to establish a 
proposition but rather to refute any particular view and 
demonstrate the insubstantiality of all material or mental 
phenomena.  

By comparing Buddhist and Greek rhetorical practices, 
Braarvig demonstrates that this ambiguity exists for both 
traditions. In the Greek context, rhetoric was criticized of being a 
practice similar to magic since it intentionally projects certain 
opinions and views into the mind of the listener, at its worst it is 
used as a skillful tool by tyrants in the controlling of their 
subjects. However, whereas the Greek discussed rhetoric mostly 
in a political and juridical context, the Buddhists would refer to it 
concerning the realization of an ultimate truth or a truth enabling 
personal liberation. Eloquence has to serve a higher purpose of 
furthering progression towards the ultimate goal of Buddhahood. 
Otherwise, rhetoric will be empty words and the source of false 
views and discursive thinking. As such, rhetoric skills in the form 
of memory (dh ra ) and eloquence (pratibh na) have to be part 
of the repertoire of skillful means, which the Bodhisattva ideally 
possesses. Braarvig also investigates the relationship of the 
frequently blurred borders between rhetoric and logic. He argues 
that a system of logic applied in the Mah y na context aims at 
refuting any view without establishing another view, and can 
therefore easily slide into the realm of rhetoric. Another 
important element in the rhetorical structure of certain Mah y na 
texts is the inclusion of lay persons who surpass even the direct 
students of Buddha in their realization of wisdom. Their superior 
insight is often described through their great abilities in using 
rhetorical devices, by ridiculing the religious specialist, the 



ZEN RHETORIC: AN INTRODUCTION 77 

r vaka. As Braarvig shows, as a crucial device the opponent is 

defined before he is able to define himself.156 
Another important aspect highlighted by Braarvig are specific 

features of many Mah y na scriptures, which place them in the 
vicinity of genres associated with fiction and fantasy, boundaries 
of time and place are constantly transcended and the mind of the 
reader is bombarded with the imagery of phenomena in infinite 
worlds at infinite times. However, this grandeur of style is often 
interrupted by repetitive and tedious enumerations of concepts. 
By analyzing aspects of the Vimalak rtinirde a and Bodhisattva- 

cary nirde a Braarvig illustrates another feature which is also of 
central importance for Chán genres, i.e., the dialectical and 
logical form of dialogues. Already in Mah y na scriptures, these 
dialogues often feature clearly ‘extra-doctrinal’ aspects, such as 
the humiliation of the opponent and the assignment of inferior 
views and modes of understanding to him. 

This ability to defeat the opponent by displaying greater wits and 
superior eloquence is of course also important in the context of the 
interaction with the broader public and worldly supporters of the 
Buddhist clergy. The public humiliation of the opponent in front of 
large audiences (often including the ruler) is a popular topic in the 
religious literature of both India and China. It is the ultimate test of the 
spiritual insight and powers of a famous religious figure, and—maybe 
most importantly—his worthiness of receiving financial and 
institutional support by the secular powers. 

For an example, see the rhetorically sophisticated passage on Chán 
master Huìzh ng and his interaction with the Chán guest from the 
South (probably hinting at his rival Shénhuì).157 Huìzh ng does not 
persuade exclusively with arguments (although he uses semi-logical 
chains of persuasion, too), but by convincing the interlocutor that his 
spiritual attainment was inferior. Typically, the interlocutor will 
finally ritually signal his submission and defeat. Here, we clearly 
witness a shift from using convincing arguments or chains of 
(pseudo-) logical sequences of doctrinal statements towards the 
authority of the master generated by his alleged enlightenment. The 
Chán master may say A, B, or C, it does not matter, he always will be 
right based on his superior status derived from his ‘insight’ and 

                                                 
156 A device that in later vernacular texts would be reinforced and developed by the 
frequent use of appositional constructions, defining the opponent already in the very 
address (for an example, see above). 
157 For a thorough rhetorical analysis of this encounter, see Anderl 2004a. 
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position in the tradition (at least until he encounters an opponent who 
even has deeper understanding: this kind of interaction—based on the 
display of ritual superiority and submission—is especially prominent 
in the rhetorically superb LJL), and would remain one of the main 
features of Chán literature to this day. 

The Secular Powers and Zen Rhetoric 

The interaction between Chán/Zen/S n and the secular powers has 
been diverse and very complex throughout history, and a thorough 
analysis of how these interactions are reflected in Zen literary 
products is far beyond the scope of this book. However, certain 
tendencies and types of interaction with powerful lay supporters will 
be briefly dealt with here.158 

Already in the rhetorical structure of early Chán scriptures the 
mentioning of secular powers such as emperors, high-rank officials, 
military governors, etc. were of great importance. On the one hand, 
this is evidence that Chán monks were concerned and interacting with 
important lay supporters, on the other hand, the integration of 
powerful lay people in literary products was also a rhetorical device in 
order to enhance the significance of the text and the masters 
mentioned in it, as well as indicating that the importance of Chán 
extended far beyond the walls of the monasteries.159 

There are significant differences concerning the integration of lay 
supporters, according to the respective period and type of literary 
product. For example, in the LDFBJ (which is otherwise known for its 
anti-traditionalist rhetoric) the names and titles of military and civil 
officials figure so densely in the text that it breaks up the otherwise 
quite coherent rhetoric characterized by the many entertaining 
dialogues.160  

                                                 
158 On this issue, see also Anderl 2011a. 
159 As is well known, already from the earliest period on Chán monks actively sought 
the vicinity of powerful supporters, e.g., the Northern School monk Shénxiù had close 
relations to Empress W  Zéti n, and Shénhuì used his popularity to collect money for 
the imperial army by selling monks’ certificates; on the ‘rhetoric of Chán 
fund-raising,’ see McRae 2003:107 (“His religious vocation was not in the private 
sanctuary of the meditation hall but on the very public venue of the ordination 
platform, where he made exciting and highly theatrical public presentations that 
inspired his listeners to begin the path of Buddhist spiritual cultivation”). 
160 For an example, see above. 
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The ‘protection of the state’ (hùguó ; J. gokoku; K. hoguk) 
was an important concept in the evolution of the Chán/S n/Zen 
schools, originally based on a number of s tras and Chinese 
apocryphal texts which had been composed for the purpose of dealing 
with the relation between Buddhism and the state.  

“The importance of Buddhism for affairs of state in Japan was 
reaffirmed in the Nara (710 794) and Heian periods (794 1185), when 
three Buddhist scriptures provided the cornerstones of state Buddhist 
ideology in Japan: the My h  renge ky  (S tra of the Lotus Blossom of 

the Fine Dharma, better known simply as the Hokke ky , the Lotus 

S tra), the Konk my  ky  (S tra of the Golden Light), and the Ninn  

gokoku hannya ky  (the Prajñ p ramit  S tra Explaining how 

Benevolent Kings Protect Their Countries, or simply, the Ninn  ky ). 
These three scriptures became collectively known in Japan as the ‘three 
s tra for the protection of the country’ (chingo kokka no sambuky ).” 
(Welter 2006: 68)161 

Eisai  (1141 1215) played an important role in establishing 
Zen as an independent institution.162 One of his major concerns was 
the relation between Zen and the Japanese state, as, for example, dealt 
with in his work K zen gokokuron  (The Promotion of 

Zen for the Protection of the Country). He based this relation on the 
above set of texts, most importantly the Ninn  ky  . In the 

                                                 
161  The My h  renge ky  (Ch. Miàof  liánhuá j ng ; Skr. 
Saddharma-pu ar ka S tra), T.9, no.262, probably the most popular s tra in East 
Asia; the Konk my  ky  (Ch. J ngu ngmíng j ng , Skr. Suvar a- 

prabh sottama-s tra) is extant in several translations (most importantly translations 
done between the 5th and early 8th centuries, T.16, Nos. 663, 664, and 665). The 
efficacy of these s tras for the protection of the state is generated through the worship 
and recitation of the text. Most important for the ideological foundation for the idea of 
‘state protection’ in the Buddhist context is the Ninn  gokoku hannya ky  

 (short: Ninn  ky ). In Japan, these three scriptures are known as chingo 

kokka no sambuky  : “The security of every king and the happiness of 
all the people are said to depend completely on this. For this reason, the Buddha 
continues, the Ninn  ky  has been entrusted to the kings of various countries and not 

to the Buddhist clergy or faithful” (Welter 2006:71). 
Zen nationalistic rhetoric before and during the Second World War is an 

important topic that unfortunately could be not covered within the scope of this 
volume; on this topic, see, for example, Sharf 1993; for a concise description, see 
Welter 2008:15 24; for the ideological foundation which Zen and Buddhism provided 
for militarism, see Brian 1998. 
162 Welter 2006:66. 
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view of Eisai, Zen should play a prominent role in the protection of 
the state, and according to the Ninn  ky  “the preservation of 
Buddhism is inextricably bound to the preservation of their own 
country.” 163  It is also interesting to note that according to this 
ideology the ruler has the main responsibility for protecting 
Buddhism, as opposed to the sa gha.164 As Welter points out, in 
contrast to China, medieval Buddhism in Japan was not regarded as 
‘foreign’ and did not constantly justify its position among other 
religions and ideologies:  

“As a result, ideological debates in Japan tended to be sectarian, that is, 
between different factions that shared a common vision, rather than 
cutting across fundamental ideological boundaries. […] many Buddhist 
sectarian debates were politically inspired” (Welter 2006:73)165 

As in the case of Chán and Zen, the reaction of Korean S n to 
unfavorable sociopolitical circumstances, and the interaction of S n 
and Confucianism led to specific rhetorical responses. In this volume, 
three contributions are devoted to this aspect of S n rhetoric: 

In his article Hyuj ng’s S n’ga Kwigam and its Historical Setting 

and Soteriological Strategies, Jongmyung Kim deals with 
Hyuj ng’s Compendium dating from the 16th century, focusing 
on soteriological and rhetorical issues as response to historical 
and intellectual developments during his time, characterized by a 
dominating position of Confucianism. One of the important 
aspects of Hyuj ng’s approach concerns the attempt to 
harmonize S n and canonical Buddhism, as well as making S n 
compatible with issues important for Confucian audiences. The 
structure and organization of Hyuj ng’s work provides important 
information on his main interests: although it is divided into three 
sections (‘ontology,’ ‘phenomenology,’ and ‘soteriology’), the 
last part is the most elaborate and clearly his main concern. In 
this part he focuses on persons on ‘medium and lower spiritual 
capacity’ and recommends practices usually not directly 
associated with Chán/Zen/S n, namely the recitation of Buddha’s 
name and the use of dh ra . In addition, there is a strong 

                                                 
163 Ibid.:69. 
164 Ibid.:71. 
165 It is also interesting to note that despite sectarian differences Eisai aimed at 
integrating several Buddhist approaches in his system (Tendai, prajñ  teachings, 
meditation practices, concern for morality) and combing them and “Ninn  ky  
ideology into a singly, seamless whole” (Welter 2006:74). In this rhetorical approach, 
Zen is pictured as the official religion of the state. 
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concern with ethical issues, clearly a response to a discourse 
dominated by Confucian scholars. Through this device of 
dividing the text into several sections dealing with practitioners 
of different capacities and practices suited for them, Hyuj ng 
manages to be faithful to tradional Zen tenets such as sudden 
awakening, as well as providing a useful response to the 
contemporary religious and sociopolitical framework, i.e., 
pleading for a harmony between the teachings as well as a 
‘moderate’ approach to Buddhism suited for people of lower 
capacities. 

In his contribution From Apologetics to Subversion, Jörg Plassen 
deals with Buddhist literary production when S n was 
increasingly suppressed by Neo-Confucian state ideology. 
Although Buddhism generally was marginalized between the 15th 
and the late 19th centuries, as compared to Neo-Confucian 
ideology, Plassen provides a more nuanced description of the 
relationship and interactions between Buddhist monks and the 
state authorities and the literati. Despite widespread anti- 
Buddhist sentiments many important printing projects of 
Buddhist literature were conducted during that period. As in the 
case of Sòng China, influential Chán/S n Buddhist monks were 
often recruited among the literati, resulting in a natural 
relationship between classical and Buddhist literary production. 
There is also a shift in the linguistic and stylistic features of S n 
works, a move towards literati-style writings and the spreading 
influence of the Chinese movement of wénzì Chán 
(Literary Chán or ‘Letters’ Chán), the Sòng colloquial style 
becoming frozen as a ‘sacred’ language of the Recorded Sayings. 
Plassen specifically analyzes the hermeneutical and ‘subversive’ 
rhetorical devices through which a synthesis between S n and 
Confucianism was achieved. In his Chodong owi yohae, the S n 
monk S lcham ultimately claims the identity between the two 
teachings. In his approach, S lcham uses one of the most 
important concepts of the Cáodòng tradition of Chán, the Five 
Positions (w wèi ), weaving Buddhist and Confucian 
terminology together. In addition, these combinations are 
illustrated in the form of diagrams. Through these subtle 
rhetorical devices S lcham evokes in the reader the notion of the 
identity between the Two Teachings. 

The adaptation of Buddhism and S n to changing sociopolitical 
environments can be also demonstrated in a more recent context, as 
shown by Vladimir Tikhonov’s case study of Han Yongun : 
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In his contribution Manhae Han Yongun’s Attempt at Producing an 

All-inclusive Modern Buddhist Compendium: Pulgyo Taej n, Vladimir 
Tikhonov deals with Han Yongun an innovative Buddhist thinker of 
the early 20th century who tried to reform Buddhism and produce a 
modernist Buddhist discourse. He conducted his project during a time 
when the suppression of Buddhism by the Neo-Confucian state 
ideology had come to an end (although state control tightened again 
considerably from ca. 1910 onwards), and in competition with his 
Christian rivals. Han’s ambition was directed towards producing a 
compendium of scriptural sources that would fit into the reemergence 
and modernization of Buddhism. Although his Great Buddhist 

Compendium consists of traditional sources it is rearranged and 
restructured in accordance with Han’s intentions of picturing Buddhism 
as a universal religion, compatible with Confucian values as well as 
fitting into modern times. Linguistically, he slightly changed the 
original “Text-Bausteine” by inserting Korean vernacular grammatical 
particles. He also used words relating to state and society that were 
newly coined in the course of Japan’s modernization and imported to 
Korea. As another rhetorical device, religious terms are related to and 
re-interpreted in terms of socio-political concepts and ‘patriotic’ ideas 
and the responsibilities of the individual vis-à-vis the state. In addition, 
he uses this structural arrangement for addressing traditional Confucian 
domains such as the relationship between different strata of society as 
well as the relationship between the sexes (listing 14 ways of how a 
wife should serve her husband, as well as the ideal of the ‘slave-like 
wife’). Through the technique of restructuring and ‘cross-interpretation’ 
(transferring an interpretation from one domain to another) Han tries to 
address several key issues and at the same time attempts to adjust them 
for several strata of audiences, in addition to countering Confucian and 
Christian rivals. 

Sectarian Disputes: Confrontational Rhetoric and the Rhetoric of 

Accommodation 

The ranking of teachings has a long tradition in Chinese Buddhism 
and was an important hermeneutical tool for linking specific doctrines 
and practices to stages on the path (m rga) or adapting them to the 
capacities of the listeners.166 These sequential listings were often done 

                                                 
166 In this context, the paradigm of shàngg n  ‘superior roots (capacity)’ and 
xiàg n  ‘inferior roots (capacity)’ is frequently used. Interestingly, this 
paradigma reappears in D.T. Suzuki’s works as part of a nationalist rhetoric, and later 
on in post-war times also in the characterization of the (dull!) capacity of Western Zen 
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in the form of hierarchical taxonomies and were essential in handling 
the diverse and often even contradictory teachings encountered in the 
numerous translations of Buddhist s tras and treatises.167  

“For example, Buddhist schools often sought to associate particular 
stages along the m rga, usually lower ones, with various of their 
sectarian rivals, while holding the higher stages to correspond to their 
own doctrinal positions. [...] The purpose of such rankings was not 
purely interpretive; if often had an implicit polemic thrust.”168 

                                                                                                         
students (see Sharf 1993:28).  
167 Famous representatives of this approach were Huìyu n  (334 416), Zhìy  

 (538 597) and Gu f ng Z ngmì  (780 841). Another famous 
‘reconciler’ was Y ngmíng Yánshòu  (904 975), the author of the 
encyclopedic Z ngjìng lù , who attempted a fusion between Chán and Pure 
Land thought. As Robert Sharf points out, faith in Amit bha was universal in Chinese 
Buddhism and references to niànfó  (J. nenbutsu) practices can already be found 
in the earliest Chán scriptures preserved among the D nhuáng findings (Sharf 
2002:301). For citations concerning the practice of niànfó in early Chán texts, see 
ibid.:303f. Schlütter points out at the beginning of the Sòng the relationship between 
the Chán factions was rather harmonious, following the model of coexistence based 
on a the idea of kinship, i.e., all Chán factions ultimately belong to the same ‘family’ 
which splits up in several branches (e.g., the idea of the ‘Five Houses,’ w  ji   
of Chán); this harmony was eventually broken when competition for lay support 
erupted between the Línjì and the newly re-established Cáodòng faction; on these 
issues, see Schlütter 1999. This conflict is also a good example of polemics triggered 
by sociopolitical changes, i.e., after a period of strong imperial support at the 
beginning of the Sòng, sponsorship shifted to a great degree to local officials and 
members of the literati class, entailing competition for limited material support and 
positions in the abbacies of public monasteries (shíf ng ); see ibid.:135 137; on 
a thorough discussion of public monasteries, see also Schlütter 2008:36 49. Schlütter 
emphasizes the crucial role of the establishment of public monasteries (as opposed to 
hereditary monasteries) for the success of the Chán School: “Most significantly, had 
the state not favored the institution of public monasteries, the Chán school would 
never have acquired its dominant position in monastic Buddhism” (ibid.:53). 

Concerning the topic of internal sectarian struggles, a thorough analysis of the use 
of the term wàidào  ‘[FOLLOWER OF AN] ‘OUTSIDE’ WAY > heretic’ would be of 
great interest. To use this term in order to label rivals is one of the recurring topics in 
Chán polemics. Often the Chán rivals are associated with ‘real’ heretics, i.e., 
followers of ‘inferior’ forms of Buddhism such as the H nay nists, lecture masters, or 
even followers of non-Buddhist schools. 

Polemics at rivals could include a variety of elements, pinpointing the opponent to 
specific ‘inferior’ practices and doctrines, personal attacks, and even direct insults. 
168  Buswell/Gimello 1992:20; more generally, Sharf (1991:88) remarks about 
Mah y na rhetoric: “[…] powerful methods of exalting one’s own position, not by 
denouncing rival positions as false, but by insisting they are correct but provisional 
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Also in Chán Buddhism, this approach became an important 
hermeneutical tool, often having an important rhetorical and polemic 
dimension. Attacks on rivals usually prospered during periods when 
there were shifts in the sociopolitical and institutional settings, during 
struggles for material support or for the favours of the respective elites, 
and during times of pending crisis or persecution. Disputes often 
developed along well-known complementary and contrastive 
paradigms, typically the ‘sudden-gradual’ axis, teachings based on 
words, or the rejection of any Buddhist scriptures. Examples are the 
attacks by Shénhuì on the members of the ‘Northern School’ (initiated 
in the 730s), disputes concerning the right lineage or other sectarian 
issues, such as the competition between the Línjì and Cáodòng 
factions during the Sòng Dynasty. Morten Schlütter has shown that 
these rivalries were conducted on the level of disputes concerning 
different approaches to meditation (mòzhào chán  ‘Silent 
Illumination Chán’ and kànhuà chán  ‘Introspection Chán,’ 
respectively); however, on a deeper level these attacks were also 
motivated by the competition for support from the lay patronage. 

Besides these ‘factors’ in the form of competition or sectarian 
disputes, and confrontational rhetoric, there is also an ‘internal’ 
dimension in terms of the formulation of the self-identity of Chán 
factions (i.e., by defining the ‘other’ one is defining oneself). One 
frequent claim vis-à-vis other Buddhist factions is the one that 
Buddhism169 culminates in Chán and rhetorical devices are used to 
defend this position: 

“Chán hermeneutics developed in direct response to pressures from 
polemics in the scholastic schools, and by examining the interaction 
between these rivals, we may adduce much about the ways in which the 
Chán school selectively employed sacred texts in order, first, to uphold 
its own sectarian position and, second, to counter aspersions cast on it 
by its rivals.”170 

Often, different hermeneutical and rhetorical devices are used for 
different stages of development of the student; as such rhetorical 
devices are distinctively used as expedient means. Buswell 
exemplifies this based on the concept of the ‘Three Mysterious Gates’ 
(K. samhy n-mun , Ch. s nxuán mén) teachings used by 

                                                                                                         
and limited.” 
169 In the Chinese context usually the Ti ntái and Huáyán traditions. 
170 Buswell 1988:231. 
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Chinese Chán masters, and later more systematically described by 
Chinul (1158 1210).171  

In his contribution Pojo Chinul  and Kanhwa S n 

, Robert E. Buswell Jr. examines the doctrinal and rhetorical 
context of the introduction of kanhwa practice to Korea. The 
interpretation of the sudden/gradual paradigm (K. tono ch msu) 
in relation to enlightenment and spiritual cultivation was of 
crucial significance in this process, thus interpreting it differently 
as compared to the Chinese Línjì  (K. Imje) tradition. 
Buswell labels this approach ‘moderate subitism’ as compared to 
the ‘radical subitism’ propagated in the Chinese context, and 
analyzes how Chinul achieves his goal by balancing the moderate 
and inclusive language of Gu f ng Z ngmì with the radical 
iconoclastic rhetoric of the Recorded Sayings of Línjì. Chinul 
also presupposes a thorough knowledge of the canonical 
Buddhist scriptures and develops his system based on Z ngmì’s. 
Central in his system is the term ‘understanding-awakening’ (K. 
haeo), an initial enlightenment experience which has to be 
cultivated subsequently, as contrasted to the more radical 
approach of sudden awakening/sudden cultivation. Rhetorically, 
the paradigms of sudden/gradual and sets of complementary and 
contrastive concepts are used to formulate and argue for Chinul’s 
own position. In the Chinese context kànhuà was also referred to 
as a ‘short-cut’ approach to enlightenment and Chinul was not 
exposed to this subitist technique before late in his life. Buswell 
analyzes how this concept was eventually integrated into and 
synthesized with Chinul’s soteriological system. Using the 
method of establishing a taxonomical system grading the 

                                                 
171 Ibid.:246; and: “As Chinul explains, Chán practice is not simply concerned with 
the removal of the discriminative processes of thought; it also involves the positive 
reinforcement of wholesome qualities of mind, which can then be applied in the 
conditioned realm for the benefit of all sentient beings. Hence, Chán meditation 
purports to overcome limited perspectives concerning the absolute realm of the 
dharmadh tu and, at the same time, to produce both the capacity to transfer the merit 
deriving from one’s understanding to other beings as well as the ability to use the 
power inherent in that merit as an expedient means of guiding others” (ibid.:240). 
Buswell also observes the interesting interplay between kataphasis and apophasis in 
the discussion of this doctrine: “Here we see once again that Chán discourse is not 
intended to be merely an imitation of the Mah y na inception or final teachings, but 
instead mirrors the progression of Chinese hermeneutical structures from naïve 
kataphasis, to radical apophasis, to perfected kataphasis” (ibid.:246); on this issue, 
see also Buswell’s contribution to this volume. 
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capacity of practitioners, he differentiates two approaches to 
hwadu: Investigation of its meaning and investigation of the word 
(the culmination of this practice), in addition to applying a 
threefold hermeneutical system of the ‘three mysterious gates,’ a 
system progressing from a conceptual understanding of 
scriptures, to hwadu practice, and finally to an understanding 
free of all conceptualizations. This device allows Chinul to fully 
integrate the ‘radical’ subitism as represented by the kanhwa 
approach with his system of moderate subitism. This approach of 
a rhetoric of reconciliation and integration was short-lived, 
however, and Chinul’s successors nearly exclusively favoured 
the radical kanhwa technique and an iconoclastic approach to 
language. 
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Mah y na Buddhism is adverse to rhetoric in principle, but 

indeed employs it to promote its ‘doctrine of emptiness.’ In 

criticizing opposing traditions, Mah y na adherents also used 

logical arguments to promote their cause, but still this literature 

proposes that ‘real truth’ is beyond logic. Thus, what poses as 

Mah y na logic, like that of the Madhyamaka, seems often to be 

used for rhetorical purposes rather than for expressing pure and 

formal logic. This becomes particularly obvious when we 

encounter ‘logic’ which summarizes, systemizes, and comments 

upon s tra literature. With this perspective in mind, I will in the 

following paper discuss examples of Mah y na ‘rhetoric of 

emptiness’ and its strategies, and compare it initially with the 

aims of classical Greek rhetoric. 

One may well ask whether the category of rhetoric is an appropriate 

concept for interpreting Buddhist traditions. The aim of rhetoric is 

persuasion, and to place an intended enthymeme into the mind of 

those who are subjected to the art of rhetoric. Thus, the aim of rhetoric 

is to persuade the listeners to adopt a particular view as prompted by 

such linguistic exercises, above all in situations in which one wishes 

to persuade those in power to make a decision in one’s own favour—

and, in particular, in legal cases: This was the main forum of the 

classical rhetorical specialists; outstanding examples among them are 

Demosthenes and Cicero. However, the program of Buddhism rather 

aims at establishing the realization of a particular truth, or tries to 

bring about a realization of a truth conducive to personal liberation, 

liberation from the cycle of rebirth, or even more generally liberation 

from any viewpoint, concept or prejudgment; in the Mah y na 

traditions this would be expressed with the following terms: vikalpa, 

d i, vijñapti, upalambha or prapañca. So, one could argue that these 

traditions are absolutely opposed to rhetoric, since their objective is to 

liberate their followers from particular views, ideologies and 

judgments, and make them realize their intrinsic emptiness, rather 

than implanting such views as enthymemata into the minds of the 

Buddhist disciples exposed to Buddhist preaching. 
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Thus, we find—though not frequently—expressions in Buddhist 

writings that rhetoric and eloquence are very superficial disciplines, 

and, as long as they are not conducive to producing truth, may be 

regarded as an inferior activity aimed at winning personal gain. This 

position is very similar to the one ascribed to Socrates in the Platonic 

dialogue of Gorgias: Gorgias, as we know, was the archetypal rhetor 

in classical Athens, he was even compared to a magician in his ability 

to change the mental perceptions of his listeners—rhetoric being thus 

similar to magic. And Socrates, as portrayed by Plato in Gorgias, is 

not impressed with the grand rhetor; he says that this kind of practice, 

of teacher and practitioner alike, is not an art, nor a techne, not even a 

craft. Rhetoric is rather similar to what tyrants are doing, forcing 

people to adopt certain ways of behavior, or, it is a subcategory of 

flattering, which indeed is not an art, nor a craft, it is nothing else than 

manupulating somebody into supporting you for superficial reasons, 

similar to the beauty industry and sophistry. One may be experienced 

in this activity, but it is still not an art, it is just an ability gained 

through practice, to serve one’s own personal shortsighted advan-

tage—in that respect it is comparable to cookery, says Socrates; by 

cooking you may cause people to like you, but this is not an art nor a 

techne. However, if rhetoric would disclose a just cause, it could serve 

an honourable purpose; but as a practice for winning in disputes, it is 

no better than false flattery, according to our truth-seeker Socrates.
1
 

Thus, in that respect Socrates would be close to the position of 

Buddhist teachings, even though the Greek emphasis was on justice 

and truth, rather that the personal realization of an ‘inner’ truth, the 

absolute or ‘higher truth,’ param rtha. That being said, there is 

agreement that eloquence may be important as long as it serves a 

higher end beyond personal gains. Buddhism aims at supporting all 

living beings in their development towards Bodhisattva- and 

Buddhahood, and if it is does not serve this end, it is only empty 

talk—mirrored in the often employed Mah y na concept of prapañca, 

usually translated as ‘discursive thinking,’ but also referring to 

                                                 
1 On the tyrants, see Gorg. 466a ff., on flattering 462b ff., and on the relations 

between what are really arts and their misrepresentations, see 463d ff., in particular 

465c: “Rather like this: What is ornamenting the body to the art of bodily exercise, 

that is sophism to the art of law-giving; what is cookery to the medical art, that is 

rhetoric to true justice.” (μ    μμ   μ ,   

 μ ,       ,    

.) On Gorgias as a magician, see Braarvig 1999. 
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‘complex but meaningless thinking,’ as well as ‘rhetorical 

ornamentation,’ besides having the connotation of ‘existential 

multiplicity,’ and of the outspoken or mental multiloquia which 

confuses us and hinders us in seeing what is ultimately true. 

Thus, we also find in the K yaparivarta a negative view on 

eloquence, pratibh na—among four kinds of bad friends we find ‘the 

man experienced in the ways of the world (or, with other words, a 

follower of the ‘materialist position of the lok yata’) who serves men 

through his eloquence in all kinds of mantric sayings, sayings, from 

which result various kinds of material gain, but not the attainment of 

the dharma.’
2
 But the fact that Buddhist traditions were skeptical 

concerning the abuse of eloquence for worldly purposes does not 

necessarily mean that Buddhism—or in this case Mah y na Buddhism 

in its classical form and the traditions developed from it—does not 

admire and support rhetoric, spoken, written, or practiced by the 

dh rmakathikas or dharmabh akas, ‘preachers of religion,’ as they 

are portrayed in the Mah y na literature. In the introductions to the 

Mah y na s tras, the bodhisattvas seldom fail to be described as 

possessing both dh ra  and pratibh na, viz., memory and eloquence, 

the two main parts of classical rhetoric, as described by the Latin 

rhetor of all ages, Cicero: without remembering the speech and being 

able to perform it in an elegant or, adapted to the occasion, appropriate 

language garb, the rhetor is not fulfilling his task.
3
 Be it in court, or in 

our case in the religious congregation, forming one’s views in the 

appropriate linguistic form is an imperative even for the adherent of 

the emptiness non-view of Mah y na tradition. As such, the 

admiration for the well-formulated expression does not seem to 

                                                 
2 Kpv §13: lok yatiko vicitramantrapratibh na  ya  ca pudgala  sevam na tato 

lok mi asa graho bhavati na dharmasa graha . Cf. also above, and the reference in 

previous note on rhetoric and magic—mantras also being something connected to the 

concept of ‘magic.’ Further criticism of the rhetoric of emptiness is found in Sdhan 

114: ‘They talk about the emptiness of moments of existence; they are happy with 

their polemics and have a hateful mind through their strife; without a promise they 

have a mind full of aversion, so where are their Buddha-qualities, where is their 

Awakening?’ We notice that even from a Mah y na position—Sdhan being a typical 

Mah y na s tra—the rhetoric of emptiness does not fulfill the aims of this religion. 
3 It is, however, difficult to find a precise equivalent of the concept ‘rhetoric’ in 

Sanskrit literature, even though its two main parts often are referred to in Buddhist 

literature. On the pair of dh ra  and pratibh na, see Braarvig 1985, and particularly 

on dh ra  and the complex semantic field of this concept, see Davidson 2008. In the 

Vkn, e.g., the word pratibh na, ‘eloquence,’ occurs 22 times, so it is indeed a 

cherished ability. 
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disappear in Buddhist traditions, even though it is not supposed to be 

an aim in itself, nor is it supposed to be linguistic snobbery or serve 

personal ends, but rather to serve a higher purpose. Thus artha, the 

‘substance’ of an expression, is the most important—not the abda, 

the ‘sound’ or ‘word,’ or the vyañjana, the ‘syllables’
4
—but still, the 

well-formulated (subh ita) expression always remains an ideal in 

Buddhism, both in literature and in oral traditions. The chapter on 

dharmade an , ‘Teaching the Dharma,’ in the Mah y na-

s tr la k ra can be read as a discourse on religious rhetoric, treating 

the elegance of the bodhisattvas’ speech: ‘Sweet, without infatuation, 

indefatigable is the teaching of the superior beings, clearly manifest, 

variegated, well composed, persuasive, not concerned with material 

things, and universal.’
5
 

But the Mah y na message of emptiness was perceived as empty 

rhetoric, definitely by the opponents of Buddhism from the non-

Buddhist Indian traditions of philosophy, but seemingly also by the 

traditionalist Buddhist opponents of the Mah y na, in Mah y na 

literature depreciatingly styled as the h nay na or the r vakay na 

(often targets for the rhetoric of emptiness practiced by the adherents 

of the Mah y na). Such a negative attitude towards rhetorical practice 

is exemplified in a dialogue of the Ak ayamatinirde as tra, where the 

elegantly eloquent bodhisattva Ak ayamati is asked by riputra, the 

wisest of the Buddha’s disciples, where he comes from. Not wishing 

to be understood in such smallish terms as coming from a particular 

place, the bodhisattva hero answers in accordance with the rules of 

Mah y na rhetoric. We find here, personified in the figure of 

riputra, the discontent with the high-flying arguments and sophisms 

of the Mah y na adherents. Even when a simple answer is expected to 

                                                 
4 Thus ‘reliance on meaning, not reliance on the letter’ is emphasized (artha-

pratisara at  na vyañjanapratisara at , Ak  II, p. 440 ff. which expands on the 

subject on how to build one’s knowledge). This is so, even though the artha according 

to the Mah y na is basically nothing, basically empty. 
5 Msa XII, 6: madhur  madavyapet  na ca khinn  de an grasatv n  | 

sphu acitrayuktagamik  nir mi  sarvag  caiva || Then Chapter XII goes on to praise 

at great length the speech of the buddhas, stressing that intention and meaning always 

must pertain to the dharmade an . There is, however, no discussion on how to trick 

your opponents in discussions and dialogues, which was, definitely, practiced also in 

the Buddhist tradition—thus, the rhetoric described is always connected to a moral 

attitude. On might adduce the concept of up ya, though, in this respect, the ‘expedient 

means’ practiced by the Buddha for converting all living beings consists of teaching 

them in whichever language they might understand, or through any action,—up ya, in 

this sense may, be said to be a kind of ‘trick.’ 
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a simple question—‘Where do you come from?’—the opportunity is 

seized to deconstruct and relativize the movement of coming and 

going, and implying the meaninglessness of asking such a silly 

question. It is, however, remarkable that the situation is described in a 

Mah y na s tra—in this case the Ak ayamatinirde a—as a kind of 

self-criticism, and maybe not without humour, or at least being 

expressive of the relativistic attitude of the literary movement of the 

Mah y na. The text runs as follows:
6
 

Then, by the power of the Buddha, the venerable radvat putra got up 

from his seat, and having put his cloak over one shoulder he placed his 

right knee on the ground, and bowed in the direction of the Lord with the 

palms of his hands joined, saying: 

– Lord, where does this bodhisattva Ak ayamati come from? What is 

the name of the Tath gata there, and what is the name of that world-

sphere? And how far away from here is that world-sphere? 

The Lord said: 

– radvat putra, you should ask this bodhisattva Ak ayamati, and 

he will instruct you. 

                                                 
6 Ak  p. 31 ff.; Sanskrit reconstruction: kuto, bhagavann, ayam ak ayamatir 

bodhisattva gata ? tasya tath gatasya n ma, tasya ca lokadh tor n meti ki ? 

kiyadd ra ita  sa lokadh tu ? bhagav n ha: p ccha tva , radvat putra, 

tadartham imam ak ayamati  bodhisattva , sa eva tv  de ayi yati. atha khalv 

yu m ñ radvat putro ‘k ayamati  bodhisattvam idam avocat: kutas tva , 

kulaputr gata ? tasya tath gatasya n ma tasya ca lokadh tor n mti ki ? kiyadd ra 

ita  sa lokadh tu ? ak ayamatir ha: nanu t vat sthavirasya radvat putrasy pi 

gaty gatisa jñ  bhavanti? ha: aha , kulaputra, sa jñ  parij n mi. ha: 

sa jñ parijñ tav , bhadanta radvat putra, na dvayamati  pravi et, tat kasya hetor 

eva  te bhavet kas tva  kuta gata iti? gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, 

sa kar a apadam etat, gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, ni kar a apadam etat. 

yatra na sa kar a apada  na ni kar a apada , tatra n gatir na gatir, an gatir 

agati  c ry  gati . gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, karmasvabh valak a am 

etat, gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, karmasvabh vak ayalak a am etat. yatra na 

karmasvabh valak a a  na karmasvabh vak ayalak a am, tatra n gatir na gatir, 

an gatir agati  c ry  gati . gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, 

pra idh nalak a am etat, gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, pra idh nak aya-

lak a am etat. yatra na pra idh nalak a a  na pra idh nak ayalak a am, tatra 

n gatir na gatir, an gatir agati  c ry  gati . [...] gatir iti, bhadanta 

radvat putra, vyavah ra abd k arasa ket  ete, gatir iti, bhadanta radvat putra, 

vyavah ra abd k arasa ketaparijñai . yatra na vyavah ra abd k arasa ket  na 

vyavah ra abd k arasa ketaparijñ  tatra n gatir na gatir, an gatir agati  

c ry  gati . ath yu mañ radvat putro ‘k ayamati  bodhisattvam idam avocat: 

naiva r p ya, kulaputra, pratibh n ya te y vad eva t d n m a rutap rv  

sth n n  rava ya p cch mi. 
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Then, the venerable radvat putra spoke these words to the 

bodhisattva Ak ayamati: Son of good family, where do you come from? 

What is the name of the Tath gata there, and what is the name of that 

world-sphere? And how far away from here is that world-sphere? 

Ak ayamati said: 

– Do concepts of coming and going occur even to the elder 

radvat putra? 

radvat putra said: 

– Son of good family, I know concepts thoroughly. 

Ak ayamati said: 

– One who knows concepts thoroughly, radvat putra, does not 

indulge in duality of thought, so why do you think the following: Who 

are you, where do you come from? 

‘Coming,’ reverend radvat putra, is a word for uniting, while 

‘going,’ reverend radvat putra, is a word for separation. Where there 

is no word for uniting and no word for separation, there is no coming 

nor going: Neither coming nor going is the way of the saints. 

‘Coming,’ reverend radvat putra, is the essential character of 

action-nature, while ‘going,’ reverend radvat putra, is the essential 

character of the end of action-nature. Where there is no essential 

character of action-nature, and no essential character of the end of 

action-nature, there is neither coming nor going: Neither coming nor 

going is the way of the saints. 

‘Coming,’ reverend radvat putra, is the essential character of 

wishing, whereas ‘going,’ reverend radvat putra, is the essential 

character of the end of wishing. Where there is no essential character of 

wishing, and no essential character of the end of wishing, there is 

neither coming nor going: Neither coming nor going is the way of the 

saints. [...] 

‘Coming,’ reverend radvat putra, is an expression, a word, a 

syllable, a conventional sign, whereas ‘going,’ reverend radvat putra, 

is the thorough knowledge of an expression, a word, a syllable, a 

conventional sign. Where there is no expression, no word, no syllable, 

no conventional sign, and no thorough knowledge of an expression, a 

word, a syllable, a conventional sign, there is neither coming nor going: 

Neither coming nor going is the way of the saints. 

Then the venerable radvat putra spoke these words to the Bodhi-

sattva Ak ayamati: Son of good family, I did not ask you for the sake of 

your eloquence, but to hear of such places I never heard of before. 

However, in the end, the Lord answers the unhappy riputra, 

victim of Mah y na rhetoric, and informs him that the bodhisattva 

Ak ayamati comes from a distant buddhak etra, and thus puts an end 

to the sophistic game. 
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The quotation above has been employed as an authoritative locus 

to give canonical substance to the emptiness argument in the M la-

madhyamakak rik s by N g rjuna (probably around 100 AD), often 

having been considered as the beginning of Buddhist logic. The 

second chapter of that work, the ‘Gat gatapar k ,’ (i.e., ‘Analysis of 

Going and Coming’) is often used as a model of argumentation 

throughout the work, and is often referred back to, based upon the 

s tra locus as appearing in the Ak ayamatinirde a. The concluding 

verse of the Gat gatapar k , to which the citation from Ak  is 

appended in the Prasannapad , is strengthening the emptiness 

argument by employing the argument of the ‘purity of the three fields’ 

(trima alapari uddhi), This refers to the threefold emptiness of 

every action, viz., the emptiness and illusory construction and 

apprehension of: (1) the action itself, (2) the subject performing the 

action, and (3) the object, or aim of the action: ‘And therefore the 

going, the goer and what is to be gone is not found.’
7
 So, one may ask 

whether the M lamadhyamakak rik s is a treatise on logic, or rather a 

treatise on Mah y na rhetoric, since, in fact, it is very much concerned 

with the denial of logic. Generally, early Mah y na Buddhism was 

rather anti-logical in the sense that it did not support that the ultimate 

truth, param rtha, could be reached by intellectual means. Rather, 

understanding of truth would be reached by the negation of, or by 

transcending, conceptual thinking—or, phrasing it in the language of 

Mah y na rhetoric of emptiness: ultimate understanding consists of 

seeing that there are really no lasting truths—they are all conventions, 

vyavah ra, constructions, logical or not, kalpan , vikalpa, or 

discursive thinking ending up in rhetorical figures (prapañca).
8
 

Ultimate understanding is the understanding that there is no under-

standing. However, one may assert that also the denial of logic is a 

kind of logic and, indeed, early Mah y na adherents engaged in 

discussions with adherents of other doctrinal views, Buddhist or non-

Buddhist, equipped with the deconstructive dialectics of what they 

                                                 
7 tasm d gati  ca gant  ca gantavya  na vidyate, Mk II,25cd, Pras: 107 108; for the 

concept trima alapari uddhi see Bcn: 121, and Ak : ci & cxi. According to the 

traditional Indian semantic rule that “Every word meaning ‘go’ means also 

‘understand’” (sarve gatyarth  jñ n rth ). The ‘analysis of going’ also has the 

connotation of ‘analysis of understanding;’ cf. also the frequent word gati gata, 

meaning most of all ‘knowledgeable,’ ‘experienced’ or ‘having gone the way to get 

the experience.’ See, e.g., passim in Vkn, s.v. gati gata in BP. 
8 Cf. Ak : c cxii. 
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styled the ‘Middle Way,’ i.e., the non-view of not taking a position in 

favour of neither existence nor non-existence, neither nihilism nor 

eternalism, denying any of the ‘extreme’ positions. Thus, the message 

of the M lamadhyamakak rik s is that the truth of the Buddha is 

beyond any category or any kind of ontological alternative, beyond 

the four possibilities of being, non-being, both being and non-being, 

neither being nor non-being, the catu ko i. This four-fold scheme is 

employed as a structuring principle throughout the Mk and other 

Madhyamaka works. But a system of logic which has the aim of 

countering any view without establishing another formally correct 

truth on certain premises—as should be the aim of logic, and even 

ny ya—might easily be employed in a rhetorical way. This ‘logic’ 

would be employed to place Mah y na enthymemata into the minds of 

the listeners, rather than establishing formal syllogisms through 

strictly logical procedures with appropriate consistency. Thus, we 

could interpret the M lamadhyamakak rik s as a manual of rhetoric 

rather than as one of formal logic: the principle of emptiness, 

nothingness and illusoriness shows itself again and again as both a 

premise and a conclusion in this work, although this militates against 

the professed ‘principle’ of no position, since the principle of 

emptiness is a circular argument in being both a premise and a 

conclusion. It is, however, emphasized that turning emptiness itself 

into a view is the worst of all positions—evidently, the writers of the 

Mah y na s tra literature were conscious of the problem.
9
 However, 

that does not make the arguments of emptiness logically stronger, and 

they rather seem to be confined to rhetorical schemes. But definitely, 

there is a close relation between rhetoric and logic, between producing 

the entymema and syllogism, not only in the Buddhist tradition.
10

 

                                                 
9 See an early s tra instance of this in Kpv §34, BP 14667; quoted also in Rgvbh 

28,7 12: ‘O Ka yapa, really even such a conception which maintains substantial Ego 

as much as Mt. Sumeru is better than the conception of Non-substantiality on the part 

of those who are proud of it.’ Cf. also Note 2. 
10 On this relation, see also Aristoteles, Rhetoric: ‘Rhetoric is the counterpart of 

Dialectic.’ (1354a      ) ‘The orator’s 

demonstration is an enthymeme, and this is, in general, the most effective of the 

modes of persuasion. The enthymeme is a sort of syllogism, and the consideration of 

syllogisms of all kinds, without distinction, is the business of dialectic, either of 

dialectic as a whole or of one of its branches. It follows plainly, therefore, that he who 

is best able to see how and from what elements a syllogism is produced, will also be 

best skilled in the enthymeme, when he has further learnt what its subject-matter is 

and in what respects it differs from the syllogism of strict logic.’ (1355a:  ’ 

  μ μ ,         
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This anti-logical attitude, despite employing the language and 

argumentative forms of logic, is also mirrored in another work 

attributed to N garjuna, the Vigravy vartan , which argues that 

everything is empty, as it is without essence and originating 

dependently. The structure of the work follows the rules of ny ya, 

though it may be doubted whether the main argument in fact does so. 

The work should maybe be viewed as a collection of sophisms 

employed for the sake of giving the argument of emptiness a 

rhetorical rather than a logical force. The work starts out
11

 with the 

position of the opponent, which must be considered a valid argument: 

(a) if N g rjuna’s words are empty and without neither self-being nor 

substance (asvabh va), the teaching of N g rjuna must be false, since 

words without substance cannot convey any meaning; and  

(b) if N g rjuna’s words have substance (sasvabh va) and thus 

convey meaning, the teaching of N g rjuna must be false, since his 

                                                                                                         
,  ’ μ μ  μ  ,   μ  μ    

  ,     μ  ,    μ   

μ  ,      μ ,   μ μ  

  μ ,       μ μ      

   μ ) And: “Furthermore, it is plain that it is the 

function of one and the same art to discern the real and the apparent means of 

persuasion, just as it is the function of dialectic to discern the real and the apparent 

syllogism. What makes a man a ‘sophist’ is not his faculty, but his moral purpose.” 

(1355b:            μ   , 

     μ    μ  μ    

    μ  ’   ) And, further: “With regard to 

the persuasion achieved by proof or apparent proof: Just as in dialectic there is 

induction on the one hand and syllogism or apparent syllogism on the other, as it is in 

rhetoric. The example is an induction, the enthymeme is a syllogism, and the apparent 

enthymeme is an apparent syllogism. I call the enthymeme a rhetorical syllogism, and 

the example a rhetorical induction.” (1356a        

,       μ   ,   

μ ,   μ  μ ,   μ     μ  

μ  ,  ’ μ μ  μ ,   μ  μ μ  

μ  μ .  ’ μ μ  μ   μ , 

μ    ) “When we base the proof of a proposition on a 

number of similar cases, this is induction in dialectic, and example in rhetoric; when it 

is shown that, certain propositions being true, a further and quite distinct proposition 

must also be true in consequence, whether invariably or usually, this is called 

syllogism in dialectic, enthymeme in rhetoric.” (1356b   μ     

μ       μ      μ ,  

       μ         

      μ  μ    μ μ  ) Et passim. 
11 Vgv verses I, ff. 
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position that everything is empty is contradicted by his words not 

being empty.
12

  

It presupposes that empty statements cannot be considered true 

statements, and if they are not empty, the position of emptiness is not 

tenable. The (non-)position of the M dhyamika is saved by a simile: It 

is like a magically-created man using magically-created words to 

describe an empty and illusory reality. Now again, the M dhyamika is 

building his argument upon the premise of emptiness, which remains a 

premise and it should be impossible for the Madhyamaka to build 

upon such a principle when the main argument is that there is 

basically no generating principle for anything, being thus guilty of a 

major break of logical consistency. However, the M dhyamika hides 

behind the simile of the magical man (m y puru a)—in the five-fold 

scheme of ny ya syllogisms, the simile also has an argumentative 

force, which is here exploited by the M dhyamika.
13

 Even though the 

usual method of the Madhyamaka is the prasa ga, the reductio ad 

absurdum of the opponents’ views, still most of the arguments in 

Madhyamaka writings employ the principle of nyat  as a 

presupposition. 

But, as mentioned above, the focus and aim of Mah y na is not to 

establish logical truths, it is rather to liberate all living beings from 

suffering. Suffering, according to their views, is caused by mental 

activity, discursive thinking and thought-constructions, logical or non-

logical, or just by the mental activities through which all beings 

construct their existence as subjective and objective entities, becoming 

captured by their own constructions. The view that the truth of 

Mah y na Buddhism cannot be reached by logical means—despite the 

later logical tradition of Buddhism starting with Dharmak rti—was 

propagated by the early Yog c ra adherents, as emphasized by the 

Mah y nas tr la k ra: “Thus, this dharma (of the Buddha), being 

so extensive and deep, is not within the range of the logicians.”
14

 As 

such, one may grant the Madhyamaka and the other Mah y na 

enterprises a more positive interpretation as a kind of intellectual 

therapy to get rid of any mental constructions, with the aim of 

releasing the true potential of human existence which is beyond 

intellectual staleness, and to make the fellow beings grasp the truth by 

                                                 
12 Cf. Bcn, introduction:118. 
13 See the still very valuable and pragmatic treatment of Potter 1977:179ff. 
14 Msa p.3: agorcar n n yam evam ud ro gambh ra  ca dharmas tarkik  

gocara . 
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transcending conventional thinking and see life truly as it is, as 

‘suchness’ or tathat . And, as such, the Mah y na is not that far from 

the Socratic project as described above, in which rhetoric is used with 

the aim of disclosing the truth of our existence by liberating us from 

superficial and habitual thinking, which in Buddhism is seen as 

liberation in an even greater perspective: the ability to truly transcend 

self-centered existence. 

However, we have to turn to the Mah y na s tras themselves in 

order to see that the rhetoric mirrored in the stras of the Mah y na 

has its origin in these s tras. In these texts, the use of dialogues and 

rhetoric is more fully developed, describing more ‘real’ situations. In 

the background stories of the s tras, we find the wise bodhisattva—in 

the form of a rich banker and a dandy, like Vimalak rti, or an old 

woman. We also find the grand bodhisattva as a small child, or as 

prostitute, who shows herself to be far more advanced in the wisdom 

of emptiness than the conservative, conventional and intellectually 

limited r vaka, often personified by the wisest of the Buddha’s 

monks, riputra.
15

 Defining your opponent before he defines himself 

is of course an important rhetorical device, defining him in the way 

that suits your own arguments. Thus, the role ascribed to the monk in 

this Mah y na genre was always that of loosely presenting the realist 

views of the Abhidharma-schools, but not at all by doing these schools 

justice in ascribing to the unfortunate r vakas views suitable as 

counter-arguments to the emptiness arguments. So it is mostly the 

sr vakas who are the hate-objects of this literature, and to a lesser 

degree representatives of the various other contending schools outside 

the Buddhist tradition. Such religious and philosophical debates 

definitely were great entertainment throughout Indian history,
16

 

particularly at the court: The debates of course often aimed at winning 

economical favours—thus enhancing the rhetorical means rather than 

employing strict logic, trying to emerge victorious from the debate 

engaged in. The importance of persuasion and rhetoric—may it be 

                                                 
15 For a long time it has been discussed whether such s tras as the Vimalak rti—with 

their anti-monastic and lay-oriented message—are representative of Mah y na 

literature as a whole. We will not engage in this discussion for the moment, but 

merely note that some of the s tras of this ‘class,’ and in particular the Vkn, have 

enjoyed great popularity over long periods of Buddhist history, and that this class of 

s tras represent at least an important aspect also of early Mah y na. Cf. Bcn, 

introduction:124 125, on s tras with children as the main protagonists and their 

relation to the Vkn. 
16 As depicted, e.g., in the Mah n radakassapaj taka, Ja no. 544, Vol. vi. 
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political, legal, or religious, as in our case—for winning the favour of 

the elite and the people is universal. And it seems there was also no 

lack of competition between the Indian-style itinerant sophists and 

rhetors as they were striving for fame, respect and riches: The 

admiration of the audience means everything, and no methods, even 

those outside the discipline of rhetoric proper, seem to be excluded in 

defaming the rival rhetor. One of the Avad nas tells the following 

story:
17

 

Now, at that time, there was a certain monk in a certain monastery, a 

preacher of the law. He preached the law to the Brahmans and 

householders who came to him from time to time. Through this he 

gained great profit and honour. 

At a later time, a monk named Ajita (‘The Invincible’), a preacher 

of the law possessing an eloquence well composed but still free-

running, versed in diverse and charming stories, while journeying over 

the countryside, came to that monastery. He, too, preached the law to 

the four-fold assemblies, he expounded the holy life that was excellent 

in the beginning, excellent in the middle, excellent at the end, of good 

purport, well expressed, complete, perfect, clean and pure, and he won 

the faith of the entire multitude of people dwelling in that village. Thus, 

                                                 
17 Suv §§116 17: tena khalu samayen nyatamasmi  ca vih re ’nyatamo bhik u  

dh rmakathika  sa k lena k lam gat gat n  br hma ag hapat n  dharma  

de ayati | tasya mah n l bhasatk ra utpadyate | 

117. y vad apare a samayen jito n ma bhik u  dh rmakathiko 

yuktamuktapratibh na  citrakatho madhurakatho | janapadac rik ñ caran ta  

vih ram gata  sa catas  par ad  dharma de ayaty dau kaly a  madhye 

kaly a  paryava ne kaly a  suvyañjana  kevala  parip r a  pari uddha  

paryavad ta  brahmacarya  samprak ayati | tena sarva ev sau 

karva aniv s janak yo ’bhipras dita  | sa l bh  c varapi ap ta ayan sana-

gl napratyayabhai ajyapari k r  | tasya naiv sikasya dh rmakathikasya bhik or 

l bhasatk rasamucchinnas tasya_etad abhavad ajitena me bhik u  l bhasatk ra 

samuccheda  k ta  | tad y vad e a ih vati hate t vat kuto me l bhasatk ro 

bhavi yati | up yam asya gaman ya cintayitavyam iti | puna  cintayati | 

asatk rabh rava  caiva bahu rut  | asatk ro ’sya prayoktavya iti viditv nyatam  

br hma akum rik m ha | bhaginy ahan te v soyugam anuprad sy my etam ajita  

bhik u  d aya may  s rddham abrahmac r ti | s  kathayaty rya yady aham eva  

vak y mi tat ko m  pari e yati | nanu y vajj vam m t pit po y  bhavi y m ti | sa 

kathayaty aha  tath  kari y mi yath  na mah janavidita  bhavi yati | yad  tva  

svair l pena kathayi yas ti | api tu yad ya  t bhi  caturbhi  parair bhik ubhi  

s rddha  ni a a ih vati hate | tay  pratijñ tam eva  kari y m ti | 

The translation is that of Tissa Rajapatirana with some changes. On the conflict 

between the monks living from their speeches and public appearances and those only 

occupied with meditation and solitary life, see Sdhan:130 131. 
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he became the recipient of equipment consisting of robes, bowl, couch, 

and medicines to cure the sick. 

The profit and respect of that resident monk, the preacher of the law, 

was lost, and thus it occurred to him: “The loss of my profit and respect 

has been brought about by the monk Ajita. So, how could there be 

profit and respect for me as long as he remains here? I must think of a 

plan that will cause his departure.” 

Again, he reflected: “The learned are indeed fearful of the loss of 

respect. I should employ a strategy that will bring about a lack of 

respect towards him.” 

Having conceived thus, he told a certain Brahmin girl: “Sister, I will 

give you a pair of garments. Slander this monk Ajita, saying ‘He 

practised unchastity together with me.’” 

She replied: “Noble one, if I were to speak thus, who would then 

marry me? I will surely have to be looked after by my mother and 

father for as long as I live.” 

He said: “I will act in such a way that it will not become known to 

many people. On the other hand, you may talk freely when I am seated 

here together with three or four other monks.” 

She agreed to act accordingly. 

The Mah y na s tras depict fairly formalized types and dramatis 

personae, but the background of the events depicted in these texts 

definitely mirror ‘real’ situations, notwithstanding the rather elusive 

style of writing—a genre one most appropriately could associate with 

the modern terms of fiction or fantasy: whereas the traditional s tras 

were usually rooted in a more realistic and sober setting, the 

Mah y na s tras endlessly indulged in the imagery of infinite worlds, 

infinite times—usually numbered by the sand-grains of the Ganges in 

some power—and the grand buddhas and bodhisattvas from the 

endless universes and buddhak etras, able to travel endless distances 

in a moment. So the imagery and rhetorical figures of the texts indeed 

supported the message of Mah y na: on the one side illusion and 

emptiness, on the other hand accounts of endless commitment, 

spatially and temporally, for the sake of happiness and freedom of all 

living beings, as crystallized in the concept of ak ayat .
18

 Thus, there 

definitely is a certain grandeur of style, notwithstanding the 

sometimes tediously long enumerations of abhidharma concepts and 

the statement that all of them are empty. The style of Mah y na s tras 

did also not exclude the use of apparent syllogisms in their writings—

just to give the appearance of using the respected discipline of logic to 

                                                 
18 See Ak , introduction. 
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impress the readers or listeners. Thus, we find the presentation of long 

causal chains, or rather something that has the appearance of causal 

chains. Even in passages that do not seem to consist of any evident or 

significant causal connections, these are often repeated—one must 

admit—ad nauseam. Below is another quote from the Ak ayamati-

nirde a, employing this rhetorical strategem: 

That intention, then, is not artificial since it is not made up, not made up 

it is without hypocrisy, without hypocrisy since right understanding, 

right understanding since without pretence, without pretence since pure, 

pure since straight, straight since not crooked, not crooked since clear, 

clear since not uneven, not uneven since firm, firm since not broken, 

not broken because stable, stable since unwavering, unwavering since 

not dependent, attached since totally different, totally different since 

irreproachable, irreproachable since doing good actions, etc., etc.19 

I will, for the present context, give two further examples of 

Mah y na s tra rhetoric, one from the well-known Vimalak rti-

nirde a, and one from a much lesser-known s tra, the Bodhisattva-

cary nirde a—however, belonging to the same class—to illustrate 

how dialogues as depicted in Mah y na s tras may have a dialectic or 

logical form, but still are strongly characterized by the rhetoric of 

emptiness as described above. It includes all the ingredients of 

humbling the opponent, attributing views to him that he may not 

necessarily share (and impressing them on him with a certain elegance 

of argument and language, so much appreciated by Buddhism and 

Indian tradition in general), the advantage of surprise (elegant rhetoric 

from speakers not expected to master such arts), etc.
20

 The Bcn is the 

first example. It is worth noting that the title is ‘Practice of the 

Bodhisattva,’ implying that the practice of such rhetoric is in the 

center of Mah y na practice:  

[Verses on the meaning (artha) of making an offering:] 

Thereupon, the boy Ratnadatta spoke the following verses: 

                                                 
19 sa khalu punar ayo ’k trimo ’k takatv t, ak tako ni hyatv t, ni hya  

suviditatv t, suvidito nirm yatv t, nirm ya  uddhatv t, uddha jukatv t, juko 

’ku ilatv t, aku ila  spa atv t, spa o ’vi amatv t, avi ama  s ratv t, s ro 

’bhedyatv t, abhedyo d hatv t, d ho ’calitatv t, acalito ’ni ritatv t, ani rito 

’tanmayatv t, atanmayo vi i atv t, vi i o ’ninditatv t, anindita  suk takarma-

k ritay  ... 
20 The material presented here is admittedly somewhat limited; but given the great 

uniformity of the literature in question, with numerous borrowings and common traits 

both concerning style, concepts and structure, the material should be representative. 
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When I offer this lotus to the Lord I do not wish anything in 

particular. Rather, in taking away all meaning (sarv rtho-

pacchedan ya), I seek the ultimate awakening (varabodhi) (1). 

In accordance with the fact that in the unborn (anutpanna) 

awakening there is neither attainment nor loss, neither accepting nor 

giving away, I am presenting this lotus (2). 

As for the meaning (artha) constructed (kalpita) by ignorant people 

(b la), this construct (kalpita) is at last not the meaning. Rather, I give 

this offering to the supreme person (varapudgala) to take away all 

constructions (sarvakalpacchedan ya) (3). 

Thus this flower offering will give me no maturing fruit 

(vip kaphala). Rather, I give this offering to take away all substances 

(sarvavastucchedan ya) (4). 

In my Buddha-land (buddhak etra) only the victorious supreme way 

(jinavaray na) will be followed, the words r vaka and pratyeka-

buddha are not even mentioned (5). 

[On the emptiness of any spiritual attainment:] 

Then the venerable Mah maudgaly yana spoke the following verse to 

the boy Ratnadatta: 

Even if you have given an offering to this teacher with faith 

( raddh ), how will you ever become a Buddha with such a perverted 

attitude (vipar tamati) (1)? 

Then the boy Ratnadatta spoke the following verses to the venerable 

Mah maudgaly yana: 

All these things are unborn (anutpanna), the composite things 

(sa sk ta) are empty (tuccha) and worthless (rikta). Thus, among such 

things (dharma), where is there something which really originates 

(vastuta utpadyate) (1)? 

You are clad in the orange monk’s robes (ka yac vara), and hold 

on to the role of a holy man (arhattva  g h si), but is not the 

consciousness of this [role] (tadvijñ na), as well as its object (gocara) 

[viz. the role itself], just empty ( nya) (2)?  

The ten millions buddhas are not pleased ( ragita) by one based on 

conceptions (upalambha), but if one peacefully ( nta) regards them, 

there is not one of the ten millions who are not pleased ( r gita) (3). 

So how can Maudgaly yana be the victim of such conceptions? You 

should rather purify your thoughts (citta) [from preconceptions], 

whomever the person is making an offering to (4)! 

[Dialogue between Ratnadatta and Mah maudgaly yana on the 

ontological status of bodhi and tath gata:] 

Then the venerable Mah maudgaly yana himself addressed the boy 

Ratnadatta: But, my boy, has not the Tath gata realized the 
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incomparable and perfectly complete awakening, does he not teach 

religion (katha  d raka tath gato n nuttar y  samyak-sambodh v 

abhisa -buddho na dharma  de ayati sma)? 

Ratnadatta answered: the wise should not make awakening the 

object of discursive thoughts (na pa itena bodhi  prapañcayitavy ), 

or construct the Tath gata by his conceited thoughts (na ca tath gato 

manyitavya ). He should not make construction such as ‘moments of 

existence do not arise’ (na dharma  notpadyanta iti kalpayitavyam); he 

should not make construction such as ‘all moments of existence are 

composite’ (na sarvadharm  sa sk t  iti kalpayitavyam); he should 

not make construction such as ‘all moments of existence are non-

composite’ (na sarvadharm  asa sk t  iti kalpayitavyam); he should 

not make construction such as ‘being born and unbornness 

(utp d nutp da),’ ‘existent and non-existent (bh v bh va),’ ‘grasping 

and giving up (heyopadeya),’ ‘connection and disconnection 

(sa yogaviyoga),’ ‘going and coming (gaty gati),’ ‘remaining and 

changing existence (sthiticyuti),’ ‘states of desire, dislike or 

bewilderment (r gadharma-dve adharmamoha-dharma);’ he should 

not make constructions like ‘truth or untruth’ (na dharm dharma iti 

kalpayitavyam).  

‘Because of ignorance (avidy ) there is birth (upapatti) in the states 

of ordinary men, disciples, isolated buddhas (p thagjanadharma 

r vakadharma pratyekabuddha-dharmabuddhadharma), in impure 

and pure states (sa kli adharmavyavad tadharma), in states of forms 

(r pin), without form ( r pya), with or without conceptual thinking 

(sa jñyasa jñin), with or without essential character (lak a -

lak a a), of pure conduct (pari uddhacary ), where things are seen as 

universally equal or non-equal (samat samat ), in body (k ya), mind 

(citta), where all things are fundamentally understood or not 

fundamentally understood (sarvadharma_yoni o’yoni a );’ such con-

structions he should not make (iti na kalpayitavyam). 

So what do you mean, Maudgaly yana, has the Tath gata realized 

the incomparable and perfectly complete awakening (tat ki  manyase 

maudgaly yana tath gato n nuttar y  samyaksambodh v abhisa -

buddha )? 

Maudgaly yana answered: Well then, [according to what you have 

said] he cannot have (uv ca no h dam) [realized it]. 

Ratnadatta said: But can it be accepted that the Tath gata is not 

included in things as they are, that awakening is not included in things 

as they are, that an ordinary being is not included in things as they are 

(uv ca ki  tu na tath gatas tathat ntargato na bodhis tathat ntargat  

na p thagjanas tathat ntargata i yante)? 

Maudgaly yana answered: No, it can also not be [accepted that he is 

not included in things as they are] (maudgaly yana uv ca no h dam). 
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Ratnadatta said: Maybe you foster discursive thinking about what is 

beyond discursive thought (ratnadatto d raka uv ca tva  maudgaly -

yana ni prapañca  prapañcayasi)? 

Maudgaly yana answered: As for myself, I teach by means of 

conventions [understood by] the world (maudgaly yana uvaca aha  tu 

lokasa v ty  de ay mi). 

The boy said: Maudgaly yana, the world has the form of anything 

but untruth, deception and illusion (m mo am y k ra), and it 

deceives only the foolish (b la)! 

Maudgaly yana said: If the world consists only of states of untruth 

and deception, then also this teaching of yours must be untruth and 

deception. So why do you then teach it (maudgaly yana uv ca sacel 

loko m mo adharm  aya  ca nirde o ’pi m mo adharma  tva  

kasm d de ayasi)? 

Ratnadatta said: Since all moments of existence cannot definitely be 

pointed out, they cannot be demonstrated, or have a conclusion reached 

on them (uv ca sarve dharm  maudgaly yan nidar an  na te 

pratip dy  pr py  ca). 

Thus, they can also not be realized, abandoned, fully known or 

cultivated in meditation (na s k tkartavy  na prah tavy  na parijñey  

na bh vayitav ). 

Maudgaly yana said: But for what reason do you make an offering 

to the Tath gata (maudagaly yana uv ca atha tva  yadartha  

tath gata  p jayasi)?  

The boy said: Maudgaly yana, are you the Tath gata? Are you the 

giver of the offering? Or are you one fostering all kinds of conceptions 

on giving (d raka uv ca tva  maudgaly yana tath gato v  d t  v  

d nam vopalabhase)? To this the venerable Maudgaly yana had 

nothing to say (ath yu m n maudgaly yanas t babh va). 

The boy Ratnadatta said: Thinking in this way, Maudgaly yana, I 

have completely given up becoming a Tath gata—those fostering the 

attitude found in the way of disciples have in fact not attained much 

(ratnadatto d raka uv ca may  maudgaly yana tata  cintayitv  

tath gato bhavitu  parivarjitam. ye r vakay ne citt ny utp dayanti 

l bh  te durlabdh  iti). 

[Verses by Ratnadatta on true and conventional learning, and the empty 

identity of sa s ra and nirv a:] 

Maudgaly yana said: As for your age, you are very young, but you 

are like an ocean based on your insight (prajñ )! How long have you 

been trained ( ik ita) in these teachings (dharma) (1)? 

Ratnadatta said: All my learning ( ik ) has disappeared, because 

what is learning really is not learning: that in which there is no learning 

is the learning of the wise (1). 
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The topics (artha) about which you have asked me are all within the 

common concepts of any being (sattvasa jñ ). In this [teaching, 

however,] no origination (utp da) is found among any moments of 

existence anywhere (2). 

The foolish (b la) construct (kalpayanti) awakening (bodhi) and 

existence (sa s ra), but how can you, the reverend monk (bhadanta), 

admit the teachings of the foolish (b ladharma) (3)? 

The wise do not construct (na kalpayanti ku al ) questions such as 

‘how long?’ or ‘how short?,’ since moments of existence have no age: 

this is the way one should understand them (4). 

‘Foolish (b la),’ ‘teachings of the foolish (b ladharma),’ ‘teachings 

of the Buddha (buddhadharma)’ or ‘The Victorious (jina),’ the wise 

(dh mat) do not make such distinctions. You should rather see such 

things as part of emptiness ( nyat ) (5). 

‘The great sage (mahar i) attained awakening (bodhi),’ this is an 

illogical construction (ayuktakalpan ): Since there is no origination 

(utp da) among the moments of existence, how can there be an 

extinction (nirv a) to be obtained (6). 

The moments of existence are endless (ananta), the Lord has said, 

and a liberated (vimukta) being is inexistent (abh va). So do understand 

that there is no difference between existence and extinction (7)! 

Among all these forms there is no increase or decrease, the wise are 

not deluded (na muhyante) by the moments of existence without 

distinctions (aprabhinna) (8). 

The foolish believe they have attained and found, the foolish believe 

they have attained extinction (nirv a): they are rather passionately 

attached to existence (sa s rasa rakta); conceited thinking (manyan ) 

is the snare of the Evil One (m rabandhana) [which binds them] (9). 

One thinking ‘I have attained’ has not attained anything; he has 

rather succumbed to the ignorance (avidy ) which will cause him to 

migrate to new rebirths (punarbhava) (10). 

After one is placed on the seat of awakening (bodhima a) there are 

no viewpoints (d i) and nothing more to get rid of. And this 

awakening (bodhi) of the Buddhas is only a conventional expression 

(vyavah ra) without meaning (anartha) (11). 

It is impossible to express awakening (bodhi) and extinction 

(sa s ra) with conventional expressions (vyavah ra): Those viewing 

things in this way discern (vij nanti) the true state of things (dharmat ) 

(12).
21

 

                                                 
21 See Bcn §9 12 also for the Tibetan text, see the BP version of the Bcn for the 

Chinese text. 
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The ontological status of the Tath gata after death, which is also 

the topic of the Bcn paragraph in question, is an old theme in 

Buddhism. It is among the topics on which the Buddha remains silent 

when asked, as this knowledge is not conducive to liberation, as is the 

knowledge of suffering, etc. The passage ‘whether the Tath gata is 

existent after death is left unexplained by me, whether the Tath gata is 

not existent after death is left unexplained by me, whether the 

Tath gata is both existent and not existent after death is left 

unexplained by me, whether the Tath gata is neither existent nor not 

existent after death is left unexplained by me’ occurs at several places 

in the Therav da canon. This passage is also among the first instances 

of catu ko i, the four ontological possibilities as viewed by Buddhism, 

which become such an important background for the structure of the 

later Madhyamaka negative philosophy and rhetoric. Thus, the 

Tath gata is also treated in Paragraph xxii of the Madhyamakak rik s, 

but here the concern is rather to refute any ontological attributions to 

the Tath gata—even emptiness. The concern is not only to refute such 

ontological attributions to the Tath gata after his death, as in the 

Therav da canonical passage quoted. The speculations on the after-

death status is described as a consequence of assuming that the 

Tath gata exists before his demise—thus, N g rjuna’s polemical 

position towards earlier tradition is evident, even though his treatment 

of the Tath gata question is clearly based upon the views preserved in 

the Therav da quotations (treating the topics of vata and ananta in 

the perspective of the four ontological possibilities). In Bcn, the 

question is not only about the status of the Tath gata after death, but 

about his status in general: It is emphasized that the Tath gata is 

beyond any discursive thinking (prapañca), any conceptions 

(upalambha) and thought-constructions (kalpan , vikalpa, manyan ). 

The discussion in Bcn is also built up in accordance with positions 

that have a bearing on the above-mentioned ontological possibilities. 

Thus, the catu ko i seems to have been used as a rhetorical instrument, 

to refute all possible positions towards which one’s opponent has been 

successively led by the argumentation. In Paragraph 11 of Bcn, 

Maudgaly yana accepts the position that the Tath gata does not exist, 

after his rhetorical question as to whether the Tath gata was awakened 

and taught religion had been refuted by Ratnadatta, who asserts that 

the wise should not make thought-constructions in the answer to the 

question. In the third part of the discussion Maudgaly yana has to 

admit that the Tath gata is still part of tathat , ‘suchness,’ or more 
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freely translated ‘things as they really are.’ To answer Ratnadatta’s 

next provocative question (‘Maybe you foster discursive thinking 

about what is beyond discursive thought, ni prapañca  

prapañcayasi?’), Maudgaly yana adopts the position that he teaches 

by means of the conventions of the world (lokasa v ti). But 

Ratnadatta contends that the conventions are nothing but deception, to 

which Maudgaly yana uses the argument that Ratnadatta’s teaching 

must likewise be deceptive, the argument of which has been analyzed 

above. Then, at last, on being rhetorically asked what his relation to 

the boy’s gift to the Lord was, he ensues Maudgaly yana’s aporia, or 

tu bhava: he has nothing to say—the effect of which is one 

desired in this kind of dialogue (with the aim of curing the opponent 

from his untenable viewpoints—if not viewpoints in general—which 

oppose his understanding of things as they really are, their tathat  and 

nyat ).
22

 We clearly have an example of logic (mis-)used for 

rhetorical purposes—denying the validity of logical syllogisms, but at 

the same time using them to vanquish an opponent. Thus, 

Maudgaly yana is ridiculed in the Bodhisattvacary nirde a, as in 

general in the Mah y na transformation of Buddhism, and the text 

portrays him as a representative of a stale monastic tradition not in 

touch with ‘real life,’ —to use a modern expression, and only being 

interested in a peaceful life as am bhirata, addicted to peace, and 

even being accused of exploiting the generosity and naivité of the lay 

community. Later in the text, riputra—traditionally the wisest of the 

Buddha’s disciples, excelling in prajñ , and also a favorite 

Prügelknabe for the Mah y na anti-authoritarian rhetoric—is 

instructed by the prodigy child that awakening, bodhi, is not 

something that can be attained, when being so careless as to ask why 

the boy has not attained awakening. The speech by the boy is a 

comment to the Lord’s description of his earlier lives, when he was far 

more advanced as a bodhisattva than the Lord himself. Thus, the text 

abounds with relativistic rhetoric and arguments of emptiness, and 

ends up with an argument how futile it is to be a monk.
23

 

And riputra does not fare any better in the way he is portrayed in 

the Vimalak rtinirde a, in the famous dialogue where he is humbled to 

the point of being shaped into the form of a woman—indeed an early 

                                                 
22 Further analysis in the introduction to Bcn, and references to the works quoted ibid., 

pp. 118 121. 
23 Bcn §13ff. 
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instance of relativization of gender and ridicule of (false?) authority.
24

 

The occasion is that a goddess, living in the house of Vimalak rti, is so 

impressed by the dialogue between Mañju r  and Vimalak rti, that she 

sprinkles flowers on the scene. The r vakas are not supposed to take 

delight in the beauty of flowers, and state that they are impropriate for 

such an occasion, with the result that the flowers stick to the bodies of 

the disciples and cannot be shaken off, whereupon the Goddess 

instructs them that the flowers do not produce mental constructions: 

“Such flowers have neither constructed thought, nor discrimination, 

but the elder riputra produces both constructed thought and 

discrimination.”
25

 The dialogue then goes on, employing a rhetorical 

style similar to the Bcn, deconstructing any role and spiritual 

attainment, ending with the following aporia: 

Then, the venerable riputra said to the goddess: 

“Goddess, how long have you been in this house?” 

The goddess replied: “I have been here as long as the elder has 

dwelled in liberation.” 

riputra said: “Then, have you been in this house for quite some 

time?” 

The goddess said: “Has the elder dwelled in liberation for quite 

some time?” 

At that, the elder riputra fell silent. 

riputra: “Since liberation is inexpressible, goddess, I do not know 

what to say.” 

Goddess: “All the syllables pronounced by the elder have the nature 

of liberation. Why? Liberation is neither internal, nor external, nor can 

it be apprehended apart from them. Likewise, syllables are neither 

internal, nor external, nor can they be apprehended anywhere else. 

Therefore, reverend riputra, do not point to liberation by abandoning 

speech! Why? The holy liberation is the equality of all things!”
26

 

                                                 
24 Vkn Chapter 7, ‘The Goddess.’ 
25 tath  hy et ni pu p i na kalpayanti na vikalpayanti, sthavira  puna  riputra  

kalpayati vikalpayati ca, Vkn 42a3 4. Notice the imagery of flowers, as in the Bcn: 

the Mah y na tradition was eager to employ esthetical expressions in their spread of 

their religious message. These also include cookery and meals of perfect taste and 

endless quantities, as an imagery symbolizing the generous dharma (see Bcn §20, and 

Ak  introduction pp. lxxviii lxxxi)—contrary to Plato’s Socrates as quoted above! 
26 atha khalv yu m ñ riputras t  devat m etad avocat: kiyacciranivi  punas 

tva  devate iha g he | ha: y vacciranivi  sthavirasy ry  vimukti  | ha: na 

cirasthit  tva  devate iha g he | ha: kiyacciranivi  puna  sthavirasy ry  vimukti  

| tata  sthaviras t m abh t | ha: apravy h r  hi devate vimukti  | tan na j ne ki  

vy har m ti | ha: yad yad eva sthaviro ‘k aram ud harati, sarv y et ny ak ar i 



JENS BRAARVIG 

 

116

The crescendo of making fun of the opponent is then reached by 

the dialogue between the supernatural goddess and the traditionalist 

monk, truly demonstrating the rhetoric of emptiness and illusion as the 

central rhetorical device of Mah y na: 

riputra: “Goddess, what prevents you from transforming yourself out 

of your female state?” 

Goddess: “Although I have sought my ‘female state’ for these 

twelve years, I have not found it yet. Reverend riputra, if a magician 

were to incarnate a woman by magic, would you ask her, ‘What 

prevents you from transforming yourself out of your female state?’”  

riputra: “No! Such a woman would not really exist, so what 

would there be to transform?” 

Goddess: “Just in this way, reverend riputra, all things do not 

really exist. Now, would you think, ‘What prevents one whose nature is 

that of a magical incarnation from transforming herself out of her 

female state?’” 

Thereupon, the goddess employed her magical power to cause the 

elder riputra to appear in her [female] form, and to cause herself to 

appear in his [male] form. Then, the goddess, transformed into 

riputra, said to riputra, transformed into a goddess: “Reverend 

riputra, what prevents you from transforming yourself out of your 

female state?” And riputra, transformed into the goddess, replied: “I 

no longer appear in the form of a male! My body has changed into the 

body of a woman! I do not know what to transform!” 

The goddess continued: “If the elder could again change out of the 

female state, then all women could also change out of their female 

states. All women appear in the form of women in just the same way as 

the elder appears in the form of a woman. Whereas they are not women 

in reality, they appear in the form of women. With this in mind, the 

Buddha said: ‘In all things, there is neither male nor female.’”  

Then, the goddess released her magical power and each of them 

returned to their respective ordinary form. She then said to him: 

“Reverend riputra, what have you done with your female form?” 

riputra: “I neither produced it, nor did I change it.”  

Goddess: “Just so, all things are neither produced, nor changed, and 

that they are neither made nor changed is the teaching of the Buddha.”  

riputra: “Goddess, where will you be born when you transmigrate 

after death?” 

                                                                                                         
vimuktilak a ni | tat kasm d dheto  | y  hi s  vimukti , s  n dhy tma  na bahir 

nobhayam antare opalabhyate | evam ak ar y api | tasm t tarhi bhadanta riputro 

m  ak ar panayena vimukti  nirdi a | tat kasm d dheto  | sarvadharmasamat  hi 

vimukti  | Vkn 42b1 6, translation by R. Thurmann, as in BP. 



RHETORIC OF EMPTINESS 

 
 

117

Goddess: “I will be born [at the place] where all magical 

incarnations of the Tath gata are born.” 

riputra: “But the emanated incarnations of the Tath gata do not 

transmigrate, nor are they born.” 

Goddess: “All things and living beings are the same way: they do 

not transmigrate, nor are they born!” 

riputra: “Goddess, how soon will you attain the perfect 

enlightenment of Buddhahood?” 

Goddess: “At the same time when you, elder, has become endowed 

once more with the qualities of an ordinary individual; then I will attain 

the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood.” 

riputra: “Goddess, it is impossible that I should become endowed 

once more with the qualities of an ordinary individual?” 

Goddess: “Just so, reverend riputra, is it impossible that I should 

attain the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood! Why? Because perfect 

enlightenment is based upon the impossible. Because it is impossible, 

nobody attains the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood.”
27

 

                                                 
27 ha: ki  tva  devate str bh va  na nivartayasi | ha: parip r ni me 

dv da avar y up d ya str bh va  parye am y  na caina  labhe | api ca 

bhadanta riputra y  m y k re a str nirmit  yas t m eva  vadet: ki  tva  

str bh va  na nivartayas ti, ha: na tasy  k cit bh t  parini patti  | ha: evam eva 

bhadanta riputra aparini panne u sarvadharme u m y nirmitasvabh ve u kutas 

tavaiva  bhavati: ki  tva  str bh va  na nivartayas ti | atha s  devat  t d am 

adhi h nam adhiti hati sma | yath  sthavira  riputro y d  s  devat  t d a  

sa d yate, s  devat  y d a  sthaviras t d  sa d yate | atha s  devat  

riputrar p  riputra  devat r padh ri am ap cchat: ki  bhadanta riputra 

str bh va  na nivartayasi | riputro devat r py ha: na j ne ki  vinivartay m ti | 

puru ar pam antarhita  str r pa  me nirv ttam | ha: yadi sthavira  ak yati 

str bh va  vinivartayitum, tata  sarv  striyo ‘pi str bh va  vinivartayi yanti | 

yath  sthaviro na str  str va sa d yate, eva  sarvastr m api str r pa  na ca 

striya  str r p  ca sa d yante | ida  sa dh ya bhagav n ha: sarvadharm  na 

str  na puru a iti | atha s  devat  tad adhi h nam av s jat | ath yu m ñ riputra  

punar eva svar pasamanv gato babh va | atha s  devat yu manta  riputram 

evam ha: kva nu te bhadanta riputra str r pa  k ta  gatam | ha: na tat k ta  na 

vik tam | ha: evam eva sarvadharm  na k t  na vik t  | yatra ca na k tir na vik tis 

tad buddhavacanam | ha: itas tva  devate cyut  kutropapatsyase | ha: yatraiva 

tath gatanirmita upapatsyate, tatraiv ham upapatsye | ha: tath gatanirmitasya na 

cyutir nopapatti  | ha: evam eva sarvadharm  na cyutir nopapatti  | ha: 

kiyaccire a punar devate bodhim abhisa bhotsyase | ha: yad  sthavira  

p thagjanadharmasamanv gato bhavi yati, tad ha  bodhim abhisa bhotsye | ha: 

asth nam etad devate yad aha  p thagjanadharma-samanv gata  sy m | ha: evam 

eva bhadanta riputra asth nam etad yad aha  bodhim abhisa bhotsye | tat 

kasm d dheto  | asth nasthitaiva hi bodhi  | tasm d asth na  na ka cid 

abhisa bhotsyate | Vkn 42b1 45a6, translation by R. Thurmann, as in BP. We notice 

the imagery of magical creations as in the Vgv. 
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Illustrating the title ‘Rhetoric of Emptiness,’ we should not fail to 

quote the Vimalak rtinirde a once more on exactly this concept: The 

Dandy of Vai l  would entertain his guest Mañju r  with the 

sophistry of emptiness on the occasion of his visit, making his house 

without servants into a simile of firstly a buddhak etra, but then 

stating that it is quite empty, as is also the buddhak etra. In this way 

the house is also a rhetorically employed metaphor for the (non!)-

doctrine of emptiness, but Vimalak rti still goes on to shock with the 

statement that the house still is not empty of the demonic M ras, who 

are his servants in keeping him bound to life and death—which indeed 

is the vow of a bodhisattva: to endlessly seek birth in order to liberate 

all living beings. The emptiness is also found in the ignorance of those 

non-Buddhists, the views of whom—by being just empty—are 

identical with the liberation of the Buddha, arguments forwarded in 

the manner of provoking the adherents of the more traditional creeds. 

The speech is thus ridiculing the adherents of these creeds as 

opponents of the Mah y na lay-oriented and anti-clerical project: 

Mañju r : Householder, why is your house empty? Why do you not have 

any servants? 

Vimalak rti: Mañju r , all buddha-fields are also empty. 

Mañju r : Of what are they empty? 

Vimalak rti: They are empty of emptiness. 

Mañju r : What is the emptiness of emptiness? 

Vimalak rti: The emptiness of emptiness is beyond thought-

constructions. 

Mañju r : Can emptiness be conceptually constructed? 

Vimalak rti: Even that which constructs is in itself empty, and emptiness 

does not construct emptiness. 

Mañju r : Householder, where should emptiness be sought? 

Vimalak rti: Mañju r , emptiness should be sought among the sixty-two 

misunderstandings. 

Mañju r : Where should the sixty-two misunderstandings be sought? 

Vimalak rti: They should be sought in the liberation of the Tath gatas. 

Mañju r : Where should the liberation of the Tath gatas be sought? 

Vimalak rti: It should be sought in the mental activity of all beings. 

Mañju r , you ask me why I am without servants, but all M ras and 

opponents are my servants. Why? The M ras advocate this life of birth and 

death, and the bodhisattva does not avoid life. The heterodox opponents 

advocate their misunderstandings, and the bodhisattva is not troubled by 

misunderstandings. Therefore, all M ras and opponents are my servants.
28

 

                                                 
28 mañju r r ha: nya  te g hapate g ham | na ca te ka cid upasth yaka  | ha: 
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I have tried to show—with examples from three Mah y na s tras 

constituting the background and canonical authority of the stra 

literature—that what poses as logic with the aim of establishing the 

emptiness of all things, may as well be understood as rhetoric of 

emptiness. Although logic and rhetoric are structurally similar, the 

first one should be characterized by rigorous consistency, whereas this 

is not a requirement for the practice of rhetoric—its aim is to persuade 

and convert, which is also the aim of Mah y na rhetoric, rather than 

establishing formal logical truth. 

I have also tried to show that the authors of the Mah y na s tras 

employed various rhetoric strategems to promote the critical and anti-

authoritarian agendas of the Mah y na movement, not shrinking back 

from ridiculing their opponents, humbling them in public in the name 

of logic, and other performances of displaying a supposedly superior 

wisdom. Thus, rhetoric was important for the Mah y na propagators 

in trying to win over the general public, appealing to their religious 

sentiments, contending that faith, belief, and convictions intrinsically 

belong to the believers themselves and are not dependent on doctrines 

promulgated by a corrupt clerical class. This is what the Mah y na 

rhetor sometimes would characterize as the h nay na—with their stale 

and uninspiring religious doctrines, and religious and intellectual 

systems that have lost their connection with real life (as the 

bodhisattva dharmabh aka asserts). Even the name of the movement 

itself, mah y na, ‘The Grand Way,’ with the grandeur of the 

bodhisattva, transcending anything humanly possible and intending to 

save all living beings, as opposed to the h nay na, the ‘smallish, 

insignificant, mean way,’ practiced by those ‘seeking only after their 

own salvation,’ is of course in itself also a grossly rhetorical device. 

                                                                                                         
sarvabuddhak etr y api mañju ri  ny ni | ha: kena ny ni | ha: nyatay  

ny ni | ha: nyat y  k  nyat  | ha: aparikalpan  ca nyat y  nyat  | 

ha: aky  puna  nyat  parikalpayitum | ha: yen pi parikalpyeta tad api ñam | 

na ca nyat  nyat  parikalpayati | ha: nyat  g hapate kuto m rgitavy  | ha: 

nyat  mañju r  dv a ibhyo d igatebhyo m rgitavy  | ha: dv a i  punar 

d igat ni kuto m rgitavy ni | ha: tath gatavimuktito m rgitavy ni | ha: 

tath gatavimukti  puna  kuto m rgitavy  | ha: sarvasatvacittacaritebhyo 

m rgitavy  | yat punar mañju r  eva  vadasi kas ta upasth yaka iti | sarvam r  

sarvaparaprav dina  ca mamopasth yak  | tat kasm d dheto  | m r  hi sa s rasya 

var av dina  | sa s ra  ca bodhisatvasyopasth yaka  | paraprav dino 

d igat n  var av dina  | bodhisatva  ca sarvad igatebhyo na calati | tasm t 

sarvam r  sarvaparaprav dina  ca mamopasth yak  | Vkn 28b1 7, Thurmann’s 

translation with some changes by myself. 
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‘THUS HAVE I HEARD’ AND OTHER CLAIMS TO 

AUTHENTICITY: 

DEVELOPMENT OF RHETORICAL DEVICES IN THE 

SARV STIV DA A P D BHIDHARMA TEXTS 

 

BART DESSEIN 

 

The Abhidharma texts as they have been transmitted to the 

present either from the outset were, or later have become part of a 

Buddhist ‘scriptural’ tradition that is rooted in the Indian context 

of oral literature. When dealing with the problem of rhetorical 

devices employed in these Abhidharma texts, we have to address 

both those peculiarities that derive from this overall oral/aural 

tradition, as well as those rhetorical aspects that are (or have 

become) typical for the written format of these texts. Apart from 

these intra-textual rhetorical devices, we also have to take into 

account inter-textual rhetorical devices. By the latter, I mean 

those rhetorical elements that derive from the literary context in 

which the Buddhist texts were recited and produced, and that are 

peculiar for an oral/aural tradition. 

The Oral Origin of Abhidharma Texts 

The Buddhist ‘scriptural’ tradition is rooted in an overall oral/aural 

Indian literary tradition. With respect to the audience for which 

religious texts were performed, and the purpose of such a performance, 

Georg von Simson differentiated two phases leading to the peculiar 

Buddhist religious texts as third phase of this development.
1
 The first 

phase is the period of the Vedic texts. These texts primarily aimed at 

delivering a message to the realm of the gods, and did not serve as a 

means of communication between people of equal religious belief, nor 

did they try to convince someone of the truth expounded in these texts. 

This explains why Vedic texts do not present themselves as products 

of rational activity, but rather as texts for a passive spectator. These 

Vedic texts were followed by the Br hma a prose texts and the 

Upani ads. The Br hma a prose texts explain the offers performed. 

They, thus, are of an explanatory character. In this sense, they parallel 

                                                           
1 Von Simson 1965:139 141; see also Oldenberg 1917:39. 
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the Upani ads that only diverge from the Br hma a prose texts in 

their object of description: The Upani ads are directed more towards 

the speculative than the Br hma a prose texts are. Both types of texts 

further have in common with the Vedic texts that they do not serve to 

convince someone of the truth expounded in them. Herein lays the 

fundamental difference of these texts with the Buddhist texts.  

 

Table 1: Buddhist Texts as a Genre in the Indian Oral Tradition 

 

PURPOSE AUDIENCE

REVEALED 

TRUTH

Vedic texts [- communication 

 between people] 

 

[- convincing the 

 audience of the truth] 

 

[- explanatory] 

 

 

 

realm of the gods 

 

passive spectators

REVEALED 

TRUTH

Br hma a 

and 

Upani ads

[- communication 

 between people] 

 

[- convincing the 

 audience of the truth] 

 

[+ explanatory] 

 

 

 

 

people of equal 

religious belief

REVEALING 

TRUTH

Buddhist 

texts

[+ communication 

 between people] 

 

[+ convincing the 

 audience of the truth] 

 

[+ explanatory]

 

 

 

people of different 

religious belief

 

The Buddhist faith originated as an innovative movement in the Indian 

religious world.
2

 For Buddhist texts, therefore, convincing the 

audience of the truth the Buddha has realized is of primary importance. 

                                                           
2 For more on this, see Lamotte 1958:58 59; see also, for example, the Dharma-

cakrapravartanas tra, the ‘Discourse Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Law,’ in 

which the Buddha revealed the four noble truths to those who were to be his first 

disciples. 
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This fundamental shift from a type of texts that can be defined as 

‘revealed truth’ to texts that can be defined as ‘revealing truth’
3
 has its 

consequences for the textual construct and format of the Buddhist 

texts. This development encroaches on both what we labeled the 

‘inter-textual’ and the ‘intra-textual’ rhetorical devices  (we can 

schematize the above as illustrated in Table 1). 

As this was the case in the Vedic, Br hma ic and Upani adic 

traditions, also the Buddhist texts were, once they were closed, for a 

longer period transmitted orally.
4
 The accounts of the first Buddhist 

council that, according to tradition, was held in R jag ha immediately 

after the demise of the Buddha,
5
 point to an oral transmission of the 

S tra and Vinaya texts. The texts are said to have been recited, not 

read.
6
 This also accounts for the term ‘sa g ti,’ chanting together, to 

refer to the councils, and for the frequent occurrence of the formula 

‘Thus have I heard’ (eva  me suta ) in Buddhist texts.  

Although we do have references that also the Abhidharma was part 

of an oral transmission,
7
 the texts as we possess them now show to be 

the product of an increasingly written tradition. One striking example 

of the oral origins of Abhidharma literature can be read in the 

Milindapañha. In this text, N gasena is reported to, having been 

disappointed with the content of the Vedas, have learned the 

Abhidhammapi aka as a novice, and, as a monk, have learned the 

complete Tipi aka by heart in three months time.
8
 It has, in this respect, 

been suggested that it are the mnemotechnical skills of the Brahmans 

who joined the Buddhist order that made such memorization of the 

Buddhist texts possible.
9
 

The question when precisely the orally-transmitted Buddhist texts 

were committed to writing is connected to the use of script in India. It 

is likely that the Kharo h  script was used already in the 4
th
 century 

                                                           
3 Terms borrowed from McDermott 1984:24. 
4 See Cousins 1982:1 and von Hinüber 1989:22. 
5 On this, see T. 1, no. 7:203c19 204a14 and T. 22, no. 1428: 966a19 ff. T. 1, no. 

5:175a25 c21, T. 6:190c28 191a27, and T. 1, no. 12:1058a19 b24 situate this 

council in Ku inagara. T. 49, no. 2026:1a6 situates it in S k ya. For accounts of 

this council, see de La Vallée Poussin 1908:2 6 and Przyluski 1926:133 235. 
6 Vin II 284 293, esp. 290, 6 8. See also von Hinüber 1989:26. 
7 DN, 33 Sa gitisutta 3 (Estlin Carpenter 1960:207 ff.) = T. 1, no. 1:49b27 ff. See also 

Hoernle [1916]1970:16 24 and Waldschmidt [1955]1967:258 278. 
8 Trenckner 1962:10, 5 10 and 12, 20 32; Horner 1963, Vol. 1:6, 14 18. See also 

von Hinüber 1989:68. 
9 See von Hinüber 1989:68. 
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BC, be it only for secular purposes.
10

 For religious matters, the use of 

script is not attested before the 3
rd

 century BC.
11

 According to 

tradition, the writing down of the Therav da canon happened during 

the reign of Abhaya Va ag mi i, that is, the 1
st
 century BC.

12
 It is not 

impossible, though, that the commencement of committing Buddhist 

texts to writing has to be dated slightly before that time.
13

 The motive 

behind this major evolution might have been the rise of the Mah y na. 

Early Buddhism is characterized by the fact that the members of the 

early sa gha claimed that they had maintained in their memories the 

words as they had been spoken by the Buddha himself and had, 

generation after generation, been publicly repeated. The early 

Mah y nists faced the difficulty of establishing their legitimacy as a 

reform movement in this context of a well-established and self-

conscious oral tradition. Therefore, the early Mah y nists turned to 

the use of script to spread their views, and, as a result, the Mah y na 

was from the outset a written tradition.
14

 It is then suggested that, in 

these new circumstances, the Therav dins felt the need to give 

authenticity and prestige also to their tradition vis-à-vis the written 

texts of the Mah y na.
15

 During a council under A oka, a complete 

Tipi aka of the Sthavirav dins was apparently compiled.
16

  

As mentioned above, at the outset, the orality of the Buddhist 

tradition—texts being recited orally from the mind on recitation 

sessions and public hearings, thus making deviation from collective 

memory impossible—asserted that the words of the Buddha were 

transmitted correctly.
17

 Once texts are committed to writing, 

deviations are made much easier. Thus, it is no surprise that the use of 

writing coincides with the rise of different sects, and that it is at about 

the time that writing was also used for religious purposes that the 

Abhidharma as a genre of written Buddhist literature began to 

develop.
18

 As time went on and disagreement on doctrinal points 

                                                           
10 Salomon 1995:278. For the exclusive use of script for secular purposes, see 

Takakusu 1956:49; Falk 1993:290; Norman 1993:279. 
11 Von Hinüber 1989:54; see also Allon 1997:1. 
12 D p XX, 19 21 (Law 1957 1958:249). See also Norman 1995:309; Allon 1997:2. 
13 Norman 1992:248; Norman 1993:280 more precisely suggests the 2nd century BC. 
14 See McMahan 1998:251. 
15 See Norman 1993:280; Gombrich 1990a:29 points to it that the earliest surviving 

Mah y na texts go back to the 2nd or 1st centuries BC; see also Falk 1993:287. 
16 D p VII, 44 59 (Law 1957 1958:184 185); Mhv V, 275 282 (Geiger 1964:49 50). 
17 See McMahan 1998:251. 
18 McMahan 1998:262. 
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increased, leading to sectarian fragmentation, Abhidharma texts 

became compositions or compilations that increasingly were meant to 

define the position of one group against the position of another 

group.
19

  

For the rise of the Sarv stiv dins as such a distinct group, dates of 

the 2
nd

 and 1
st
 century BC have been suggested.

20
 The Sarv stiv da 

canon certainly post-dates A oka.
21

 Tradition has it that the 

Sarv stiv dins committed their canon to writing in the reign of the 

Ku a king Kani ka, more precisely during a council that was 

convened by this king in accord with P r va, his advisor. Kani ka is 

reported to have ordered that the texts of the stras be engraved in 

copper plates.
22

 In Tar n tha’s History of Buddhism, we further read 

that at the council that was convened under the reign of Kani ka, the 

s tras and the abhidharma that before had not been committed to 

writing were written down, and that those who had already been 

written down were purified.
23

 Bu-ston informs us that the reason for 

this was that ordinary people who were not in possession of a good 

memory recited scriptures incorrectly, making omissions and 

interpolations.
24

 From this we can learn that once oral texts were 

committed to writing, this medium of transmission existed alongside 

with the oral medium of transmission. This means that one text was 

not only transmitted in both ways, but also that, when some texts were 

committed to writing, other texts kept on being transmitted orally and 

new texts were created in an oral way.
25

 It should hereby be kept in 

mind that, as the Vinaya lists of items of property that monks may 

                                                           
19 See Cox 1995:23. 
20 Second century BC: Hirakawa 1974, Vol. 1:143; 1st century BC: Shizutani 1978: 

48ff. 
21 Buswell/Jaini 1996:79. 
22 For an account of this council, see T. 51, no. 2087:886b22 887a17. See also T. 50, 

no. 2053:231b23; see also Lamotte 1958:648. For references on the compilation of 

Abhidharma together with Vinaya and S tra, see T. 22, no. 1428:968b15 26. 
23 Schiefner 1868:61; see also Falk 1993:285. 
24 Obermiller 1931 1932, Vol. 2:101; see also Falk 1993:287. Warder [1970]1980: 

345 346 claims that the purpose of the council under Kani ka was to stabilize the 

doctrine, particularly with reference to the recent abhidharma controversies. On this 

council, the Sautr ntika revisions in the Abhidharma are claimed to have been 

rejected. They, hereupon, formed a new school. Also the *Abhidharmamah -

vibh stra is supposed to have been compiled at the occasion of this council. 
25 See Allon 1997:2 3 for remarks concerning the probability of a deliberate mimic of 

the style of texts belonging to an earlier, oral phase of the tradition. 
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possess never include books,
26

 once having been written down, these 

texts were apparently meant to be read aloud in instruction sessions 

and public recitations, not for private reading by monks.
27

 

Rhetorical Devices in the Sarv stiv da a p d bhidharma Texts 

The Sarv stiv da a p d bhidharma Texts 

The term ‘ a p d bhidharma,’ ‘Abhidharma with six feet,’ refers to a 

group of seven texts that tradition recognizes as the canonical 

Sarv stiv da Abhidharma works. Of these seven works, the Sa g ti-

pary ya, the Dharmaskandha, the Dh tuk ya, the Prakara ap da, the 

Vijñ nak ya, and the Prajñapti stra are the feet that sustain the 

*A agrantha/Jñ naprasth na as the body. This construct is 

mentioned for the first time in a note to the Chinese translation of the 

*A agrantha, written in 379 AD, stating that the *A agrantha is the 

body and that this body has six feet.
28

 The origin of this construct is 

unclear. It is in this respect noteworthy that the later Vibh  

compendia do not mention the Dh tuk ya.
29

 This suggests that the 

construct of six feet and one body postdates the compilation of these 

vibh  compendia, and corroborates the dating of the first 

mentioning of the construct, referred to above.
30

 Ya omitra, in his 

commentary to Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmako a, explains that the 

Jñ naprasth na is the body, and that this body has six feet,
31

 and he 

enumerates the seven works at several instances. The order in which 

the works are listed differs, thus revealing the arbitrariness of these 

enumerations.
32

 Explaining the ‘Abhidharma with six feet’ in his 

commentary to the Abhidharmako a, P gu ng  states that the 

                                                           
26 On this, see Collins 1992:128. 
27 McMahan 1998:253. 
28 T. 26, no. 1543:887a21 22. Demiéville 1961:472, Note 2, suggests the date 390 

AD. For the relation between the *A agrantha and the Jñ naprasth na, see 

Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:221 223. 
29 See Watanabe 1954:85 ff. and Cox 1995:31 32. 
30  On the dating of the Vibh  compendia, see Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998: 

231 232. 
31 Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 9, 12 13. 
32  Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 11, 24 29 and 25 ff., and Sphu rth bhi-

dharmako avy khy : 9, 12 14 and 12,4 ff. resp. The arbitrariness of this construct is 

also evident from the fact that the Sanskrit and Tibetan tradition differs from the 

Chinese tradition. See Lamotte 1958:202 ff. 
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Sa g tipary ya, the Dharmaskandha and the Prajñapti stra were 

written during the lifetime of the Buddha, that the Vijñ nak ya was 

written in the 100 years following the death of the Buddha, that the 

Prakara ap da and the Dh tuk ya were written at the beginning of 

the 300 years following Nirv a, and that the Jñ naprasth na was 

written at the end of the 300 years following Nirv a.
33

 Erich 

Frauwallner has shown that this chronological order is roughly 

correct.
34

 Given the above-suggested dating for the formation of the 

Sarv stiv dins as a separate school of the 2
nd

 or 1
st
 centuries BC, these 

seven texts thus are very likely to have originated in a pre- 

Sarv stiv da milieu and may have become shared among the different 

sub-groups that gradually evolved within a larger Sarv stiv da 

monastic community.
35

 It should in this respect also be remarked that 

much of the doctrine of this a p d bhidharma is parallel to the Pali 

Abhidhamma.
36

 

The abovementioned relative dating of the a p d bhidharma texts 

and the assumptions made concerning the beginning of the use of 

script for religious purposes, imply that the Sa g tipary ya, the 

Dharmaskandha, the Prajñapti stra, and the Vijñ nak ya originated 

in an oral tradition, while the Dh tuk ya, the Prakara ap da, and 

*A agrantha/Jñ naprasth na may belong to the early written 

tradition in India (see Table 2). 

Determining a relative chronology for the Abhidharma texts has 

traditionally been focused on the internal structure and content of 

these texts. Hereby, it is understood that these texts show a growing 

complexity in structure and doctrinal debate.
37

  

                                                           
33 T. 41, no. 1821:8b24 c13. The *Abhidharm askandha or Jñ naprasth na has 

been dated in the middle of the 1st century BC; see Shizutani 1978:112 ff. 
34 Frauwallner 1964:71. 
35 See on this Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:147. Given the fact that the doctrine of the 

existence of factors in the three time periods, the doctrine that gave its name to the 

Sarv stiv da, is not mentioned in the Jñ naprasth na, this work must predate the 

formation of Sarv stiv da as a distinct school. As the Vibh  compendia do contain 

this doctrine, the formation of the Sarv stiv da as a distinct school should begin with 

the compilation of these compendia. 
36 See Frauwallner 1964:98. 
37 See Cox 1995:10, 29. 
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Table 2: Relative Chronology of the a p d bhidharma Texts 

 
Oral tradition Lifetime of the Buddha Sa g tipary ya (no. 1536) 

Dharmaskandha (no. 1537) 

Prajñapti stra (no. 1538) 

Oral tradition 100 years after the Buddha Vijñ nak ya (no. 1539) 

Written tradition Beginning of 300 years 

after the Buddha 

Dh tuk ya (no. 1540) 

Prakara ap da  

(no. 1541/1542) 

Written tradition End of 300 years after the 

Buddha 

*A agrantha/Jñ napra-

sth na (no. 1543/1544) 

 
Based on these criteria, the Sa g tipary ya and the 

Dharmaskandha definitely are the oldest of the a p d bhidharma 

works. These texts are organized according to a structure that is 

directly derived from the S tra literature, and they expose the doctrine 

that is presented in the s tras: The Sa g tipary ya is structured 

according to a progressive numerical ordering of topics of the 

Buddha’s teaching, in the same way as found in the Sa g tis tra; the 

Dharmaskandha contains excerpts from various s tras that are 

topically arranged and commented. The structure of the other five 

texts is more complex, and they show differences of factional 

alignments. Neither stylistically, nor in their exposition are they linked 

to a specific s tra or selection of s tras. These five texts thus have to 

be younger than the previous two (see Table 3).
38

  

In what follows, I will turn the attention to the development of the 

structural devices used in these seven texts, and I will evaluate these 

as to their functioning and value as rhetorical instruments. 

 

 

 

                                                           
38 See Cox 1995:30 32. Other classifications include also the Prajñapti stra in the 

first period. This is based on the fact that, although this text does not comment on a 

particular s tra, it uses s tra passages as primary method of exposition, and its 

additional exegesis is very simple and straightforward. See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 

1998:172 173. A third group of texts would then be the Vibh  compendia. These 

elaborate works are polemical treatises in which different opinions are listed and 

debated. A fourth group of texts would then be the pedagogical digests of the H daya 

type. These texts are instructional reference manuals for their respective schools. 
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Table 3: Relation of the a p d bhidharma Texts to S tra Literature 

 
Sa g tipary ya (T. 26, no. 1536) Based on one single s tra 

Dharmaskandha (T. 26, no. 1537) Excerpts from various s tras 

Prajñapti stra (T. 26, no. 1538) 

Vijñ nak ya (T. 26, no. 1539) 

Dh tuk ya (T. 26, no. 1540) 

Prakara ap da (T. 26, no. 1541, 1542) 

* A agrantha/Jñ naprasth na (T. 26, 

no. 1543, 1544) 

No specific s tra or selection of 

s tras 

Inter-textual Rhetorical Elements 

As suggested above, by ‘inter-textual’ rhetorical elements, I mean 

those elements that, with the aim of revealing the truth, serve as the 

context within which an Abhidharma text is recited, or that is evoked 

when reading a text, and that serve to claim authenticity for the words 

recited.  

The Sa g tipary ya is the oldest Sarv stiv da Abhidharma text we 

possess. It is based on a single s tra, i.e., the Sa g tis tra. The 

Sa g tipary ya is an attempt to summarize the essential concepts of 

the Buddhist doctrine.
39

 To see how the Sa g tipary ya derives 

authority from the frame story of the Sa g tis tra, it is revealing to 

quote larger passages of both the Sa g tis tra and of the introductory 

frame story to the Sa g tipary ya. The Chinese version of the 

Sa g tis tra (T. 1, no. 12), undertaken by D nap la (?),
40

 runs as 

follows (emphasis in the translation mine):
41

 

[…] 

                                                           
39 See Lindtner 1996:202. 
40 D nap la, a native of O iy na, arrived in Kaifeng in 980 and worked there 

between 982 and 1017; see Demiéville et al. 1978:274. 
41 T. 1, no. 12:226c7 227c1. Another version of the Sa g tis tra is found in T. 1, no. 

1:49b27 52c11. Pali parallel: DN 33, Sangitisutta, Estlin Carpenter 1960:207 ff.; 

Rhys Davids 1921:198 ff. For a comparison of the different versions, see 

Waldschmidt [1955] 1967:258 260. 
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[…] […]

[…] 

[…] 

[…] […] 

Thus have I heard. At one time, the World-honored One, on his 

wanderings, reached the city of M l . There, he gathered with the group 

of bhik us. At that moment, there was an up saka in the city who had 

pure faith and who was also called M l . In this city, he had newly built 

a monks’ hall for assembly (pr s da) […]. [However,] in this hall there 
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were no rama as or br hma as yet, and he sat there waiting. Then, 

up saka M l  heard that the World-honored Buddha and the bhik us 

had, on their wanderings, reached this [city]. His heart was filled with 

joy, and he went to where the Buddha was. Upon arrival, he prostrated 

himself before the Buddha, brought his hands together [in reverence], 

and stood aside. He said to the Buddha: ‘World-honored One, I am an 

up saka, called M l . My heart is full of pure faith in the World-

honored One. In this city, I have newly built a hall that is clean and 

spacious. In this hall, there are no rama as and br hma as yet, and I 

am waiting there. I now invite the Buddha and the bhik us to stay in my 

hall. I hope that the World-honored Buddha, out of pity for me, accepts 

my request.’ At that moment, the World-honored One silently 

accepted.
42

 […] Upon [the Buddha’s] arrival, he again prostrated 

himself for the World-honored One, stepped forward and said to the 

Buddha: ‘[…] I wish that the World-honored Buddha and the 

community of bhik us go to this hall to stay there. Now is the time.’ At 

that moment, the World-honored Buddha and the group of bhik us 

respectfully turned around, and went to where the up saka M l  had 

newly built the hall. Upon arrival, the Buddha first washed his feet and 

then went into the hall. Having entered, he looked around and inspected 

everything. He then serenely sat down in the middle of the hall. Also all 

bhik us washed their feet and went inside. Having prostrated 

themselves for the Buddha, they one after the other sat down behind 

him. Up saka M l  then also entered the hall, prostrated himself for the 

World-honored One, and put his hands together in reverence. He bowed 

with his head to all bhik us and then sat down at the side of the Buddha. 

At that moment, the World-honored One, having in all ways comforted 

this up saka M l , proclaimed the benefit and happiness of the 

essentials of the doctrine as this should be done. Hearing the doctrine, 

up saka M l  was happy, and in his heart pure faith arose. When, in 

this way, the World-honored One had explained the benefit and 

happiness of the doctrine as it should be done to up saka M l , many 

nights had passed. The Buddha thereupon told M l : ‘When this night 

will have passed, you should know [the doctrine] yourself.’ [… When 

M l  had left the meeting,] the World-honored One told the venerable 

riputra: ‘These r vaka bhik us of me have left because of fatigue. 

They are all [belonging to] the community of the pure ones who have 

left their homes. When the bhik us find joy in expounding the doctrine, 

then it is suited that you proclaim it yourself as should be. As there is 

benefit, you should not stop to rest.’ At that moment, the honorable 

                                                           
42 Keeping silent in reaction to an invitation is one of many forms of silence of the 

Buddha: Silence as agreement. On this, see Oetke 1994:87. For other interpretations 

of silence, see below in this article. 
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riputra accepted this instruction and stayed. At that moment, the 

World-honored One folded his upper cloth four times. He placed 

himself on the lion’s throne (si h sana), resting with his right side on 

the ground in happy tranquility, and resting his tired feet. Before the 

Buddha had rested for a long period, in another place, there were the 

heretic Nirgra ha Jñ tiputra and others. They had uttered light slander 

concerning the r vaka bhik us, and wanted to destroy them and to 

fight with them. They proclaimed untrue words and all kinds of slander, 

saying the following: ‘The doctrine I know cannot be understood by 

these r vakas. I truly know the doctrine they possess. The wrong 

behavior is theirs; the right behavior is ours. Those who have benefit 

are us; those who have no benefit are them. Admitted that the first 

words of the doctrine they proclaim are true, the later words are wrong. 

Sometimes, the later words are true, but then the first words are wrong. 

They cannot make the lion’s roar to proclaim the benefit of the 

doctrine.’ Because, at that moment, Nirgra ha Jñ tiputra and others 

wanted to stir a great fight, they uttered such and other slanderous 

words. Then, they looked at one another, and in their eyes there was 

cruelty, and again they said: ‘All r vaka bhik us have an expression of 

majesty and they are not in quietude. They cannot be free from craving 

and they have not yet attained liberation. They cannot see the doctrine 

and cannot know this path to salvation well. They cannot experience the 

fruits of nobility this [path] is aimed at. The doctrine they practice is not 

proclaimed by the Samyaksa buddha.’ By uttering such slanderous 

words, they [tried to] stir a fight. At that moment, when the honorable 

riputra knew of this matter, he thought by himself: ‘The Tath gata, 

the Great Master, has not gone to rest for a long time. There is no need 

to inform the World-honored One of this reason.’ Having deliberated 

thus, he said to all bhik us: ‘You should know that in another place, 

there are the heretic Nirgra ha Jñ tiputra and others. They are uttering 

light slander regarding the r vaka bhik us. […] Now, bhik us, you 

should know that the great community of r vakas such as me are all 

with a mind that is free from stain and is pure. We realize all dharmas. 

We can understand all paths leading to salvation well. Each of us has 

already attained the noble fruits that are to be experienced. The 

dharmas that we r vakas practice have one by one been conferred by 

the Samyaksa buddha, the Tath gata, the Great Master. It is what he 

himself has one by one truly expounded, and there is no falseness in it. 

Bhik us, know that what the Buddha has expounded are s tra, geya, 

vy kara a, g th , itiv ttaka, j taka, ud na, vaipulya, and adbhuta-

dharma. These factors have been proclaimed by the Buddha with a 

comforting mind to all living beings as it should be done, in order to let 

living beings practice as [he] proclaimed, and [in order to] let them be 
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with a proper conduct (brahmacarya) so as to benefit and bring joy to 

the world of gods, and humans.’ 

‘Again, bhik us, you should know that the [groups of] one factor 

that the Buddha has expounded are [...] and further, the [groups of] 

two factors [...].’ 

From the above section of the Sa g tis tra, we retain the 

following elements:  

(1) the up saka M l  invites the Buddha to the hall he built 

and receives instruction from the Buddha in the essentials 

of the doctrine; 

(2) the Buddha is confident that his disciples can fully 

understand the doctrine;  

(3) the Buddha instructs riputra to teach the doctrine, and 

riputra accepts this instruction;  

(4) riputra takes up his task of instructing when the 

Buddhist doctrine is threatened by the heretic Nirgra ha 

Jñ tiputra, the Jain;
43

 

(5) the doctrine the Buddha taught is defined by riputra as 

the nine constituent parts (nav ga), i.e., the format in 

which the teachings of the Buddha were comprised and 

conveyed;
44

 and  

(6) the doctrine is explained in categories of numerical 

elements, arranged in ascending number of the elements 

contained in a specific category. 

The Sa g tipary ya claims its authority as ‘revealing truth’ by 

referring to the introductory frame story of the Sa g tis tra. It should 

be remarked here that, in the Chinese tradition, the Sa g tipary ya is 

attributed to riputra, i.e., the monk who, in the Sa g tis tra, was 

invited by the Buddha to proclaim the doctrine himself.
45

 In what 

follows, I give the essential passages of the introductory frame story 

                                                           
43 On this point, see also Gombrich 1990a:26. 
44 On this, see Lamotte 1958:157 159 and Nakamura 1980:28. 
45 See also T. 51, no. 1821:8b26, T. 55, no. 2154:557a10 11 and 620b8 9. The 

Sanskrit and Tibetan traditions attribute this text to Mah kau hila; see 

Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy , 11.29. The text is extant in its Chinese translation 

by Xuánzàng only, done between 660 and 663. See T. 55, no. 2154: 557a10 11 and 

620b8 9. 
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of the Sa g tipary ya (T. 1536), translated by Xuánzàng  

between 660 and 663 AD (emphasis in the translation is mine):
46

 

[…]  […] 

 […]

[…] 

[…] 

[…] 

[…] 

[…] 

 

At one time, the World-honored One was wandering in Ku inagara, and 

came to the city of P p  [...] In that city, the community of the 

Licchavis had erected a decorated platform. [...] At that moment, the 

community of the Licchavis heard that the World-honored Buddha was 

leading the community of bhik us and was staying near to the wood. 

They consoled each other, and together they deliberated: ‘We should 

first ask the Buddha and the community of bhik us [to stay] in the 

exquisite platform that we have erected.’ [...] The [Licchavis] left the 

city of P p  and went to where the Tath gata was. [...] ‘We only wish 

that the World-honored One pities us and leads his disciples to stay 

there, so that we can have benefit and joy for a long time.’ Because the 

Tath gata felt pity for them, he led his disciples to go and stay there. 

Again he with soft voice expounded the difference between the different 

kinds of fruits of nobility to the Licchavis. Questions and answers went 

over and over until the first part of the night. Having heard the doctrine, 

all Licchavis and their relatives were joyful, they paid respect to the 

Buddha and left. At that moment, the World-honored One told 

riputra: ‘My back is hurting and I should rest for a while. You can 

expound the essentials of the doctrine to the community of bhik us in 

                                                           
46 T. 26, no. 1536:367a8 c3. 
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my place.’ At that moment, riputra accepted this task silently. 

Buddha thereupon folded his upper cloth four times and made it to his 

bedding, and made his upper garment to a pillow. He placed his body 

and his tired feet on it, and lay down on his right side [...] At that 

moment, riputra told the community of bhik us: ‘In this city of P p , 

Nirgra ha and his disciples were abiding in a community that knows 

no shame, and they were calling themselves to be masters. Not long 

after this man died, his disciples joined two-by-two, and they are 

arguing and are mutually confused, they are offensive, and each of them 

is saying they explain the [true] doctrine and vinaya and no-one else is. 

[...] Of what their teacher has taught them, each follows what suits him. 

[...] We now have to listen to the Buddha who, abiding in the world, 

harmoniously unites the doctrine and the vinaya, and we should not let 

it happen that, when the Tath gata is in parinirv a, the disciples of 

the World-honored One [start to] struggle. [...] You should know your 

whole life that the Buddha has himself understood and realized the one 

dharma, and that he expounded and explained it to the disciples. We 

should now unite. After the Buddha has gone, we should not engage in 

quarrel. We should keep the good conduct of the doctrine and the 

vinaya. It should bring benefit and joy to the innumerable amount of 

living beings for a long time, and the pitiful world of all gods and 

humans should preserve this supreme benefit and joy. What is the one 

factor? The udd na says: […] 

Comparing this passage with the frame story that introduced the 

Sa g tis tra, we see that the same six elements are present: (1) the 

Licchavis invite the Buddha to the platform they built and receive 

instruction from the Buddha in the essentials of the doctrine; (2 3) the 

Buddha is confident that his disciples can fully understand the 

doctrine, which explains why he instructs riputra to teach the 

doctrine and riputra accepts this instruction; (4) riputra takes up 

his task of instructing when the Buddhist doctrine is threatened by the 

heretic Nirgra ha Jñ tiputra; (5) when starting to explain the doctrine, 

riputra uses an udd na; and (6) the doctrine is explained in 

categories of numerical elements. In addition to that, we learn: (1) that 

the instruction of the doctrine proceeds in a questions-and-answers 

format, and (2) that riputra urges the disciples not to start discussing 

about the doctrine among each other. It is repeatedly claimed that the 

unity of doctrine and vinaya should be preserved. As tradition has it 

that the Sa g tipary ya was composed during the life-time of the 

Buddha, and it therefore is unlikely that, at this very early date, 

different Buddhist schools had developed, the warning that the 

disciples should not start to discuss the doctrine among themselves 
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may indeed be given in by the positioning of the Buddhist order 

against the school of Nirgra ha Jñ tiputra. It is in this respect not 

without importance that the text is ascribed to riputra, the disciple 

who also in the Sa g tis tra was bestowed with the task to explain the 

doctrine when the Buddha was asleep. Moreover, it is stated that the 

Tath gata expounded the difference between the different kinds of 

fruits of nobility to the Licchavis with soft voice. The sound of 

recitation appears to be another rhetorical device. In the Pali Vinaya, 

e.g., we read that one of the qualities required of a monk allowed to 

teach nuns was that he should have a pleasant voice.
47

 We now turn 

our attention to the concluding section of the Sa g tipary ya, i.e., the 

conclusion to the introductory frame story (emphasis in translation 

mine):
48

 

[…] […] 

 

At that moment, riputra said to the community of bhik us: ‘You 

should know your whole life that when the Buddha had realized the 

groups of one factor to ten himself, he expounded them to his disciples. 

[...] After the Buddha has died, we should not engage in opposition. [...] 

At that moment, the World-honored One knew that riputra had 

already completed his explanation of the doctrine for the community of 

bhik us. He rose from his bed and his mind was pleased. He adjusted 

his clothes, and sat cross-legged. He praised riputra [saying]: ‘Well 

done! Well done! You have now been able to unite with the community 

of bhik us on the platform. You are able to unite what the Tath gata 

has said in categories of increasing numbers of factors. From now on, 

you can repeatedly expound such categories of factors for the great 

community. This doctrine can make all gods and humans experience 

benefit and joy for a long time.’ The World-honored One again told the 

bhik us: ‘You all have to accept this praise. riputra has explained the 

                                                           
47 Oldenberg 1964:51. See also Collins 1992:125 126. 
48 T. 26, no. 1536:453a28 b18. 
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Sa g tipary ya. These categories of factors can lead to great good, 

great benefit, great doctrine and clean conduct. They also can realize 

and penetrate wisdom, bodhi and nirv a. All disciples who have with 

pure faith left their homes have to accept this praise of these categories 

of factors. Before long, they will definitely explain what has been 

explained.’ At that moment, the Bhagavat having said this, all bhik us 

were joyful, and praised and prostrated themselves for the Buddha. 

Three more elements can be concluded from this section: (1) the 

Buddha sanctions the teaching done by riputra, (2) he sanctions the 

format in which the doctrine is expounded, i.e., the grouping of factors 

in numerical groups given in ascending numerical order from one to 

ten (= m t k ),
49

 and (3) he is convinced of the fact that the disciples 

will themselves also be able to proclaim the doctrine. That the Buddha 

sanctions the teaching of riputra and the method employed, helps to 

explain the high position tradition has accredited to riputra. As the 

Sa g tipary ya is one of the oldest Abhidharma texts at large and of 

the Sarv stiv da school in particular, it can rightfully be claimed that 

riputra was a ‘Wegbereiter des Abhidharma.’
50

 That the Buddha is 

convinced of the fact that the disciples will themselves be able to 

proclaim the doctrine is important for those Abhidharma texts that are 

no longer attributed to one of his direct disciples. 

A second Sarv stiv da Abhidharma text that, at least in the Sanskrit 

and the Tibetan traditions, is attributed to riputra, is the 

Dharmaskandha.
51

 The Chinese tradition attributes the text to Mah -

maudgaly yana, another of the Buddha’s direct disciples.
52

 The 

Chinese translation of the text was done by Xuánzàng, and is dated 

659 AD.
53

 The text starts with a eulogy to the Buddha, his doctrine 

and his community by the author of the text ( riputra/ 

                                                           
49 See Gethin 1992:162; see also Buswell/Jaini 1996:80. 
50 Stache-Rosen 1968:8. 
51 It is unclear whether the Sa g tipary ya or the Dharmaskandha is the older of the 

two works. See Cox 1995:47, Note 62 and Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:172, 176, 181. 
52 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.27 28; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 51, no. 1821:8b27 28, T. 55, no. 2154: 

557a8 9 and 620b6 7. 
53 T. 55, no. 2154:557a8 9 and 620b6 7. The order of sections in the Chinese text 

differs from the one in the Sanskrit fragments found in Gilgit; see Willemen Dessein/ 

Cox 1998:181 182. The structure of this text was also adopted as the fundament for 

the seventh chapter of the Prakara ap da; see Yamada 1959:95 and Frauwallner 

1964:96. 
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Mah maudgaly yana).
54

 In this eulogy, the Abhidharma is compared 

to a great ocean, a great mountain, a great plot of land, and the great 

voidness that contains the treasure of the unlimited amount of noble 

factors that shall be exposed.
55

 This exposition starts with an udd na, 

after which a short frame story is given: When abiding in the garden 

of An thapi ada in r vast , the World-honored One addressed the 

bhik us.
56

 This setting is repeated in the beginning of each new section 

of the text. We, thus, have some of the same elements to claim 

authenticity for the text we also read in the Sa g tipary ya: The 

Abhidharma is related to early scripture and is put in the mouth of one 

of the Buddha’s direct disciples who recounts the teaching of the 

Master. As these texts were recited in a relatively closed group of 

adherents, we may assume that the Abhidharma texts that were recited 

within a particular group were all known to the disciples of this 

particular group, and, as a whole, constituted the inter-textual 

rhetorical environment in which a particular text was recited. In other 

words, when reciting or listening to the recitation of one given text, 

the mindset of the audience was also conscious of frame stories of 

other texts recited within their group. Hearing a shorter version of a 

known frame story, therefore, may automatically have made disciples 

unintentionally situate and interpret this shorter version in the 

framework of a larger similar frame story. Scattered throughout the 

Dharmaskandha, further, the reader is reminded of the fact that this 

text is reiterating the words of the Buddha.
57

 

That the Sarv stiv dins became increasingly sectarian self-

conscious is evident from the post-face to the text written by Jìngmài 

, when he claims that F yùnzúlùn zh . Gài àpídámó zh  quán yú 

                                                           
54 T. 26, no. 1537:453b28. 
55 T. 26, no. 1537:453c1 2. 
56 T. 26, no. 1537:453c3 7. 
57 In this respect, we should also refer to Cousins 1982:8: ‘A striking feature of the 

Dhammasangani (Dhs), as also of some other abhidhamma and exegetical works, is 

the frequent use of standard mnemonic registers of apparent synonyms to define 

particular mental or material phenomena. The Dhammasangani is both the first and 

probably also the oldest work in the Abhidhamma-pi aka. So the use of these 

mnemonic registers may well originate here. The Dhs, itself in the main an oral work, 

was composed for hearers who would have had a mass of sutta material committed to 

memory. For such listeners each term in a particular register would recall a number of 

set contexts and the significance of the dhamma concerned would be in part 

determined by those contexts. In this way the Dhammasangani could organize the 

sutta traditions and place them in the wider and more embracing framework of 

abhidhamma.’ See also Buswell/Jaini 1996:76. 
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[…] dùi shíqí y  quányìy . / […] 

/ ‘the Dharmaskandha is the beginning of 

Abhidharma. It is the vast source of the Sarv stiv da [...] It shows 

where it differs from the seventeen [other schools (?)].’
58

 Jìngmài 

further presents the Abhidharma as based on the S tra and Vinaya 

literature when stating: tí ch ng àpídámó zh . Xíng ér zàng y  ji n sh  

y . / / ‘Abhidharma is a 

special selection from the two baskets as they have been formed.’
59

 

Also, the Prajñaptip da shows close association with the s tras. 

However, this text, attributed to Mah maudgaly yana in Sanskrit and 

in Tibetan, and to Mah k ty yana in Chinese,
60

 is not introduced by a 

frame story. The first words read: lùn zh ng wèn yu  /  / ‘In 

the discussions, there is the following question.’
61

 All new sections are 

introduced in the same way. We can here refer to the fact, remarked 

above, that the frame story that introduced the Sa g tipary ya 

mentioned that the teaching of the Buddha proceeded by means of 

questions and answers. As the Prajñaptip da is not introduced by a 

frame story while being attributed to a direct disciple of the Buddha, it 

can be seen as a bridge toward a second phase of development in 

inter-textual rhetorical devices. 

The tradition and validity of the Buddha’s direct disciples 

expounding the doctrine being settled, the Vijñ nak ya is no longer 

attributed to a direct disciple but to Deva arman who, according to the 

Chinese tradition originating with Xuánzàng, lived within 100 years 

after the passing of the Buddha.
62

 The Vijñ nak ya is only extant in a 

Chinese translation by Xuánzàng, done in 649 AD (T. 26, no. 1539).
63

 

Similar to the Dharmaskandha, the Vijñ nak ya starts with a eulogy 

to Buddha, and claims that the Abhidharma was expounded by the 

                                                           
58 T. 26, no. 1537:513c15 16, 514a4. 
59 T. 26, no. 1537:514a3 4. 
60 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.28; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 51, no. 1821:8b28 29. The text was translated 

into Chinese by Dharmap la (?) and Wéijìng in the early 11th century. On the 

authenticity of the text, see Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:189 194. 
61 T.26, no.1538:514a21. 
62 T.51, no.1821:8c1 3. 
63 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.27; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 51, no. 1821: 8c1 3; T.2154: 557a12 13 and 

620b13 16. 
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Buddha.
64

 To enforce this claim, Deva arman lays the text in the 

mouth of Maudgaly yana, a direct disciple of the Buddha. He, thus, 

claims authenticity from tradition. We can hence claim that with the 

Vijñ nak ya starts a second phase in the development of inter-textual 

rhetorical devices in Abhidharma texts. The first section of the 

Vijñ nak ya, further, is not introduced by a frame story, but by an 

udd na. In the text itself, we find regular references to the s tras. 

Many of these references are followed by a reference to 

Maudgaly yana.
65

 

Also the Dh tuk ya (T. 26, no. 1540), a text that is only extant in a 

Chinese translation by Xuánzàng, dated 663 AD,
66

 begins with an 

introductory verse (udd na), followed by a numerical list of elements 

(m t k ) that are then addressed.
67

 The text is attributed to 

Vasumitra.
68

 According to P gu ng, Vasumitra lived at the beginning 

of the fourth century after the Buddha’s passing. Also the 

Prakara ap da, a text that is available in two Chinese translations, 

the first translated by Gu abhadra and Bodhiya as (T. 26, no. 1541) 

from 435 443 AD,
69

 and the second translated by Xuánzàng (T. 26, 

no. 1542) from 660 AD,
70

 is attributed by all traditions to 

Vasumitra.
71

According to Xuánzàng, he composed the Prakara ap da 

in Pu kar vat .
72

 This text immediately starts with addressing a 

numerical list of elements.
73

 The first reference to the Buddha in the 

version by Gu abhadra and Bodhiya as is found at the beginning of 

the second scroll.
74

 This version concludes with a eulogy to the 

Buddha in verse.
75

 Such a eulogy is missing in the Chinese version by 

                                                           
64 T. 26, no. 1539:531a8 10. 
65 E.g. T. 26, no. 1539:532a4, 533a4. 
66 T. 50, no. 2154:557a16 17 and 620b26 ff. 
67 T. 26, no. 1540:614b10 11, and 12. 
68 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.28 29; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 51, no. 1821: 8c3 6; no. 2154:557a16 17 

and 620b26 ff. 
69 T. 50, no. 2154:620b21 23. 
70 T. 50, no. 2154:557a14 15 and 620b17 20. 
71 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.26 27; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 51, no. 1821:8c3 4; no. 2154:557a14 15, 

620b17 23. 
72 T. 51, no. 2087:881a13 16. 
73 T. 26, no. 1541:627a10; T. 26, no. 5421:692b23. 
74 T. 26, no. 1541:631c8 9. 
75 T. 26, no. 1541:692a24 b13. 
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Xuánzàng. As the Dh tuk ya and the Prakara ap da are not, be it 

only indirectly—as is the case in the Vijñ nak ya—, attributed to a 

direct disciple of the Buddha, neither are introduced by a frame story, 

we can discern a further, third phase in the evolution in the application 

of inter-textual rhetorical devices. 

The format of the *A agrantha (T.1543) and the Jñ naprasth na 

(T.1544), texts attributed to K ty yan putra,
76

 resembles the format of 

the Dh tuk ya and the Prakara ap da. The *A agrantha was 

translated by Sa ghadeva, Zhú Fóniàn  and Dharmapriya in 

383 AD,
77

 and the Jñ naprasth na by Xuánzàng from 657 664 AD.
78

 

Both texts start off from a question. Scattered throughout the texts, 

there are references to the Buddha and the S tra literature. Ultimately, 

according to the *Abhidharmamah vibh , the Jñ naprasth na is 

the work of the Buddha himself, who engaged in dialogue with, 

according to various opinions, riputra, 500 arhats, god, or a monk 

fabricated by the Buddha to serve as interlocutor. The text was then 

compiled and transmitted by K ty yan putra, who received and 

organized the Buddha’s teaching.
79

 

We can conclude that, as far as inter-textual rhetorical devices are 

concerned, three phases of development can be differentiated. The 

oldest phase is constituted by the Sa g tipary ya, the Dharma-

skandha, and the Prajñaptip da. These texts derive inter-textual 

authenticity from their reference to frame stories that are derived from 

or refer to frame stories of s tras. These early texts are attributed to 

direct disciples of the Buddha, i.e., those disciples that the Buddha 

instructed to continue to teach the doctrine in the frame stories of the 

s tras. For the Prajñaptip da, this attribution to a direct disciple of 

the Buddha is restricted to the Sanskrit and Tibetan tradition only.
80

 A 

second phase is formed by the Vijñ nak ya. This text is not intro-

duced by a frame story, and is only indirectly attributed to a disciple 

of the Buddha, i.e., Deva arman is placing his words in the mouth of 

Maudgaly yana. The last phase is constituted by the Dh tuk ya, the 

Prakara ap da, and the Jñ naprasth na. These texts neither have a 

frame story that links them to the S tra literature, nor are they 

                                                           
76 For the Sanskrit and the Tibetan tradition, see Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy : 

11.26; for the Chinese tradition, see T. 41, no. 1821:8c6 9. 
77 T. 55, no. 2154:620a23 24. 
78 T. 55, no. 2154:557a6 7 and 620a25 b5. 
79 T. 55, no. 1545:1a8ff. 
80 On the arbitrariness of the attributions, see above. 
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attributed to direct disciples of the Buddha. All seven texts make use 

of udd nas (see Table 4).  

Table 4: Inter-textual Rhetorical Devices in the a p d bhidharma 

Texts 

 
TEXT ATTRIBUTED TO FRAME STORY UDD NA 

Group 1 

Sa g tipary ya 

Dharmaskandha 

 

Prajñaptip da  

 

riputra  

riputra (Skt./Tib.) 

Maudgaly yana (Ch.)  

Mah maudgaly yana 

(Skt./Tib.) 

Mah k ty yana (Ch.) 

 

+ 

+ 

 

- 

 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

 

Group 2 

Vijñ nak ya 

 

Deva arman through 

Maudgaly yana 

 

- 

 

+ 

Group 3 

Dh tuk ya 

Prakara ap da  

* A agrantha / 

Jñ naprasth na 

 

Vasumitra 

Vasumitra 

 

K ty yan putra 

 

- 

- 

 

- 

 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

Intra-textual Rhetorical Devices 

THE ORIGIN OF ABHIDHARMA TEXTS 

As was already mentioned in the previous section, one of the devices 

used in compiling Abhidharma texts is the use of m t k s, numerical 

lists of elements.
81

 This use of m t k s is so prominent that it has been 

hypothesized that Abhidharma texts developed from such lists, as they 

are presented in the S tra and Vinaya literature.
82

 This supposition is 

sustained by the canonical literature itself. Indeed, the Sarv sti-

v davinaya identifies the Abhidharma with teachings that are 

presented in list form.
83

 In the M lasarv stiv davinaya, we read that 

K yapa, at the occasion of the first council held in R jag ha, 

compiled m t k s in order not to lose the meaning of the S tra and of 

                                                           
81 See Cousins 1982:1 and Gethin 1992:149. 
82 See Bronkhorst 1985. 
83 T. 23, no. 1435:449a19ff. 
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the Vinaya.
84

 The first m t k  K yapa formulated at this occasion is 

the famous series of 37 aids to enlightenment (bodhipa sa).
85

 This 

m t k  is mentioned in a number of s tras and vinaya texts. 

Sometimes, it is stated that practising the items of this list is the way 

to make an end to defilement ( srava), i.e., the way to attain 

liberation.
86

 The list therefore is also presented as the teaching of the 

Buddha in a nutshell.
87

 

The account in the M lasarv stiv davinaya that K yapa 

formulated m t k s at the council of R jah ha means that the m t k s 

and, by extension, Abhidharma texts, originated as part of an oral 

tradition. An oral origin of Abhidharma texts is further evidenced in 

the Mah s ghikavinaya, where, when addressing himself to nanda, 

the Buddha mentions the recitation of the S tra, the Vinaya and the 

M t k ,
88

 as well as in the canonical references to the vinayadhara, 

dhammadhara and m tik dhara.
89

 The A ok vad na mentions a 

M t k pi aka, compiled by Mah k yapa.
90

 Other sources attribute 

the compilation of an Abhidharmapi aka to nanda, the monk who is 

also thought to have recited the S tra at the first council.
91

 Still other 

                                                           
84 T. 23, no. 1451:408b3 4. Cox 1995:4 draws our attention to the fact that Sa gha-

bhadra, a 5th century author, offers a possible interpretation of the element ‘dharma’ in 

‘abhidharma’ as either ‘the nature of individual factors’ or as ‘the s tras’ that present 

the Buddha’s teaching or dharma. See T. 29, no. 1562:330b23 ff. 
85 T. 14, no. 1451:408b7 8. The list of 37 aids to enlightenment are four applications 

of mindfulness (sm tyupasth na), four forms of right abandoning (samyakpradh na), 

four footings of supernatural power ( ddhip da), five faculties (indriya), five powers 

(bala), seven members of enlightenment (bodhya ga), and the eightfold noble path 

( ryam rga). In the S mag masutta, the Buddha summarizes his teaching in this list 

of 37 elements. See MN 104 S mag masutta (Chalmers 1960:245), T. 1, no. 26: 

753c6 ff. 
86 SN III (Feer 1960:153 4), Woodward/Davids 1881:131; AN IV (Hardy 1958: 

125 7), Hare/Davids 1955:82; T. 2, no. 99:67a28 c1. 
87 S tra quotations in T. 26, no. 1539:544a12 16, 544c4 7 and 545a25 28. 
88 T. 22, no. 1425:334c20 22. In other instances, the Mah s ghikavinaya refers to 

the Abhidharma: T. 22, no. 1425:295a26, 340c1, 442a28, 442b4, 475c13, 492c18, 

501c24 25 and 533c2. 
89 See Gombrich 1990a:25. 
90 T. 50, no. 2042:113c3 4; T. 50, no. 2043:152a15. Also, here, the first m t k  

mentioned (113c4 5) is the one of the 37 aids to enlightenment. See Cox 1995:7; see 

also Bronkhorst 1985:305 and Stache-Rosen 1968:8. 
91 Suma gala 1 (Davids / Carpenter 1968, Vol. 1:17); A has lin  (Bapat / Vadekar 

1942:3); Samantap s dik  (Takakusu / Nagai 1975:18); T. 1, no. 1:1a9 10; T. 49, no. 

2030:14b8; T. 22. no. 1428:968b25 26; T. 24, no. 1463:818a28 29. See also Bareau 

1955:21 ff. and Lamotte 1958:198. 
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sources give evidence for a continued oral transmission of the 

Abhidharma texts. In this respect, Sa ghadeva is said to have 

translated the Jñ naprasth na from memory in 383 AD. However, he 

is said to have forgotten a varga. When, in 390 AD, another monk 

passed by who knew this varga, Sa ghadeva is reported to have 

translated it while that monk recited the text. Dharmaya as, who 

arrived in China between 397 and 401, started writing down the 

Sanskrit text of the riputr bhidharma together with the monk 

Dharmagupta in Cháng’ n in 407 AD.
92

 Also the Saddhammasa gaha, 

a text from the 14
th
 century, contains the story of S riputta ( riputra) 

who learns the Abhidhammapi aka by heart and recites it at the 

entrance to a cave.
93

 

Lance Cousins pointed out that it is in the Sa g tisuttanta of the 

D ghanik ya that the earliest canonical evidence for the use of 

m t k s came down to us.
94

 The name of the text suggests that it was 

recited at a Buddhist council (sa g ti). We may reiterate here that this 

text is attributed to S riputta, one of the Buddha’s direct disciples. 

This text consists of mnemonic lists of categories of elements, given 

in ascending numerical order from one to ten. The m t k s as they are 

used in the Sa g tipary ya and, most likely, are of the type referred to 

in the Vinaya literature mentioned above, are simple mnemo-technical 

lists. In this sense, m t k s should not be seen as synonymous with 

‘Abhidharma,’ in the sense of texts that outline the philosophical 

position of a Buddhist school as such, or in contradistinction to 

another school of Buddhism.
95

 Gradually, however, these lists became 

a creative instrument in the compilation of texts that had to reveal the 

Buddhist doctrine in its technicality. As Rupert Gethin states: ‘A 

matika is something creative—something out of which something 

further evolves. It is, as it were, pregnant with the Dhamma and able 

to generate it in all its fullness.’
96

 Therefore, we may suppose that also 

the concept of a m t k dhara gradually evolved from someone who 

                                                           
92 See Demiéville 1951:239 296 and Falk 1993:322 323; also de Jong 1979:4 refers 

to the mentioning of reciting of the Dasottarasutra, i.e., a very early type of m t k  

texts, several of the categories of which also occur in the Sa g tipary ya, on the first 

council. See T. 22, no. 1421:191a15 ff. and T. 22, no. 1428:968b15 ff. On the 

connection between the Sa g tis tra and the Da ottaras tra, see Stache-Rosen 

1968:10. 
93 Saddhammasa gaha (Law 1980:121); see also Collins 1992:126. 
94 Cousins 1982:3 4. 
95 See Gethin 1992:158. 
96 Gethin 1992:161. 
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knows such lists to someone who knew how to use these lists as an 

instrument to expound the doctrine.
97

 M t k s, thus, developed as 

rhetorical instruments in crafting texts that serve to outline the 

Buddha’s teaching. It is in the ever more intricate composition and 

combination of different m t k s, as well as in the exegetical 

discussion of the elements contained in these lists (abhidharmakath ), 

that lays the peculiarity of mature Abhidharma texts.
98

 The complex 

structure of such mature Abhidharma texts makes it very unlikely that 

they ever were the product of an oral tradition.
99

 This is in accordance 

with the development of the inter-textual rhetorical devices outlined 

above. I will address this issue in more detail further on. 

Furthermore, the questions-and-answers format that is frequently 

used in Abhidharma texts to explain the different elements contained 

in a numerical list facilitates memorization of a text.
100

 That 

Abhidharma texts developed from the questions-and-answers format 

of the monastic discussions is a view that is especially found among 

Japanese scholars.
101

 As this is true for the use of m t k s, also the 

questions-and-answers format is a device that is reminiscent of the 

oral/aural tradition in which the compilation of Abhidharma texts is 

imbedded: Indeed, most of the Nik yas and gamas are scriptures in 

dialogue form, in which it is recorded that not only the Buddha, but 

also his chief disciples had discussions with monks and non-

Buddhists.
102

 These discussions serve to convince the audience of the 

truth revealed by the Buddha. 

                                                           
97 Ibid. 
98 See Gethin 1992:157, 161 162 and Cox 1995:9. Watanabe 1983:67: ‘Briefly 

speaking, Abhidhamma philosophy may be said to have been established firmly by 

both the synthetic study of dhammas and the analytical study of dhammas. It goes 

without saying that the origin of such studies can be found in the Nik yas and gamas, 

where there are attempts (1) to define dhammas, (2) to seize the relation of a dhamma 

to other dhammas, (3) to analyze dhammas, (4) to classify dhammas into different 

types, and (5) to arrange dhammas in numerical order.’ 
99 McMahan 1998:262: ‘It seems clear that extensive analysis of the sutras themselves 

arose in conjunction with the development of writing. [...] Abhidharma thought, with 

its extensive lists, categories, correlations, headings, and subheadings, bears the mark 

of literate composition in that it culls teachings from a number of different sources 

and attempts to systematize, synthesize, and categorize them.’ 
100 For this function of numerical lists, see Norman 1995:309, von Simson 1965:142, 

and Stache-Rosen 1968:8. 
101 Sakurabe 1969:23 ff., Kimura 1937:5 ff. and Cox 1995:8. 
102 See Watanabe 1983:76. 



BART DESSEIN 
 

146

Indeed, the procedure applied in the Abhidharma texts to discuss 

the elements contained in a numerical list is adopted from the 

techniques of answering questions applied in the Nik yas and gamas. 

In his study of the Nik yas and gamas, Fumimaro Watanabe 

distinguished four types of answers to questions: (1) answers that are a 

categorical reply (ek avy kara a), i.e., direct answers in the 

affirmative or in the negative, or otherwise, (2) answers that give a 

discriminating reply or reply in an analytical manner (vibhajya-

vy kara a), (3) answers that consist of a counter-question, either as 

reply, or in order to inform the questioner of the meaning of the 

primary question (parip cch vy kara a), and (4) answers that waive 

the question or that answer the question by keeping silent 

(sth pan yavy kara a).
103

  

Given the nature of Abhidharma texts, it is no surprise to see that 

the second type of answering questions, i.e., answering by analysis, is 

predominant. Through answering by analysis in, primarily, series of 

two or three alternative options, the different elements that are listed 

in a m t k  are further discussed. Also the third type of answers to 

questions, asking a counter-question, appears frequently in the 

discussion of the elements in a series. We can illustrate this with the 

first group of one factor of the Sa g tipary ya: The fact that all 

beings depend on nutriment ( h ra):
104

  

[…] 

 

 

 

[…] 

 

[…] 

As the World-honored One said: ‘The bhik us should know that there 

are four kinds of nutriment. [...]’  

Question: ‘Should these four forms of nutriment be considered as 

conditioned or as unconditioned?’  

Answer: ‘They are conditioned.’  

Question: ‘Should these four forms of nutriment be considered as 

permanent or as impermanent?’  

                                                           
103 Watanabe 1983:72 73, 82. The four types of question are themselves discussed as 

a series of four elements in T. 26, no. 1536:401b27 402a11. 
104 T. 26, no. 1536:367c4 369b9. 
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Answer: [...] 

Question: ‘Are these four forms of nutriment good, bad or neutral?’  

Answer: ‘Food in lumps is neutral, the other three forms of 

 nutriment are either good, or bad or neutral [...]’ 

Also the dyads and triads that are used to address the different 

elements in a list can, in themselves, be seen as numerical lists. The 

format of discussing the elements in a list in an analytical way 

resembles and thus enforces the mechanical law of causation, the 

basic doctrinal issue of Buddhist philosophy: One element auto-

matically develops into a series of other elements. We can, thus, claim 

that the technical arrangement of material in the Abhidharma texts, is 

a deliberate construct that strengthens the basic doctrinal issues of the 

Buddhist truth. Georg von Simson points to it that the grouping of the 

elements of the m t k s is such that the mentioning of the first 

element of the series automatically brings the further elements of the 

series to mind. This, he claims, is an important psychological devise 

of the texts: The audience feels a harmony between what he hears and 

his thinking.
105

 As this construct is indebted to the teaching of the 

Buddha, it, moreover, becomes a rhetorical device in the claim to 

authenticity. This also explains why the specification of an element of 

a numerical list under discussion often takes the form of a tetralemma 

(catusko i). In such a tetralemma, two sets of categories, A and B, are 

interrelated according to a specific formula: occasions in which A 

applies, but not B; occasions in which B applies, but not A; occasions 

in which both A and B apply; and occasions in which neither A, nor B 

applies, i.e., occasions other than those listed in the previous three 

groups.
106

 

Contrary to the second and third types of answering questions, the 

first type of answers is only seldom used. This is related to the fact 

that the Buddha ‘points out that ultimate truth cannot be directly 

expressed in affirmative words alone, and that at the stage of trying to 

explain what the ultimate truth is, there is no method of doing so other 

than using a negative phrase such as “this is not A,” “not B,” “not 

C,” ... “not X.” This negative phrase is denied by the use of the double 

negative, and is negated again by the practical use of the triple 

                                                           
105  Von Simson 1965:143. This harmony, at least in the Indian originals, is 

strengthened by use of alliterations, assonances, etc. See von Simson 1965:144. We 

may also recall to mind here that Bronkhorst 1985:1 described ‘dharma’ as ‘psychic 

characteristics.’ 
106 See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:178 179. 
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negative.’
107

 Also this accentuation of the negation is in line with the 

content of the Buddhist truth. 

The reason why the Buddha, on some occasions, preferred not to 

answer a question cannot be answered univocally,
108

 however, is of 

great importance.
109

 Apart from silence as agreement, referred to 

above, it is seen that it is especially on matters concerning 

metaphysical questions that the Buddha preferred to answer by 

keeping silent.
110

 Many theories on the reason of this silence have 

been suggested, one of which is that the Buddha’s keeping silent may 

have been a deliberate answer: When keeping silent, the Buddha was 

of the opinion that keeping silent was the only correct answer.
111

 If 

this is so, silence as a rhetorical device would, as the extended use of 

m t k s does, be in accordance with the content of the doctrine: The 

doctrine of emptiness.
112

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF INTRA-TEXTUAL RHETORICAL DEVICES IN 

ABHIDHARMA TEXTS 

As already repeatedly mentioned, the Sa g tipary ya, as the 

Sa g tis tra on which it is a commentary, is organized according to 

lists of elements given in ascending order from lists containing only 

one element, to lists containing ten elements. In this way, a total 

amount of 205 categories of factors are listed.
113

 The Dharmaskandha 

may be regarded as a further development compared to the 

Sa g tipary ya in that sense that, although the 21 chapters of the 

work each concern a separate category of factors, these factors are no 

                                                           
107 Watanabe 1983:210. 
108 See Oetke 1994: especially 91 97. 
109 Oetke 1994:85, according to Beckh 1958:10: ‘Man kennt Buddha nicht, solange 

man ihn nur nach dem beurteilt, was er geredet hat. Sondern zu der Macht der Rede 

gesellt sich bei ihm eine andere, die jene beinahe noch überragt, die Macht des 

Schweigens, und die Bedeutung dieses Schweigens richtig zu erfassen, ist für das 

ganze Verständnis des Buddhismus von größter Wichtigkeit.’ 
110 For other types of questions that the Buddha answered by keeping silent, see Oetke 

1994:89 91. On the question whether or not the Buddha presented a metaphysical 

system, see Bronkhorst 2000:27 32. 
111 See Oetke 1994:95. This type of answer would include such other motives of 

answering by silence as preventing that an answer would lead astray from the path, or 

would confuse the adept; see ibid.:96. 
112 This, to my opinion, does not contradict the fact that the accentuation of emptiness 

was a gradual process within Buddhist philosophy. 
113 See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:178 179. 
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longer ordered according to numerical order, but according to content. 

We need to mention here that Jìngmài, who during the Táng period 

wrote a post-face for the Chinese translation of the Dharmaskandha, 

states that the central teaching of the work is the 37 aids to 

enlightenment.
114

 In trying to reformulate the Buddhist doctrine in 

logical units, the Dharmaskandha constitutes a major step in the 

evolution of Abhidharma literature. In a typical commentarial form, 

the text provides explanatory glosses on sections of s tra passages, 

explanations that often result in an analysis that extends far beyond 

the s tra passage itself. Certain sections present a particularly 

complex commentary, with additional s tra passages offered on the 

topic illustrated in the initial s tra passage. The text then often 

presents extended treatment of the subsidiary passages and discussion 

of the alternative interpretations that the various s tra passages on the 

topic suggest.
115

 The methods of exegesis employed, however, are 

similar to those used in the Sa g tipary ya.
116

 Also the material of the 

Prajñapti stra, as this is the case for the Dharmaskandha, is 

arranged according to content.
117

 In the first part of the text, different 

topics are presented and are briefly explained. Especially in the 

second part, this text shows close association with the s tras, as s tra 

passages are cited to explain a topic or to establish its canonicity. The 

text does not display the complexity in the use of m t k s that is 

typical for later Abhidharma texts.
118

 This means that we can regard 

the Dharmaskandha and the Prajñapti stra as constituting a second 

phase in the development of Abhidharma texts, and as precursors of 

the more mature Abhidharma texts of the third phase of development. 

Texts of the third phase are characterized by a more mature format. 

The superimposed lists of elements are larger than the simple dyads 

and triads: They are full-fledged m t k s that were dealt with also in 

another context, the elements of which are now discussed with respect 

to the elements of the list under discussion. The first text that belongs 

                                                           
114 T. 26, no. 1537:514a5 7. 
115 See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:186 187. 
116 See ibid.:182 187. 
117 Although the extant version of the Prajñapti stra deals with issues concerning the 

world and its structure, different types of beings, and the mechanism or forces by 

which this world and these beings are constituted, especially the quotations from this 

text in the Vibh  compendia suggest that the work in its original and complete 

version addressed such different topics as defilements, knowledge and trance states. 

See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:194. 
118 See ibid.:194 196. 
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to this phase is the Vijñ nak ya. Stylistically, this text can be divided 

in two major parts. In the first two chapters, a dialogic, polemical style 

is applied, whereby the central question of the chapter is discussed in 

a questions-and-answers format. Each section starts with recording the 

position of Maudgaly yana,
119

 followed by a question in which the 

opponent is asked either to agree or disagree with a particular 

statement. S tra passages are hereby used as authoritative argument. 

The discussion is aimed at revealing the contradiction between the 

position of the opponent and the position of that s tra passage.
120

 The 

last four chapters adopt the technique of discussing elements in 

numerical lists. Compared to the earlier works, however, we see that 

the scope and the degree of employing this method far exceed the 

scope and degree of this technique in earlier works. The first section 

of the third chapter may serve to illustrate this technique:
121

 

[…] 

There is a group of six forms of consciousness: visual consciousness 

(cak urvijñ na), and auditive ( rotravijñ na), olfactory (ghr a-

vijñ na), gustatory (jihv vijñ na), tactile (k yavijñ na), and mental 

consciousness (manovijñ na). These six forms of consciousness or 

either past, or future, or present.  

Does visual consciousness of the past have the past as cause and 

does it not have the future as cause, nor the present as cause? Does it 

have the future as cause, and not the past, nor the present as cause? 

Does it have the present as cause, and not the past, nor the future as 

cause? Does it have the past and the present as cause, and not the future 

as cause? Does it have the future and the present as cause, and not the 

past as cause? Does it have the past and the future as cause, and not the 

present as cause? Does it have the past, the future and the present as 

cause? As it is for visual consciousness of the past, the same applies to 

visual consciousness of the future and of the past. As it is for visual 

                                                           
119 On the importance of Maudgaly yana, see above. 
120 For more details see Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:204. 
121 T. 26, no. 1539:547c15 ff. 
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consciousness, the same applies to auditive, olfactory, gustatory, tactile, 

and mental consciousness. Visual consciousness of the past is 

exclusively with the past as cause. All other statements do not apply. 

Visual consciousness of the future either is with the past or with the 

future as cause, not with the present. [...] 

Related to this issue, we need to mention that the Vijñ nak ya is 

the first of the a p d bhidharma texts that addresses the issue that 

shaped the Sarv stiv da as a distinct school: The issue of the existence 

of the factors in the three periods of time (trik la).
122

 This supports the 

assumption that the creation of mature Abhidharma texts coincides 

with the rise of distinct Buddhist schools. In this respect, two more 

elements deserve our attention: (1) the issue of the three time periods 

is presented as the view of Maudgaly y na, one of the direct disciples 

of the Buddha, and (2) the difference in method of analysis between 

the first two chapters on the one hand, and the four last chapters on the 

other hand suggests that the Vijñ nak ya is a composite text, 

compiled rather than composed by Deva arman.
123

 This implies that 

the Vijñ nak ya belongs to a written tradition and that the precise 

compilation  served a precise doctrinal purpose. 

In structure, the Dh tuk ya can be divided into two main parts. 

The first part, fundamental groups (*M lavastuvarga),
124

 starts with 

listing 14 categories of a total of 91 mental factors, three categories of 

ten factors each, five categories of five factors each, and six categories 

of six factors each.
125

 Each of these categories is then separately 

addressed by defining the members of each set. In the second part of 

the work, analysis (*Vibhajyavarga),
126

 the elements of each list are 

discussed in a mature Abhidharmic format. In its thoroughness and 

systematic application of this method, the Dh tuk ya resembles the 

methods of reasoned argumentation that are included in the subject 

treatment we read in the Vijñ nak ya.
127

 

A comparison of the two extant Chinese translations of the 

Prakara ap da, i.e., the version by Gu abhadra and Bodhiya as from 

                                                           
122 T. 26, no. 1539:531a27 ff. 
123 On this, see Watanabe 1931:5. 
124 T. 26, no. 1540:614b10 616a28. 
125 Ibid.:614b22 24. 
126 Ibid.:616a29 625c2. 
127 The relative chronology of the Dh tuk ya and the Vijñ nak ya is uncertain. The 

material presented in the Dh tuk ya, further, constitutes the major part of the fourth 

chapter of the Prakara ap da. See Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:206. 
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435 443 AD and the version by Xuánzàng from 660 AD, shows that 

these texts were deliberately crafted to outline the Buddhist doctrine in 

its entire technicality. This, for example, is seen in the fact that the 5
th
 

century text lists 14 categories of mental factors,
128

 however, in 

Xuánzàng’s version, a 15
th
 category is added. This added category is 

the list of virtuous factors of great extension (ku alamah -

bh mikadharma) as antipode to the defiled factors of great extension 

(kle amah bh mikadharma) that were listed in the 5
th
 century text.

129
 

This text immediately starts with addressing a numerical list of 

elements that is worked through in the format described above as 

peculiar for mature Abhidharma texts. It has been suggested that the 

Prakara ap da, in several respects, constitutes a necessary pre-

liminary exercise or even companion text for the Jñ naprasth na. The 

work, as illustrated, compiles and organizes earlier material and in this 

way is a bridge to the all-inclusive compendia of Sarv stiv da 

philosophy, such as the Vibh  treatises and the Abhidharma-

ko abh sya.
130

 We can schematize this development as follows: 

Table 5: Textual Format of and Application of Rhetorical Devices in 

the a p d bhidharma Texts 

Sa g tipary ya  composed use of m t k s and questions-and-

answers as mnemotechnical aid 

Dharmaskandha 

 

Prajñaptip da  

composed 

 

composed 

restructuring of m t k s for doctrinal 

purposes  

use of questions-and-answers as 

mnemotechnical aid  

Vijñ nak ya  

Dh tuk ya  

Prakara ap da 

*A agrantha/ 

Jñ naprasth na  

compiled 

compiled 

compiled 

compiled 

restructuring of m t k s for doctrinal 

purposes 

use of questions-and-answers for 

doctrinal (polemical) purposes 

                                                           
128 T. 1541:634a11 14. The complete list of 14 are: (1) ten factors of great extension 

(mah bh mikadharma), (2) ten defiled factors of great extension (kle amah -

bh mikadharma), (3) ten factors of great extension of limited defilement (par tta-

kle amah bh mikadharma), (4) five defilements (kle a), (5) five forms of contact 

(sa spar a), (6) five views (d i), (7) five faculties (indriya), (8) five factors 

(dharma), (9) six forms of consciousness (vijñ na), (10) six forms of contact (spar a), 

(11) six forms of feeling (vedan ), (12) six forms of recollection (sa jñ ), (13) six 

forms of volition (sa cetan ), and (14) six forms of craving (t ). 
129 T. 1542:698b28 c2. See also Dessein (1996) for other examples. 
130 See Yamada 1959:93 95, and Willemen/Dessein/Cox 1998:212. 
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Abhidharma texts, thus, developed into technical devices that serve 

to reveal the Buddhist truth. The format of these texts and sterile 

mechanical dynamism are illustrative of the Buddhist doctrine. 

Related to this, David McMahan claimed that the static nature of the 

book, and its passive unresponsiveness, may also give it a sense of 

implicit and unchallengeable authority on an intuitive level.
131

 

Another device that enforces the content of the Buddhist doctrine is 

the repetitions in the texts. Repetition is also used with the frequent 

reiterations of parts of the frame story. In this device, an inter-textual 

rhetorical device is adapted to serve also as an intra-textual device, 

strengthening one of the basic elements of the Buddhist doctrine. We 

find this in all seven of the a p d bhidharma works. In the Sa g ti-

pary ya, each new numbered group is introduced by a short reference 

to the frame story and an introductory verse (udd na). Also each 

section of the Prajñapti stra begins with an introductory index verse 

(udd na), detailing the specific topics to be discussed, and often the 

single points of the index verse are simply presented and briefly 

discussed in order. The Vijñ nak ya also begins each major section 

with an introductory verse (udd na). In the first chapter, there are four 

such index verses, in the second chapter, three, and in the fourth and 

following chapters, only one index verse at the beginning of each 

chapter. Also, the two main parts of the Dh tuk ya start with an index 

verse. This introductory index verse provides the scheme according to 

which the mental elements are discussed. Also, the Jñ naprasth na 

uses introductory index verses. Such repetitions in the Abhidharma 

texts refer to the cycle of rebirths: Each element of a given series of 

elements (m t k ) is addressed according to a similar pattern. Every 

sentence is deconstructed to its constituting elements. Everything is 

constructed according to a regular pattern. Texts became mechanic, as 

the law of karma functions mechanically. Buddhist texts are, in their 

style, free from inconsistency, free from unruliness.
132

  

When the Abhidharma texts were committed to writing, also other 

compositional instruments than m t k s were employed to craft these 

                                                           
131 McMahan 1998:263. 
132 See von Simson 1965:148 149; see also von Simson 1977:480 and Oldenberg 

1917:50 51. Gethin 1992:157: “These composite lists are no doubt intended to 

function as succinct compendia of the Dhamma, but at the same time they also appear 

to be regarded as representing a kind of distilled essence of the Dhamma; the act of 

reducing suttas to lists was seen, I think, as laying the Dhamma bare and revealing its 

inner workings.” 
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texts.
133

 Of the different compositional elements Valentina Stache-

Rosen differentiated for the Sa g tipary ya,
134

 many are reminiscent 

of the Upani ads. These elements are also present in the other 

a p d bhidharma works. However, while in the Upani ads, 

rhetorical instruments such as repetition, parallel structures, stock 

phrases and the like merely serve to keep the attention of the audience, 

in Buddhist texts, apart from instruments to keep the audience’s 

attention to the speaking as such, they became indispensable 

instruments that underline and enforce the message revealed.
135

 We 

can thus differentiate two types of intra-textual rhetorical devices: (1) 

superficial instruments that are shared by texts of other religious and 

philosophical currents, and (2) instruments that enforce the deeper 

doctrinal message. 

Conclusion 

The early canon provides ample evidence for the fact that the 

Buddhist ‘scriptural’ tradition at large, including the tradition of 

Abhidharma texts as a separate genre of Buddhist literature, is rooted 

in an overall oral/aural Indian literary tradition. Buddhist texts, 

however, served another purpose than the other texts of the Indian 

tradition: While Vedic texts, the Br hma as and the Upani ads are 

products of ‘revealed truth’ and are directed towards the realm of the 

gods or towards an audience of people of equal belief, Buddhist texts 

present themselves as ‘revealing the truth’ proclaimed by the Buddha, 

and have to convince the audience of the truth revealed by these texts. 

This fundamental difference between the Buddhist texts and the other 

texts of the Indian tradition becomes evident in the rhetorical devices 

used in these texts. As the Buddhist texts, further, originated in an oral 

tradition, we basically can differentiate the inter-textual rhetorical 

devices, i.e., those rhetorical devices that are related to the pragmatic 

context in which the Buddhist texts were recited, from the intra-

textual rhetorical devices, i.e., the devices relating to the textual 

format of the texts, and related to the Buddhist truth they need to 

unveil. 

                                                           
133 See Gombrich 1990b:7. 
134 Stache-Rosen 1968:11 13. 
135 See also McDermott 1984:24. 
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A study of the inter- and intra-textual rhetorical devices in the 

canonical works of Sarv stiv da Abhidharma—the so-called seven 

a p d bhidharma texts—, shows a gradual development of these 

rhetorical devices. This development is related to the transition from 

an oral transmission of texts to a written transmission, and a growing 

sectarian self-consciousness among the adherents of a particular 

Buddhist community. This development, further, shows a gradually 

more loose relation to a particular s tra or set of s tras. The latter is 

also evident in the fact that later Abhidharma texts no longer are 

attributed to a direct disciple of the Buddha, in the decreasing 

importance of a frame story that links the Abhidharma text to s tra 

literature, and in the choice of s tra passages selected and the purpose 

of their application in the discussion. The rhetorical instruments 

adapted from the s tra literature—the use of m t k s and the 

questions-and-answers format of addressing the elements listed in a 

m t k —hereby evolve from simple mnemotechnical instruments—

their overall function in an oral literature—to technical devices that 

enforce the basic tenets of the Buddhist doctrine, viz., the mechanical 

law of causality, and the concept of emptiness, as well as to 

instruments in a polemical debate with adherents of another school of 

Buddhist thought. Also those rhetorical devices that the Buddhist texts 

share with the other texts of the Indian tradition obtain a new function: 

From devices that merely serve to keep the attention of the audience, 

they, in Buddhist texts, apart from being instruments that serve to 

keep the audience’s attention, become indispensable  instruments to 

enforce the doctrinal content of the Buddha’s truth. 

Analysis of the seven a p d bhidharma texts reveals that, in the 

development summarized above, the Sa g tipary ya without 

difference forms the oldest phase, while the Dh tuk ya, the 

Prakara ap da, and the *A agrantha/Jñ naprasth na form the last 

phase of development. The Dharmaskandha and the Prajñapti stra 

either form a separate group (i.e., in their use of m t k s and the 

questions-and-answers format), or form one group with the 

Sa g tipary ya (i.e., in their being attributed to a direct disciple of the 

Buddha), or can further be allocated to different groups (i.e., in their 

use of s tra passages). The Vijñ nak ya is traditionally dated in a 

period of oral transmission of texts, however, overall shows 

characteristics that are peculiar for texts that belong to a written 

tradition. As far as its attributed authorship is concerned, the text 

shows to form a bridge between the earlier and the later groups of 
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texts. Analysis of rhetorical devices, thus, shows it to be a possible 

instrument in the dating of Abhidharma texts. 

Table 6: Summary Comparative Table of the a p d bhidharma Texts 

 Sa g ti-

pary ya 
Dharma-

skandha 
Prajñap-

tip da 
Vijñ na-

k ya 
Dh tuk ya Prakara-

ap da 
*A a-

grantha / 

Jñ na-

prasth na 
RELATIVE 

DATE 
lifetime of 

Buddha 
lifetime of 

Buddha 
lifetime of 

Buddha 
100 years 

after Buddha 
beginning of 

300 years 

after Buddha 

beginning of 

300 years 

after Buddha 

end of 300 

years after 

Buddha 
ORAL/ 

WRITTEN 

TRAD. 

oral oral oral oral written written written 

ATTR. TO riputra riputra / 

Maudgal-

y yana 

Mah maud- 

galy yana / 

Mah -

k ty yana 

Deva arman 

through 

Maudgal-

y yana 

Vasumitra Vasumitra K ty yan -

putra 

COMPILED 

COMPOSED 
composed composed composed compiled compiled compiled compiled 

RELATION TO 

S TRA LIT. 
based on 

one single 

s tra 

excerpts from 

various s tras 
no specific 

s tra or 

selection of 

s tras 

no specific 

s tra or 

selection of 

s tras 

no specific 

s tra or 

selection of 

s tras 

no specific 

s tra or 

selection of 

s tras 

no specific 

s tra or 

selection of 

s tras 
FRAME STORY + + - - - - - 
USE OF 

UDD NA 
+ + + + + + + 

USE OF 

M T K S AND- 

QUESTION-AND 

ANSWERS 

use of m t k s 

and questions-

and-answers 

as mnemo- 

technical aid 

restructuring of 

m t k s for 

doctrinal 

purposes; use of 

questions-and-

answers as 

mnemo- 

technical aid 

restructuring 

of m t k s for 

doctrinal 

purposes; use 

of questions-

and-answers 

for doctrinal / 

polemical 

purposes 

restructuring of 

m t k s for 

doctrinal 

purposes; use 

of questions-

and-answers 

for doctrinal / 

polemical 

purposes 

restructuring 

of m t k s for  

doctrinal 

purposes; use 

of questions-

and-answers 

for doctrinal / 

polemical 

purposes 

restructuring 

of m t k s for  

doctrinal 

purposes; use 

of questions-

and-answers 

for doctrinal / 

polemical 

purposes 

restructuring 

of  m t k s 

for doctrinal 

purposes; use 

of questions-

and-answers 

for doctrinal 

/ polemical 

purposes 

 



“THUS HAVE I HEARD” AND OTHER CLAIMS TO AUTHENTICITY 157

Bibliography 

Primary Sources 

A guttaranik ya, ed. Hardy Edmund 1958: The Anguttara-Nik ya. Vol. IV. Sattaka-

Nip ta, A haka-Nip ta and Navaka-Nip ta. Pali Text Society. London, Luzac & 

Co. 

pídámó dà pípósh  lùn  ([Abhidharma]mah vibh -[ stra]); 

tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1545. 

pídámó f yùn zúlùn  ([Abhidharma]dharmaskandha[p da stra]) 

by Mah maudgaly yana; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1537. 

pídámó f zhì lùn  ([Abhidharma]jñ naprasth na[ stra]); by 

K ty yan putra; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1544. 

pídámó jíyìmén zúlùn  ([Abhidharma]sa g tipary ya-

[p da stra]); by riputra; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1536. 

pídámó jièsh n zúlùn  ([Abhidharma]dh tuk ya[p da stra]); 

by Vasumitra; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1540. 

pídámó p nlèi zúlùn  ([Abhidharma]prakara ap da[ stra]); by 

Vasumitra; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: 1542. 

pídámó shísh n zúlùn  ([Abhidharma]vijñ nak ya[p da stra]); 

by Deva arman; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1539. 

pídámó shùn zhèngl  lùn  ([Abhidharma]ny y nus ra stra); by 

Sa ghabhadra; tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.1562. 

pítán b ji n dù lùn  ([Abhidharma]jñ naprasth na[ stra]); by 

K ty yan putra; tr. by Sa ghadeva and Zh  Fóniàn . In: T.1543. 

A has lin , ed. Bapat Puru ottama V. and R.D. Vadekar. Bhandarkar Oriental Series, 

no.3. Poona 1942. 

yù-wáng zhuàn  (*A okar j vad na). In: T.2042. 

yù-wáng zhuàn  (*A okar jas tra); tr. by Sa ghabhara. In: T.2043. 

Cháng hán j ng  (D rgh gama); tr. by Buddhaya as. In: T.1. 

Dà luóhàn nántímìdu luó su  shu  f  zhù jí 

([ rya]nandimitr vad na); tr. by Xuánzàng . In: T.2030. 

Dàb n nièpán j ng  (*Mah parinirv as tra). In: T.6.  

Dàjí f mén j ng  (*Sa g tis tra); tr. by D nap la. In: T.12. 

Dà-Táng Dàcí n-sì s nzàng f sh  zhuàn ; by Huìlì  

and Yàncóng . In: T.2053. 

Dà-Táng x yù jì ; by Xuánzàng . In: T.2087. 

D ghanik ya, ed. Estlin Carpenter J. 1960: The D gha Nik ya, vol. III. Pali Text 

Society. London: Luzac & Company. 

D pava sa, ed. Law Bimala C. 1957-1958: The D pava sa. Introduction, Text, 

Translation. The Ceylon Historical Journal, vol. VII, July & October 1957 and 

January & April 1958, nos. 1-4. 

Fó p nníhuán j ng  (*Mah parinirv as tra); tr. by Bái F z  . In: 

T.5. 



BART DESSEIN 
 

158

Fó pánníhuán j ng  (*Mah parinirv as tra). In: T.6. 

G nb n shu  y qiè y ubù pínàiy  záshì  ([M la-

sarv stiv davinaya]k udrakavastu); tr. by Yìjìng . In: T.1451. 

Jùshè lùn jí ; by P gu ng . In: T.1821. 

K iyuán shì jiào lù ; by Zhìsh ng . In: T.2154. 

Majjhimanik ya, ed. Chalmers Robert 1960: The Majjhima Nik ya, vol. II. Pali Text 

Society. London, Luzac & Company. 

Milindapañha, ed. Trenckner, Vilhelm 1962: The Milindapañha. Being Dialogues 

between King Milinda and the Buddhist Sage N gasena. Pali Text Society. London, 

Luzac & Co. 

Mísh sèbù héx  w f n l   (Mah sakavinaya); tr. by 

Buddhaj va and Zhú Dàosh ng . In: T.1421. 

Móh s ngqí l   (Mah s ghikavinaya); tr. by Buddhabhadra and F xi n 

. In: T.1425. 

Pali Vinaya, ed. Oldenberg Hermann 1964: Vinaya Pi akam: One of the Principal 

Buddhist Holy Scriptures in the Pâli Language, vol. IV. The Suttavibha ga, 

second part. (End of the Mah vibha ga; Bhikkhun vibha ga). London, Luzac & 

Co. 

Píním  j ng  (Vinayam t k ). In: T.1436. 

Saddhammasa gaha, ed. Mookerjee Satkari 1961: The Saddhammasa gaha. Nalanda, 

Nava N land  Mah vih ra. 

Samantap s dik , ed. Takakusu Junjir  and Nagai Makoto 1975: Samantap s dik . 

Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Vinaya Pi aka. 3 vols. Pali Text Society. 

London, Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Sa yuttanik ya, ed. Feer Leon 1960: Samyutta-Nik ya, part III. Khandha-V gga. 

Pali Text Society. London, Luzac & Co. 

Sh shè lùn  (Prajñaptip da stra); tr. by Dharmap la and Wéijìng . In: 

T.1538. 

Shísòng l   (Sarv stiv davinaya); tr. by Pu yatara, Dharmaruci, Kum raj va. 

In: T.1435. 

Sìf n l   (Dharmaguptakavinaya); tr. by Buddhaya as. In: T.1428. 

Sphu rth bhidharmako avy khy , ed. Wogihara Unrai 1971: Sphu rth bhidharma- 

ko avy khy  of Ya omitra. 2 vols. Tokyo, Sankib  Buddhist Book Store. 

Suma gala, ed. Rhys Davids Thomas.W. and J. Estlin Carpenter 1968: The 

Suma gala-Vil sin , Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the D gha Nik ya. 3 vols. 

Pali Text Society. London, Luzac & Co. 

Zá hán j ng  (Sa yukt gama); tr. by Gu abhadra. In: T.99.  

Zhòngshìf n pítán lùn  ([Abhidharma]prakara ap da[ stra]); by 

Vasumitra; tr. by Gu abhadra and Bodhiya as. In: T.1541. 

Zh ng hán j ng  (Madhyam gama); tr. by Sa ghadeva. In: T.26. 

Zhuàn jí s nzàng jí zázàng zhuàn . In: T.2026. 



“THUS HAVE I HEARD” AND OTHER CLAIMS TO AUTHENTICITY 159

Secondary Sources 

Allon, Mark 1997: Style and Function. A study of the dominant stylistic features of the 

prose portions of Pali canonical sutta texts and their mnemonic function. Studia 

Philologica Buddhica. Monograph Series XII. Tokyo, The International Institute 

for Buddhist Studies. 

Bareau, André 1955: Les premiers conciles bouddhiques. Annales du Musée Guimet, 

Bibliothèque d’études 60. Paris, Presses Universitaires de France. 

Bechert Heinz et al. 2000: Der Buddhismus I. Der indische Buddhismus und seine 

Verzweigungen. Stuttgart, Kohlhammer. 

Beckh, Hermann 1958: Buddha und seine Lehre. Stuttgart, Verlag Freies Geistes-

leben. 

Bronkhorst, Johannes 1985: “Dharma and Abhidharma.” In: Bulletin of the School of 

Oriental and African Studies 48 no. 2: 305 320. 

——— 2000: Die buddhistische Lehre. In: Der Buddhismus I. Der indische 

Buddhismus und seine Verzweigungen, ed. by Heinz Bechert et. al. Stuttgart, 

Kohlhammer: 23 213. 

Buswell, Robert E. & Jaini, Padmanabh 1996: The Development of Abhidharma 

Philosophy. In: Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies. Volume VII. Abhidharma 

Buddhism To 150 A.D., ed. by Karl H. Potter. Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass: 73 119. 

Cousins Lance S. 1982: Pali Oral Literature. In: Buddhist Studies - Ancient and 

Modern. Collected Papers on South Asia No. 4, ed. by Philip Denwood and 

Alexander Piatigorsky. London, Curzon Press: 1 11. 

Collins, Steven 1992: “Notes on some oral Aspects of Pali Literature.” In: Indo-

Iranian Journal 35: 121 135. 

Cox, Collett 1995: Disputed Dharmas. Early Buddhist Theories on Existence. An 

Annotated Translation of the Section on Factors Dissociated from Thought from 

Sa ghabhadra’s Ny y nus ra. Studia Philologica Buddhica. Monograph Series XI. 

Tokyo, The International Institute for Buddhist Studies. 

Demiéville, Paul 1951: “A propos du Concile de Vai l .” In: T’oung Pao XL: 

239 296. 

——— 1961: “Un fragment sanskrit de l’Abhidharma des Sarv stiv din.” In: Journal 

Asiatique CCXLIX: 461 465. 

Demiéville, Paul et al. 1978: Répertoire du canon bouddhique sino-japonais. Edition 

de Taish  (Taish  shinsh  daiz ky . Fascicule annexe du H b girin. Paris, 

Librairie d’amérique et d’orient  Adrien-Maisonneuve. 

Dessein, Bart 1996: “Dharmas Associated with Awarenesses and the Dating of the 

Sarv stiv da Abhidharma Works.” In: Etudes Asiatiques L no. 3: 623 651. 

Falk, Harry 1993: Schrift im alten Indien. Ein Forschungsbericht mit Anmerkungen. 

Tübingen, Gunter Narr Verlag. 

Frauwallner Erich 1964: “Abhidharma-Studien II. Die Kanonischen Abhidharma-

Werke.” In: Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde Süd- und Ost-Asiens VIII: 59 99. 

Gethin, Rubert M. L. 1992: The M tik s: Memorization, Mindfulness, and the List. In: 

In the Mirror of Memory. Reflections on Mindfulness and Remembrance in Indian 

and Tibetan Buddhism, ed. by Janet Gyatso. Albany, State University of New York 

Press: 149 172. 



BART DESSEIN 
 

160

Gombrich, Richard 1990a: “How the Mah y na Began.” In: The Buddhist Forum. Vol. 

I, Seminar Papers 1987 1988, ed. by Tadeusz Skorupski. London, School of 

Oriental and African Studies: 21 30. 

——— 1990b: “Recovering the Buddha’s Message.” In: The Buddhist Forum. Vol. I, 

Seminar Papers 1987 1988, ed. by Tadeusz Skorupski. London, School of Oriental 

and African Studies: 5 20. 

Hare, Edward  M./Rhys Davids, Caroline  A.F. (tr.) 1955: The Book of the Gradual 

Sayings (Anguttara-Nik ya) or More-numbered Suttas. Vol.IV (The Book of the 

Sevens, Eights and Nines). London, Luzac & Co. 

Hinüber, Oskar von 1989: Der Beginn der Schrift und frühe Schriftlichkeit in Indien. 

Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur. Mainz/Stuttgart, Franz Steiner 

Verlag. 

Hirakawa Akira  1974: Indo Bukkyo shi . 2 vols. Tokyo, 

Shunj sha . 

Hoernle, Augustus F. R. 1970 (19161): Manuscript Remains of Buddhist Literature 

Found in Eastern Turkestan. Ad Orientem. St. Leonards, England.  

Horner, Isaline B. (tr.) 1963: Milinda’s Questions. 4 vols. London, Luzac & Co. 

Jong, Jan Willem de 1979: The Da ottaras tra. In: Buddhist Studies by J. W. de Jong, 

ed. by Gregory Schopen. Berkeley, Asian Humanities Press: 251 273. 

Kimura Taiken  1937: Abidatsumaron no kenky  . Vol. 

6 of Kimura Taiken zensh  . Tokyo, Meiji Shoin . 

La Vallée Poussin, Louis de 1908: “The Buddhist Councils.” In: The Indian Antiquary 

XXXVII: 1 18 and 86 106. 

Lamotte Etienne 1958: Histoire du bouddhisme indien des origines à l’ère aka. 

Bibliothèque du Museon no.43. Louvain. 

Law, Bimala Ch. (tr.) 1957-1958: “The Dipavamsa. Introduction, Text, Translation.” 

In: The Ceylon Historical Journal VII nos. 1-4. 

——— (tr.) 1980: A Manual of Buddhist Historical Traditions (Saddhammasa gaha). 

Delhi, Bharatiya Publishing House. 

Lindtner, Christian 1996: Sa g tipary ya. In: Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies. 

Volume VII. Abhidharma Buddhism To 150 A.D., ed. by Karl H. Potter. Delhi, 

Motilal Banarsidass: 203 216. 

McDermott Joseph 1984: “Scripture as the Word of the Buddha.” In: Numen 

International Review for the History of Religions XXXI: 22 39. 

McMahan David L. 1998: “Orality, Writing, And Authority in South Asian Buddhism: 

Visionary Literature and The Struggle for Legitimacy in the Mah y na.” In: 

History of Religions 37 no. 3: 249 274. 

Nakamura Hajime 1980: Indian Buddhism. A Survey with Bibliographical Notes. 

Tokyo, Kufs Publication. 

Norman Kenneth R. 1992: “The Development of Writing in India and its Effect upon 

the P li Canon.” In: Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde Südasiens und Archiv für 

indische Philosophie 36: 239 249. 

——— 1993: “Der Beginn der Schrift und frühe Schriftlichkeit in Indien. by Oskar v. 

Hinüber. (Abhandlungen der Geistes- und Sozialwissenschaftlichen Klasse; 

Jahrgang 1989. Nr.11.) pp.75. Mainz, Akademie der Wissenschaften und der 

Literatur; Stuttgart, Franz Steiner Verlag GmbH, 1990).” In: Journal of the Royal 

Asiatic Society (3rd series), vol.3, part 2: 277 281. 



“THUS HAVE I HEARD” AND OTHER CLAIMS TO AUTHENTICITY 161

——— 1995: “Oskar von Hinüber: Untersuchungen zur Mündlichkeit früher 

mittelindischer Texte der Buddhisten. Untersuchungen zur Sprachgeschichte und 

Handschriften-Kunde des Pali III. Abhandlungen der Geistes- und 

sozialwissenschaftlichen Klasse, Jahrgang 1994 No. 5. Mainz / Stuttgart 

(Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur, Mainz. Franz Steiner Verlag), 

1994, 45 pp.” In: Acta Orientalia LVI: 302 311. 

Obermiller Eugene (tr.) 1931-1932: Bu-ston. History of Buddhism. 2 vols. Heidelberg, 

Institut für Buddhismus-Kunde. 

Oetke, Claus 1994: “Die ‘Unbeantworteten Fragen’ und das ‘Schweigen des 

Buddha’.” In: Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde Südasiens und Archiv für indische 

Philosophie XXXVIII: 85 120. 

Oldenberg Hermann. 1917: Zur Geschichte der altindischen Prosa. Mit besondere 

Berücksichtigung der prosaisch-poetischen Erzählung. Berlin, Weidmannsche 

Buchhandlung. 

Potter Karl (ed.) 1996: Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies. Volume VII. Abhidharma 

Buddhism To 150 A.D. Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass. 

Przyluski, Jean 1926: Le concile de R jag ha - introduction à l’histoire des canons et 

des sectes bouddhiques. Paris, Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner. 

Rhys Davids Caroline A.F. and Rhys Davids Thomas W. (tr.) 1921: Dialogues of the 

Buddha. Translated from the Pali of the D gha Nik ya. Pali Text Society. London, 

Oxford University Press. 

Sakurabe Takeshi 1969: Kusharon no kenky  . Kyoto, 

H z kan . 

Salomon Richard 1995: “On the Origin of the Early Indian Scripts.” In: Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 115: 271 279. 

Schiefner Anton (ed.) 1868: T ran tha’s Geschichte des Buddhismus in Indien - aus 

dem Tibetischen übersetzt. Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. St. 

Petersburg, Eggers. 

Shizutani Masao  1978: Sh j  Bukky shi no kenky  . 

Kyoto, Hyakkaen . 

Simson Georg von 1965: Zur Diktion einiger Lehrtexte des buddhistischen 

Sanskritkanons. München, J. Kitzinger. 

——— 1977: “Zur Phrase yena ... tenopajag ma / upeya und ihren Varianten im 

buddhistischen Sanskrit.” In: Heinz Bechert (ed.), Beiträge zur Indienforschung. 

Ernst Waldschmidt zum 80. Geburtstag gewidmet. Berlin, Museum für Indische 

Kunst: 479 488. 

Stache-Rosen Valentina 1968: Dogmatische Begriffsreihen im älteren Buddhismus. 

Das Sa g tis tra und sein Kommentar Sa g tipary ya. 2 vols. Berlin, Akademie-

Verlag. 

Takakusu Junjir  1956: The Essentials of Buddhist Philosophy. Westport, Greenwood 

Press. 

Waldschmidtt Ernst 1967 (19551): “Die Einleitung des Sangitisutra.” In: Von Ceylon 

bis Turfan, Schriften zur Geschichte, Literatur, Religion und Kunst des indischen 

Kulturraumes. Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht. 

Warder Anthony K. 1980 (19701): Indian Buddhism. Varanasi, Motilal Banarsidass. 

Watanabe Baiy   (tr.) 1931: Abidatsuma shikishinsokuron 

. Kokuyaku issaiky , Bidonbu 4. 



BART DESSEIN 
 

162

——— 1954: Ubu Abidatsumaron no kenky  . Tokyo, 

Heibonsha . 

Watanabe, Fumimaro 1983: Philosophy and its Development in the Nik yas and 

Abhidhamma. Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass. 

Willemen, Charles, Dessein, Bart and Cox, Collett 1998: Sarv stiv da Buddhist 

Scholasticism. Handbuch der Orientalistik. 2. Abteilung: Indien 11. Leiden, E.J. 

Brill. 

Woodward Frank L. and Rhys Davids Caroline A.F. (tr.) 1881: The Book of the 

Kindred Sayings (Sa yutta-Nik ya) or grouped suttas. Part III. Pali Text Society. 

London, Oxford University Press. 

Yamada Reirin  1959: Daij  Bukky  Seiritsuron Josetsu 

. Ky to, Heirakuji Shoten . 

 



 

 

READING THE ONE HUNDRED PARABLES S TRA:  

THE DIALOGUE PREFACE AND THE G TH  POSTFACE 

 

CHRISTOPH HARBSMEIER 

 
If all the world is a stage, then the ancient Indian Buddhists 

would say that what is being played out in this theatrum mundi is 

one great tragedy. To the compilers of the One Hundred Parables 
S tra, as well as the S tra of the Talented and the Stupid, what is 

played out is very much a tragicomedy: As with Shakespeare, the 

tragic and the comical are often inextricably intertwined. To them, 

this world is not a fool’s paradise. But it certainly is a Ship of 
Fools. Chán texts, as well as Chán practice, are thoroughly 

Indian-inspired. They combine flamboyantly vulgar Chinese 

colloquialisms with lexical, as well as syntactic, loans from 

non-Chinese languages, not necessarily Sanskrit and Pali. It is in 

China, Korea and Japan that the Buddha tends to smile, not in 

India. 

 

The text known as the One Hundred Parables S tra,
1 the Chinese 

version of which dates to 16 October 492, an example of the Pìyù j ng 

 (avad na s tras),
2
 is an important precursor to this Chán 

literary tradition. It is a text which uses humorous tales as a vehicle to 

nirv a. The One Hundred Parables S tra is a jestbook and, like the 

Xiányù j ng  (S tra of the Talented and the Stupid, XYJ), it is 

all about entering nirv a with a smile, like the smiling Chinese 

Buddha who is so exasperatingly absent in Indian iconography. These 

parables are very much like those medieval exempla or bispel used to 

support Christian messages.
3
  

                                                 
1 A complete and profusely annotated, as well as rhetorically analyzed, bilingual 

edition by the present writer of the One Hundred Parables S tra will be found in 

Thesaurus Linguae Sericae (TLS) under the text label BAIYU (see http:// 

tls.uni-hd.de/). 
2 Five further examples of avad na s tras, presenting 12, 32, 61, 39 and 44 parables 

respectively, will be found in T. 4, nos. 204–208:499–542.  
3 For the exemplum, see Bremont / LeGoff / Schmitt 1982 and particularly the 

eminently useful Tubach 1969. Moser-Rath 1984 remains the unsurpassed 

masterpiece on traditional European joculography. For a partial bilingual edition of 

the S tra of the Talented and the Stupid and a complete translation of the earliest 

extant Chinese jestbook, see the complete translation of Xiàolín  (The Forest of 
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I have found that the One Hundred Parables S tra (BYJ) richly 

rewards close reading not only from a buddhological point of view, 

and not only from the point of view of comparative narratology, but 

also in the context of Chinese literary and linguistic history.  

About the provenance of the text generally known today as the 

BYJ we do know a surprising amount.
4
 The author of the original was 

an Indian monk named Sa gasena , about whom little is 

known, and the translator/compiler of the work as we have it today 

was a monk from childhood, whose family is said to be from central 

India (Zh ng Ti nzhú ), Gu av ddhi , who chose for 

himself the Chinese name Déjìn  (according to the GSZ, it was 

njìn ) when he settled under the Southern Qí  (480–502). 

Gu av ddhi came to Jiànyè  (present-day Nánj ng) in 479, and 

is said to have finished the compilation of the book on 16 October 492, 

translating it into a language which was then known as Qí y  , 

‘the language of (the Southern, or Xi o ) Qí (Dynasty).’
5
 

Gu av ddhi’s biography in the GSZ tells us that he was an expert in 

dàoshù  ‘the arts of the Way.’ He is said to have died in Jiànyè 

in 502 (according to L. N. Menshikov possibly in 503). As we shall 

see, the introductory dialogue between the Buddha and the brahmans 

show fairly clear evidence that Gu av ddhi was familiar both with the 

book L oz  , and with the Zhu ngz  . I would venture to 

suggest that this introduction may be the work of Gu av ddhi rather 

than his master Sa gasena. However, I hasten to add that I have no 

proof. 

                                                                                                         
Laughter) in my Thesaurus Linguae Sericae. Detailed comparison between Chinese 

and ancient Greek joculography (the famous Philogel s ‘Laughter-Lover’) 

contemporary with the One Hundred Parables S tra is made possible by my lengthy 

unpublished manuscript The Varieties of Chinese Laughing Experience: Towards a 
Conceptual History of Linguistic and Literary Impudence, Insolence, and Frivolity 
(1993) which includes an extensive bibliography on Chinese joculography through the 

ages. The motif-registers in the One Hundred Parables S tra can be explored in 

relation to non-religious Chinese popular narratives in Nai-tung Ting 1976, and in 

much greater detail in D ng N it ng  1986. However, one needs to keep in 

mind the Buddhist impact on that ‘non-religious’ folklore. 
4 See Ch  s nzàng jìjí  by S ng Yòu  (445–518) and G os ng 
zhuàn  (GSZ) by Huìji o  (467–554), and for details, see Gurevich/ 

Menshikov 1986:7–49.  
5 For over 40 ways of referring to the Chinese language, see my 2008 lecture On the 
Very Notion of the Chinese Language.  
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Here, in any case, is a complete translation of Gu av ddhi’s entry 

in the GSZ, where his is, in fact, the last full entry: 

T. 50, no. 2059:345a24 

 Gu av ddhi, called njìn
6
 in this country, 

 was a man of Central Indian origins.
7
 

 From childhood he followed the path (of 

Buddhism).
8
 

 As his teacher, he served
9

 the Mah y na 

Indian Buddhist master Sa gasena. 

 He was intelligent, had a formidable memory 

 and was devoted to recitation (of Buddhist 

texts).
10

 

 He had perused up towards 200,000 characters 

of H nay na and Mah y na scriptures, 

 at the same time he studied scriptures from 

other traditions, 

 and he had a clear understanding of Y n and 

Yáng.
11

 

 When he predicted times and events 

 he proved many times right.
12

 

 At the beginning of the Jiànyuán period of the 

(Southern) Qí (dynasty) 

 he arrived in the capital [Jiànyè] 

 and he put up at the Pìyélí Monastery. 

 Holding the ritual bell hanging from a staff in 

his hand, accompanied by his disciples, 

                                                 
6 Elsewhere he is said to be called Déjìn . See Dà-Táng nèidi n lù  

(T. 55, no. 2157:834b8 and Lìdài s nb o jì  T. 49, no. 2034:96a8: 

). 
7 Two readings are possible: either his family was ‘originally’ from Central India, or 

he himself was ‘originally’ born in India but moved to China. 
8 In pre-Buddhist Chinese, cóng dào  would mean ‘follow the Way,’ not, as 

here ‘become a monk; take the vows.’ 
9 There are, in fact, a few pre-Buddhist examples of sh shì  used for the usual 

pre-Buddhist verbal sh   ‘treat as one’s teacher.’ 
10 Since there has been this emphasis on memory one suspects that the recitation was 

by heart. 
11 Probably f ngshù  or dàoshù . 
12 Lit. ‘not once’—the rhetorical figure is LITOTES. 
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authoritative and deeply serious, he wandered 

about. 

 Kings, dukes, and the nobility all venerated 

him and begged for instruction from him. 

 Earlier, in Central India,
13

 

Sangasena had copied and edited from the 

S trapit aka the most important parables, 

 and had compiled them into one work. 

 All in all there were one hundred stories, 

 for the teaching of the newly converted. 

 Gu av ddhi knew all these and understood the 

meaning of all of them, 

 so in the 10
th

 year of the Y ngmíng era (492 

AD), in the Autumn, he translated these into 

the Qí language.
14

  

 In all there were ten scrolls, 

 and they were called the One Hundred 
Parables S tra. 

 He also brought out the S tra of the 
Twelve Predestined Coincidences and S tra of 
the Abbot X dá,

15 each in one scroll. 

 After the Dàmíng era (457–464), the trans- 

lating of scriptures was abruptly cut short.
16

 

 When he devoted himself to preaching 

 everyone in his generation was full of praise 

for him. 

 Gu av ddhi was a man of high caliber, 

 so from miles around people flocked to him. 

 The merchants of the Nánh i region all offered 

their support. 

 All the gifts he accepted 

 and used all of them for the promotion of the 

true dharma. 

 On the banks of the River Qín Huái in Jiànyè 

                                                 
13 The point is crucial: These parables were collected in India by that Indian monk, 

and certainly not in China. Note that the parables were collected. The introductory 

dialogue is not mentioned. 
14 Note that there were only few translators at this time! 
15 This text is preserved in the T. canon. 
16 After that period, there was little translating and Gu av ddhi marked a new 

departure. 
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he built the Zhènggu n monastery and settled 

down there. 

 He also refurbished the Halls in the Zhèng- 

gu nsì with multi-storey buildings, and several 

levels of gates. 

 In the second year of the Zh ngx ng era (A.D. 

502), in the Winter, he died where he had made 

his home. 

The Title 

In fact, the One Hundred Parables S tra is referred to by at least the 

following distinct Chinese titles:  

B iyù j ng  ‘One Hundred Parables S tra’ 

Pìyù j ng  ‘The Parables S tra’ (the introduction is mentioned 

as Pìyù j ng xù ) 

B ijù pìyù j ng  ‘The Parables S tra in One Hundred 
Sections’ 

B ijù pìyù jíj ng  ‘The Collected S tra of Parables in 
One Hundred Sections’ 

Ch  huámán  ‘The Garland of Follies’ 

The colophon line quoted in ZZ. (CBETA R129_p0918a11) seems 

to suggest that the earliest title is the last one in the series, Ch  
huámán  ‘The Garland of Follies.’ I agree with Menshikov 

that this is likely to have been the original title of Sa gasena’s work. 

It appears from this last line, which we shall analyze below, that 

Sa gasena did not imagine that he was writing an (apocryphal) s tra. 

He may conceivably have deliberately written in the style of a s tra, if, 

that is, if he did compose the introductory part of the composition as a 

whole, and if having decided to write in the style of a s tra he then 

changed his mind in the last line of his final g th  and did not call his 

book a s tra after all.  

However, the Taoist references in that introductory dialogue would 

seem to me to strongly suggest that its author was familiar with early 

Chinese Taoist literature, something we know about Gu av ddhi, but 

which is unlikely to have been the case for Sa gasena who wrote in an 

Indian language and may not have known Chinese at all. 

Menshikov suggests a most instructive comparison between the 

following:  
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1. Parable 2 and the alternative version of the same story translated 

literally by Kum rajiva in T. 4:532–533  

2. Parable 54 and the alternative version translated in T. 4:528 

3. Parable 57 and the version of the same story translated in T. 4:525 

Assuming for a moment, with Menshikov, that what Gu av ddhi 

was working on was something like those versions preserved for us in 

these alternative avad na collections, it would appear that Gu av ddhi 

introduced several fundamental changes to the Indian tales in order to 

adapt them to the Chinese context: 

1. Gu av ddhi shortens the texts by leaving out descriptive narrative 

detail that contributes nothing to the essential story line (in Parable 

4); he produced a lean Chinese narrative product. 

2. Gu av ddhi often added concrete details that increase compre- 

hension of the dynamics of the story line. 

3. Gu av ddhi reduces highly abstract complexities didactically in the 

final buddhological comments to sentential simplicity, and (in 

Parable 57) slightly expands and in any case concretizes a brief 

abstract didactic final comment, reducing its message to the 

common sense notion that everything has its proper time and 

season. 

In what follows, I present some reading notes on this introductory 

dialogue of the BYJ and on the final jì  ‘g th ’ of that influential 

text which is, in fact, mentioned or quoted 100 times in the CBETA 

version of the Tripi aka. My notes are intended to place the BYJ in the 

context of the history of Chinese literature and of the Chinese 

language. For the place of the BYJ in the context of Indian narrative 

literature, see Hertel 1912 (Ein altindisches Narrenbuch), as well as 

his annotation of The Thirty-Two Bhara aka Stories (Hertel 1921). 
Our understanding of Chinese Buddhist literature will never be 

much more advanced than our detailed grasp of the semantic and 

rhetorical nuances of our primary Chinese Buddhist sources. The 

present tentative paper tries to work towards a deepening of our 

philological understanding of these primary sources in an effort to 

determine the nature of the discourse in the One Hundred Parables 
S tra. It is meant as a starting-point for discussion. It invites critical 

examination and learned criticism everywhere.  
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Linguistic and Rhetorical Annotations 

Part 117
 

TEXT 

[1] [2]  

[3] [4] [5] [6] [7]  

[8] [9]  

[10] [11] [12] [13] [14]  

[15] [16] [17] [18] [19]  

TRANSLATION 

[I] have heard/learnt the following: 

Once upon a time, the Buddha lived in the city of the dwelling of 

the King, 

In the Bamboo Part of Quèf ng, he met with all the great monks, 

bodhisattvas-mah sattvas and 36,000 of the eight categories of 

the spirits. 

At that time within the sa gha there were gathered 500 heterodox 

brahmans. 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1]  

A. The passive is significant in Sanskrit may  rutam. How do you 

say ‘It was heard by me’ in classical Chinese? The constraints on 

passivization in both pre-Buddhist and Buddhist Chinese need 

careful exploration. There is a distinctly increased liberty to form 

passives, but that increase does not reach verbs like wén . 

B. The meaning is not: ‘I’ve heard it said (by no matter whom) that,’ 

but ‘I have heard (from an authoritative source) that.’ 

C. This is nanda speaking, literally, according to the traditionalist 

conventionalist way of presenting things (or is it only perceived as 

an empty façon de parler?). In any case, the BYJ poses explicitly as 

a s tra , and not as a stra , a Chinese word which also 

translates the technical terms abidharma and upade a. The point 

that our book poses as a s tra I emphasize because it will become 

exquisitely problematic when one gets to the highly interesting 

pentasyllabic jì  g th -postface of the book, as we shall see. 

nanda is traditionally supposed to have heard these s tras: He 

                                                 
17 Parts one to ten are the preface to the BYJ, the remaining parts are the postface. 
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was not an arhat, became one upon the Buddha’s death, we are told. 

And because he was not an arhat, he had not the qualifications to 

paraphrase what he heard as he wrote it down: He had to be 

painfully literal, according to ancient Indian hermeneutic traditions. 

He wrote down exactly what he heard, evam eva ‘exactly as is,’ to 

quote the Indians in their own language. What he wrote down was 

the Master’s Voice, or the ipsissima vox. He did not write down 

‘something like what he heard.’ Such, in any case is the 

conventional pose. And the interesting question is how seriously we 

should take this pose in the case of an almost demonstrative yíj ng 

 ‘doubtful s tra’ like the present one: Whoever composed this 

introduction, I cannot help thinking, must have known that its 

anachronistic and almost surreal allusions to Zhu ngz  and to L oz  

would not escape the readership. It is not only unlikely but 

manifestly implausible to an intended Chinese audience that 

nanda heard such allusions to Taoist classics from the Buddha. 

[2]  

A. Rú  not ‘like,’ but ‘as follows,’ as in modern rú xià  

which does not mean ‘along the following lines.’ 

B. Shì  ‘the following’ is not anaphoric ‘the aforesaid’ but 

cataphoric ‘as follows.’ Rú shì  does not work like 

pre-Buddhist rú shì  ‘like this.’ 

[3] Y   does not mean ‘one (as opposed to two or three),’ but rather 

‘a certain’: The history of the indefinite article influenced by 

Buddhist Chinese needs to be written. 

[4] Shí  ‘period; season’ does not normally mean ‘at some point of 

time’ in pre-Buddhist texts. Compare the ubiquitous opening phrase 

of a new paragraph in Buddhist Chinese texts ... ‘at this point of 

time ….’ This usage is absent in pre-Buddhist literature. 

[5] Zhù  does not mean to ‘have one’s abode in, dwell in’ in 

pre-Buddhist texts, but is attested in this meaning in Shìshu  x ny . 

Karlgren glosses the word once in the Sh j ng as ‘emplacement.’ 

Why did Buddhist texts introduce this as a high-frequency word? 

Probably, it is a matter of picking up current colloquialisms. 

[6] Shè  ‘(often humble) dwelling’ is very curious in a proper 

name for a royal abode. Compare hánshè  ‘my humble home’ 

in modern literary Chinese, which is in fact already attested in Féng 

Mènglóng’s  X ngshì héngyán—Chén du  shòu sh ngs  
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f q    of the late Míng dynasty, if not 

before. 

[7] Chéng  ‘walled city’ is not normally a noun that is modified in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, i.e., it is not normally NPOST-N.
18

 Thus, 

Wángshèchéng  (translation of ‘R jag a’) is a post- 

Buddhist construction, probably inspired by translation needs. 

[8] Y   ‘together with’ is a scope-bearing word, and its scope goes 

right until liù-qi n rén  ‘6,000 people.’ Technically,  is 

VTON.ADV, i.e., a transitive verb with its object, that phrase 

preceding and modifying a main verbal expression. And, it turns 

out that this N can be highly complex, especially in Buddhist 

Chinese, and much less so in pre-Buddhist Chinese. Again, this 

change is surely induced by current needs of providing fairly 

literary translations of Buddhist texts. 

[9] Zh   raises many problems in addition to the question of scope 

which goes until . An important semantic question is to 

what extent  ‘all the (various)’ which in pre-Buddhist Chinese 

always must refer to delimited set, is also definite in this way in 

Buddhist Chinese contexts like these. There certainly are many 

other Buddhist Chinese contexts where it is not. An entirely 

unrelated syntactic point is that apparently the scope of  cannot 

go across the conjunction, as evidenced by the addition of another 

 in the present context. 

[10] Jí  and y   are not interchangeable or synonymous. For 

example, the classical Chinese for ‘with X and Y’ can only be 

translated as X Y, never as X Y. They are not just dialect 

variants. We do, of course, often have  as VT+N.ADV in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese. However, in pre-Buddhist Chinese there is 

no … . Apart from everything else, the construction is 

rhythmically outlandish with its abnormally long subject and the 

minimally short predicate: This is a matter of rhetoric and style. 

[11] Zh   ‘all the’ should probably be indefinite ‘a host of 

(supernatural and dragon-like creatures of the eight categories).’ 

[12] What exactly is counted as being 36,000? The supernatural and 

dragon-like creatures? Or the great monks, bodhisattvas, mah - 

satvas? 

                                                 
18 For a definition of these syntactic constructions, see TLS. 
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[13] Rén  is not here a noun meaning ‘humans,’ but a post-posed 

classifier as in  ‘Yáo had ten sons’ and not ‘Yáo had 

sons. They were ten persons.’ 

[14] Jù  ‘get together; be together’ is a disproportionately short 

predicate after such a long subject. Rhythmic imbalance of this sort 

is exceedingly rare in pre-Buddhist Chinese, if indeed it occurs at 

all. 

[15] Shì  provides definite ANAPHORA for an indefinite antecedent. 

Such definite ANAPHORA of an indefinite antecedent is already 

current in pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[16] Huì zh ng , ubiquitous in Buddhist prose, is very rare in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, if it occurs at all: A huì  is a meeting for 

the purpose of negotiation in pre-Buddhist Chinese, and never a 

gathering for the propagation of religious or philosophical truth. 

[17] Yìxué  ‘heterodox,’ just like wàidào  ‘heterodox,’ is 

defiantly non-Chinese, perhaps even un-Chinese, and outlandish in 

its diction. Moreover, since the fànzhì  ‘brahmans’ are always 

heterodox in Buddhist texts, the addition of  is a case of 

redundant or tautological non-restrictive modification, as in yúmín 

 ‘the ignorant common people’ in pre-Buddhist Chinese, 

which does not normally mean ‘of the people those who are 

ignorant.’ 

[18] According to the Gu ngyùn  dictionary, fàn  ‘brahman’ 

has two readings, one of which has a final -m according to most 

Middle Chinese reconstructions.  

[19] W -b i rén  is again not a parenthetic insertion; fànzhì 
w -b i rén  ‘500 brahmans’ is a plain classifier 

construction structurally similar to m  s n p   ‘of horses 

three items > three horses.’ Note that the construction  

‘three horses’ is not acceptable classical Chinese. 

The book begins with a defiantly arhythmic and outlandish 

‘Sanskritic’ introduction which asserts the non-Chinese superior 

authority of the text. 
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Part 2 

TEXT 

[1]  

[2] [3]  

[4]  

[6]  

[7]  

[8]  

[9]  

[10] [11]  

TRANSLATION 

They got up from their seats 

and politely addressed the Buddha as follows: 

‘We have heard that the way of the Buddha is vast and profound 

and such that nobody can reach it. 

That is why we come here to ask about it. 

We just hope that you will expound this way.’ 

The Buddha said: ‘Very good!’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] Note the redundancy of ér , alternatively the addition of another 

semantically superfluous word in XYJ:   

 and in F huá j ng : . Contrast the defiantly 

unrhythmicized ZTJ 1.8.12: 

 as opposed to ZTJ 2.2.4:  and 3.16.11 

 (Incidentally, pre-Buddhist received texts 

usually write the word zuò  as zuò . The notion of a seat 

became current in Buddhist Chinese, as in the binomes like 

sh zi-zuò  /  ‘Lion Seat.’) 

[2] Bái  as a term of polite address is regular Buddhist Chinese. 

Probably a demonstrative colloquialism in origin; surely the 

translators knew better. 

[3] Yán  ‘declare’ as the second in a series of verbs of saying 

becomes standard Buddhist Chinese, and is not the standard in 

pre-Buddhist usage, where yu   clearly predominates. 
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[4] 36,000 persons are said to speak unisono: An indifference to 

realism which is typical of Buddhist narrative but rare in 

pre-Buddhist narrative texts. 

[5] Wú  [4] wén , rhythmically supernumerary, introduces a 

quadrisyllabic sequence of two lines. Note the unsassertive, never 

contrastive  which significantly differs from the assertive and 

often contrastive . 

[6] Hóng-sh n  ‘vast and profound’ is not pre-Buddhist usage. 

Maybe it should be regarded as loan-formation? It should be 

appreciated as something of an outlandish neologism, perhaps, as is, 

of course the phrase néng jí zhe  immediately below. 

[7] Note the sustained asymmetry of CAESURA:  

/  

// /  

// /  

/  

[8] Lái gu  wèn  ‘came to turn-to-and-ask’ already seems to 

treat gu  wèn  as one complex transitive verb with a 

contextually determinate omitted object, i.e., the Way of the 

Buddha, (technically, it is VP(ON), but the word is also used as 

VPTON, and even VPT+PREP+N). 

[9] Wéi yuàn  ‘it is our great hope that the contextually 

determinate but omitted subject would’ and not ‘we only wish’ is 

current elegant pre-Buddhist Chinese. Technically, this is 

VPTT(ON.)+V and not VPTT(ON[PIVOT].)+V. 

[10] Such use of yán  for yu   does occasionally occur in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, but in Buddhist Chinese it becomes standard. 

One notes that  here does not introduce a substantial statement 

put forward, thus the word does not here mean anything like 

‘propose, maintain.’ 

[11] The passage ends with a combination of ALLITERATION: Initial 

consonants of the two words are the same in Middle Chinese, and 

both words end in nasal finals. Pulleyblank’s Middle Chinese 

reconstruction for this would be *d im *d i n. 

The passage also ends with the rhetorical device called 

STACCATO, a major caesura in the form of a sentence break within a 

four-character phrase. 
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Part 3 

TEXT 

[1] “ [2] [3] [4] [5]” 

[6] “ [7]” 

[8] “ [9] [10] [11] [12]  

”[13] 

TRANSLATION 

They asked: ‘Does the world count as existing or as 

non-existing?’ 

The Buddha replied as follows: ‘It both exists and does not 

exist.’ 

The brahmans said: ‘Supposing now that it exists, then how can 

one say that it does not exist? 

And supposing that it does not exist, how can one say that it does 

exist?’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] In the narrative part the text turns to standard classical Chinese 

 in which  is the rather complex VT(+N.)+VT[0]+S, i.e., a 

transitive verb with an omitted contextually determinate object, that 

whole phrase followed by a transitive verb with a lexically 

determinate omitted subject and a sentential object. 

[2]  

A. The principle that all lines have the length of multiples of four is 

maintained, here with STACCATO together with the rhetorical device 

of SYNCOPE, i.e., the main syntactic caesura in a line occurring not 

at the border of four-character phrases, but elsewhere. This is 

conveniently brought out in displaying the text in quadrisyllabic 

groups: 

[1] “ [2]  

” 

B. Ti nxià  ‘all under heaven, the oikoumen ,’ is here used to 

mean something like ‘this world of visible things,’ ‘this world of 

ours,’ ‘the visible world,’ ‘the universe as we know it,’ as opposed 

to ‘the Beyond,’ ‘the transcendental other world.’ Classical Chinese 

wànwù  could not express this. Y zhòu  would refer to 

the framework rather than its content, and it might well be taken to 

refer to the whole universe including the transcendental ‘Beyond.’ 
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A clear terminological distinction ‘Diesseits/Jenseits’ is not 

available in pre-Buddhist classical Chinese. 

[3] Wéi  does not mean ‘to be’ but ‘must be held to be; count as’ 

and is used in a highly specialized ‘philosophical’ sense that is 

current in pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[4] Wéi y u wéi wú  is a STACCATO phrase which involves 

ANAPHORA of  (i.e., two successive clauses begin with the same 

character), as well as EPHIPHORA-ANTHITHESIS (of y u /wú ; 

i.e., two successive clauses end in antithetic words or antonyms or 

‘ANTITHETIC EPIPHORA’).  

[5] Unmarked alternative questions are standard in pre-Buddhist 

Chinese. Marking the alternative with yì  ‘in questions: or’ 

would be inelegant almost to the point of ungrammaticality. The 

marker is omitted although it probably was present in whatever the 

language was that this was translated from. 

[6] Dá yu   represents a kind of grammatical or structural 

REPETITIO: dá , parallel to wèn  above, is used as a 

VT(+N.)+VT[0]+S. Note that it is not part of a subtle HYPO- 

ZEUGMA (omission of a word which is specified later in context), 

because in fact the fànzhì  mentioned below are not already 

the only speakers addressed here, if I understand the context 

properly (see note [8] below). 

[7] In this STACCATO figure of speech, we have again ANAPHORA (of 

yì ) within a quadrisyllabic phrase together with EPHIPHORA- 

ANTITHESIS (of  /  as above). 

[8] Fànzhì  ‘the (heterodox ) brahmans’ are identified as 

the subject of the assertive hostile logic-chopping. They were only 

part of the questioning crowd before, and in view of the Buddha’s 

answer they now take their own independent initiative. 

[9] The brahmans use technical logical terminology which specifies 

purely hypothetical logical PROTASIS (rú j n ) as later in the 

Línjì lù  (LJL) 13.5: 

‘Suppose there were a substance made of buddhas and 

devils blended without distinction into a singly body, like water and 

milk mixed together.’ In pre-Buddhist Chinese j n  alone 

functions as an abstract marker of the PROTASIS in purely 

hypothetical sentences:  ‘Suppose we have a man here 
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[...].’ The Buddhists deliberately use a colloquial variant in this 

technical function.  

[10] Zhe  (technically NPRO.POST-S1:ADS2, i.e., a pronoun 

following after and being modified by one sentence and that phrase 

in turn preceding and modifying another sentence) is a general 

marker of the PROTASIS in conditionals is a highly literate and 

sophisticated pre-Buddhist usage. The translators must have been 

fairly literate to be able to use this kind of construction.  

[11] Yúnhé  ‘(you) say how’ as a rhetorical question particle is 

an archaism (it is found in the ancient Book of Odes) which gained 

extraordinary currency in Buddhist translations. One may speculate, 

probably idly, whether  is not one of those cases of archaisms 

that disappear from ordinary discourse and become colloquialisms. 

The use of  in so many Buddhist texts might possibly 

represent a deliberate use of the rhetorical device of 

COLLOQUIALISM. The matter deserves detailed investigation. 

[12] Yán  is specifically not ‘to talk, to engage in dialogue,’ 

although it may sometimes be loosely used that way. Its 

characteristic meaning tends to be ‘to speak up, to maintain, to 

propose’ in pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[13] The patterns of—often antithetic—PARALLELISM need no 

detailed comment: 

A.  /  

B.  /  

C.  /  

The repeated bisyllabic ANAPHORA of  and the trisyllabic 

ANAPHORA in  almost parodies pre-Buddhist propensities 

towards parallelism while at the same time imposing a rigid regime 

of logical comparability.  

Part 4 

TEXT 

“ [1] ‘ ’ 

‘ ’[2] 

[3] ‘ [4] ’” 
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TRANSLATION 

The Buddha replied as follows: ‘When something lives one says: 

“It exists.” 

and when something is dead one says: “It does not exist.” 

That is why one says: “It may exist or it may not exist.”’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] The use of the particle zhe  here is part of highly abstract 

discourse: ‘As for what is alive, (one maintains that it “exists”; as 

for what is dead one maintains that it “does not exist.”’). 

[2] This parallelism with a combination of antithetic ANAPHORA (  / 

) and antithetic EPHIPHORA (  / ) belongs to the pithy high 

rhetoric of the L oz  . 

[3] There are cases where shu   is colloquial and means ‘say’ in 

BYJ. But the use here is the classical Chinese: ‘Therefore one 

explains: [...].’ The status of verbs of saying outside the 

quadrisyllabic pattern, is frequent, but as we have seen, not 

universal. It remains worth explaining why shu  yu   has 

always been excluded. 

[4] The STACCATO with ANAPHORA ( ) with the resumptive 

antithetic EPHIPHORA (  / ) repeated from lines two and three 

is again standard pre-Buddhist high style. 

Part 5 

TEXT 

“ [1] ” 

“ [2] ” 

“ [3] ” 

“ [4] ” 

TRANSLATION 

The [brahmans] asked: ‘What does man originate from?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘Man originates from grain.’ 

They asked: ‘What do the five kinds of grain originate from?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘The five kinds of grain arise from the Four 

Elements, for Fire and Air.’ 
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ANNOTATIONS 

[1] Cóng hé  is a colloquialism attested in Lùnhéng  

which became current in Buddhist Chinese. Pre-Buddhist idiom is 

as in Zhu ngz  22:  In the present context, this 

colloquialism enables obvious parallelism of construction between 

cóng hé  and cóng g  . 

[2] Ér  is inserted in order to create the extraordinarily neat pattern 

according to the length CRESCENDO, according to the famous 

‘Gesetz der wachsenden Glieder.’  below shows 

that there is nothing to prevent ér  directly after the pronoun hé 

 in the language of the BYJ. 
[3] The addition of the superfluous w   serves two purposes: it 

links up with classical pre-Buddhist idiom, and at the same time it 

confirms the pattern of the length CRESCENDO. 

[4] Sì dà  refers to the elements dì  ‘earth,’ shu   ‘water,’ 

hu   ‘fire’ and f ng  ‘wind’;  alone, or  would have 

sufficed. The text defies the obligatory pentadic system of the w  
xíng  ‘Five Agents’ of late pre-Buddhist cosmology. 

Retaining the reference to ‘the Four Great Ones’ asserts the 

outlandishness of the text, and at the same time it serves to maintain 

the sustained length CRESCENDO. This text is an example of 

deliberate artistic prose, or to use Eduard Norden’s felicitous 

terminology, it is Kunstprosa.19  

Part 5 

TEXT 

“ ” 

“ ”[1] 

“ ” 

“ [2] ” 

“ ”[3] 

“ [4] ” 

                                                 
19 A basic handbook on the history of classical Chinese prose style, like Eduard von 

Norden’s Die antike Kunstprosa vom VI. Jahrhundert v. Chr. bis in die Zeit der 
Renaissance. I. (von Norden 1958), still remains to be written. I know of no such 

thing, even in Chinese. 
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TRANSLATION 

The brahmans asked: ‘What do the elements, Fire and Air 

originate from?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘The elements Fire and Air arise from 

Emptiness.’ 

The brahmans asked: ‘What does Emptiness originate from?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘It arises from where there is nothing.’ 

The brahmans asked: ‘Where does “where there is nothing” 

originate from?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘It originates from what is naturally so.’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] After the length crescendo, the dialogue reverts to strict 

quadrisyllabic parallelism. 

[2]  is not current pre-Buddhist Chinese and exceedingly 

common, probably as a colloquialism, in Buddhist Chinese. 

[3] After the quadrisyllabic parallelism, the penultimate sequence, 

irregular as so often in classical Chinese artistic prose, reverts to the 

length CRESCENDO mode. 

[4] L oz  25 has a standard pre-Buddhist CRESCENDO with REPETITIO, 

ending in zìrán :  

 

 

 

 

The Buddha ends this sequence in the dialogue with what to a 

Chinese reader must look like a clear ALLUSION to an ancient 

Chinese text, in a standard quadrisyllabic mode.  

Part 6 

TEXT 

“ ” 

“ ”[1] 

“ ”[2] 

[3] [4] “ [5] [6] [7] [8] [9]

[10] ” 
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TRANSLATION 

The brahmans asked: ‘Where does what is naturally so originate 

from?’ 

The Buddha answered: ‘It originates from nirv a.’ 

The brahmans asked: ‘What does nirv a originate from?’ 

The Buddha spoke: ‘As you now ask about matters, why do you 

go so deep into it? Nirv a is a dharma that is beyond life and 

death.’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] But the Buddha goes beyond the Taoist Ultimate, relating it to 

something transcendental: níhuán  ‘Nirvana.’ What is beyond 

Taoist comprehension is the realm of Buddhist conceptual 

transcendentalism. One notes that níhuán , as opposed to the 

completely abstract theorizing f   ‘dharma’ which is introduced 

further down, is abstract and esoteric, but does invite emotional 

attachment: It is an ultimate spiritual aim. 

[2] The brahmans are not satisfied with this ultimate origin and 

continue to dispute and problematize. 

[3] Technically, what we have here is an extensive series of 

MESOZEUGMA, i.e., the omission of a subject which has been made 

explicit in the beginning and is made explicit again at the end. 

[4] Yán  ‘declare’ is not necessarily an interchangeable variation of 

yu   ‘say,’ as we noted before. A contrast between the two 

common verbs of saying may be intended here. 

[5] The Buddha permits himself a very familiar and colloquial form of 

address to the hostile brahmans. However, r   is, of course, 

current colloquial pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[6] Rhetorical question in héy   ‘why (on earth)’ does not appear 

interchangeable here with the otherwise ubiquitous yúnhé  

‘how (on earth)’ in Buddhist Chinese texts which we have seen 

above. 

[7] r  ‘like this’ is colloquial for rúc  , and absent in what I 

know of pre-Buddhist literature. 

[8] The figurative use of sh n  is current in pre-Buddhist Chinese, 

but the Buddha’s focus on the intellectual style of one’s dialogue 

partner is unusual. 

[9] Pre-Buddhist antecedents of the current Buddhist Chinese copula 

shì  do exist. But the Buddha’s colloquialism when expounding 
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the deepest truth in this context is striking: The translator 

deliberately avoids the standard pattern SUBJECT  PREDICATE 

. 

[10] Bù sh ng bù s   ‘neither prone to be born, nor to die; 

subject to neither birth, nor death; beyond the realm of life and 

death’ as a modifier of a nominal expression (technically, as 

VPADN) is not attested in what I know of pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[11] F   ‘dharma’ is abstract esoteric Buddhist terminology which 

the Buddha ends with.  

Part 7 

TEXT 

“ [1] [2] [3] ” 

“ ” 

“ [4] [5] [6] [7]” 

TRANSLATION 

The brahmans asked: ‘Have you, the Buddha, reached nirv a or 

not yet?’ 

The Buddha replied: ‘I have not yet reached nirv a.’ 

‘But if you have not yet reached nirv a, how can you know that 

nirv a is eternal bliss?’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] The question is AD HOMINEM. Fó  may be taken as a so-called 

‘pseudo second person pronoun’ (technically, N-PRO) serving as the 

subject: ‘you, the Buddha.’ Alternatively, this sentence can be taken 

to have an understood subject ‘you,’ and  must then be taken 

adverbially ‘as the Buddha’ (technically: NADV, i.e., a noun 

preceding and modifying a verbal expression, or a ‘denominal 

adverb’). 

[2] The verbal use of níhuán  ‘nirv a’ is important because it is 

one of those cases where the subtle principles of pre-Buddhist 

Chinese grammar are applied even to phonetic loans from the 

Sanskrit. 

[3] Wèi  is not like sentence-final bù  or f u  ‘n’est ce pas,’ 

and means something like ‘or not yet,’ ‘or not quite.’ I would like to 

see pre-Buddhist Chinese examples of this but have not yet found 

one. XYJ 40 has  which shows that the 
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nuance of wèi  meaning ‘not yet’ can be weakened. Victor Mair 

1993 translates: ‘Have there been quite a few people come to seek 

you?’ The polite subtle suggestion does seem to be, however, that if 

they have not, then they will in the future. Technically, one might 

well have to classify wèi  as a post-sentential question- particle 

along the lines of modern Chinese shì bù shì . Technically, 

wèi  would then be a PPOSTADS, i.e., a particle following after a 

sentence and modifying that sentence.
20

 

[4] Ruò  ‘if’ can certainly also be taken to mean ‘you’ in this 

context, but for some reason one hesitates to think that the 

word-play in the form of suspended ambiguity is involved here. 

Technically, this might even be a case of ADIANOETA, i.e., a 

sentence which has one obvious surface meaning but an alternative 

underlying different meaning. 

[5] To the reader steeped in pre-Buddhist Chinese, this introduces a 

passage that echoes the famous story about Zhu ngz  and Huì Sh  

crossing the bridge, where Huì Sh  plays the role of the 

logic-chopping brahmans: ‘Not being a fish, how do you know the 

pleasures of the fish?’ The Buddha is cast here in Zhu ngz ’s rôle 

of the romantic empathies. Yúnhé  introduces what is 

intended as a rhetorical question: ‘How on earth ...?,’ which may be 

paraphrased as ‘it is impossible that ....’ 

[6] The main caesura in this line being after yúnhé , we have a 

clear case of ENJAMBEMENT, the quadrisyllabic group ending 

between a verb and its sentential object. We do find even cases 

where the group ends between a verb and its ordinary nominal 

object. 

Part 8 

TEXT 

[1] “ [2]  

‘ [3] [4] [5] [6] ” 

“ [7] ” 

                                                 
20 One could perhaps regard wèi  as a ‘tensed’ (or here rather aspect) sentence 

final corresponding to the positive y   ‘have not yet until now…’; bù and f u do 

not have this tense aspect, it seems. This connotation of aspect was probably 

weakened in the course of time and wèi  became quite synonymous to sentence 

finals bù, etc. 
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TRANSLATION 

The Buddha said: ‘Now I will ask you: 

“The various creatures of this world, do they live in bitterness or 

in delight?”’ 

The brahmans replied as follows: ‘The various creatures suffer 

intense bitterness.’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] The Buddha declares: ‘I’m now going to put a question to you.’ 

[2] The Buddha persists in the familiar address r   he has used 

before. 

[3] Ti nxià  is redundant; zhòngsh ng  alone would refer 

to all ti nxià zhòngsh ng  in this context. We have 

demonstrative REDUNDANTIA-QUADRISYLLABISM which is ubi- 

quitous throughout all Buddhist literature. The phenomenon is 

fairly common in pre-Buddhist Chinese, but not so typically blatant 

or demonstrative.  

[4] Zhòngsh ng  ‘living creatures; sentient beings,’ like the pre- 

Buddhist zh hóu , is not in fact always plural: ZZ. 39:334b4 

 ‘Thus what has feelings is a sentient being’; 

ZZ. 42:41a04  ‘A bodhisattva is a sentient 

being.’ 

[5] Repeated wéi  ‘does the subject count as X or does it count as 

Y’ as a formative of alternative questions of judgment has been 

used before in this brief introduction: We have a case of structural 

or idiomatic REPETITIO. (Technically, the syntactic function is 

vt+N1.+vt+N2, i.e., a transitive verb with its non-pronominalizable 

predicate nominal object, followed by the same transitive verb 

followed by a different non-pronominalizable predicate nominal.) 

[6] The antonym pair k   ‘be characterized by bitterness’ versus lè 

 ‘be characterized by joyfulness’ has high currency in Buddhist 

Chinese, but it is already found in Lùnhéng.
21

 

[7] The degree of bitterness is, of course, irrelevant and is mentioned 

only for rhythmic euphony. Moreover, in pre-Buddhist Chinese, 

shèn k   always refers to a current highly precarious state, 

whereas here, the reference is not at all to any current situation 

which is precarious. 

                                                 
21 See Yang Baozhong 2002 as an important source for this kind of information. 
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Part 9 

TEXT 

[1] “ [2] [3] ” 

“ [4] [5] ” 

“ [6] [7]  

[8] [9]  

 [10] ” 

TRANSLATION 

The Buddha said: ‘Why do you call this bitterness?’ 

The brahmans answered as follows: ‘We see that when the 

various creatures die they suffer bitter pain and find it hard to 

bear, thus we know that dying is bitter.’ 

The Buddha said: ‘You are not dead at this point, but still you 

know that dying is bitter. 

I have seen that the various Buddhas of the ten regions are 

neither born, nor die, 

therefore I know that nirv a is eternal bliss.’ 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] The Buddha intervenes with an assertive question in the style of 

the logic choppers, which one might exaggeratingly translate thus: 

‘How on earth can you apply the predicate bitterness?’ 

[2] Yúnhé  introduces a provocative or rhetorical question here, 

and is probably significantly distinct from héy  zh  zh  ? 

‘How do you know this?’ 

[3] Míng  ‘apply the name’ is technical logical usage. 

[4] W   was predominantly plural in the Oracle Bones before it 

came to refer to the singular speaker himself. Here, the word must 

be taken in the plural, strictly speaking. However, the wording 

allows one to forget this pedantic detail. 

[5] Cornered, and fully aware that needless to say, not having died 

they know nothing of what it is like to die, just as the Buddha, not 

having entered Nirvana cannot apparently speak of the delights of 

that state, the brahmans become guilty of a mild form of 

ARHYTHMIA, in that they produce a ten-character line, in 

self-defense. 
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[6] The avoidance of the expected repetitive and perhaps insulting wèi 
s   ‘You are not yet dead; you have never yet died’ is not 

fortuitous—it is part of the Buddha’s URBANITAS, Zhu ngz  style.  

[7] Yì  is not, or at least not only ‘also, like me.’ As so often in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, the word means ‘nonetheless, all the same 

likewise.’ 

[8] Pre-Buddhist China tends to speak of sì-f ng  ‘the four 

directions,’ the Yìzh ush   occasionally of b -f ng , 

and the liù-hé , but the Buddha, here, opens new 

transcendental vistas by the outlandish Buddhist technical term 

shí-f ng  ‘the ten directions’ which refers to east, west, south, 

north, d ngnán  ‘south-east,’ x nán  ‘south-west,’ 

d ngb i  ‘north-east’ and x b i  ‘north-west,’ shàng  

‘upper world’ and xià  ‘lower world.’ 

[9] The Buddha mimics the rhythm of his brahman opponents by way 

of playful and triumphant URBANITAS. (As mentioned above, bù 
sh ng bù s   ‘be beyond the cycle of (re)birth and death,’ 

seems unattested in pre-Buddhist Chinese literature. It is referred to 

again, here, as a Buddhist keyword by way of REPETITIO. It will be 

very interesting to see an example in the excavated literature.)  

[10] A reader imbued with the pre-Buddhist Chinese tradition will 

smell in this cháng  an allusion to the prominent use of this term 

in the L oz , as in . 

Part 10 

TEXT 

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6]  

[7] [8]  

[9] “ [10] [11] [12]  

 [13] [14] [15] ” 

TRANSLATION 

The 500 brahmans were delighted and relieved, and they sought 

to receive the Five Prohibitions. 

They grasped the fruits of the srota- panna (first step towards 

enlightenment), and they sat down again, as before. 

The Buddha said: ‘You people listen carefully to me. 

Now I will at length expound for you the various parables.’ 
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ANNOTATIONS 

[1] This does not mean ‘500 brahmans,’ but ‘the 500 (above- 

mentioned) brahmans,’ i.e., the reference is definite. 

[2] The figurative use of k i  is unattested in pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

In T. x n k i  is ubiquitous. Even Dàozàng  426, line 

1638 has sh  rén x n k i shén ji  . 

[3] X nyì  is a current compound which recurs, for example, in 

BYJ 38 and 45, but is also well attested in pre-Buddhist literature, 

such as Ch cí . 

[4] K iji   is a current compound attested, for example, in XYJ 

27.5: . The rhetorical device here, common in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese already, is that of interlocking split 

compounds:  is artistically or artificially split into 

. This rhetorical device is a natural part of the FORMULAIC 

ENCOMIUM at the end of a tale about the Buddha. 

[5] Qiú  is not the standard ‘seek’ but ‘beg to,’ as often in 

Buddhist Chinese. 

[6] Shòu w jiè  does not mean ‘receive the Five Prohibitions,’ 

but ‘to accept the Five Prohibitions’ is formulaic and comes almost 

1,000 times in T. Why and how jiè  came to mean ‘prohibition,’ 

and apparently never ‘to prohibit’ in Buddhist Chinese is a story 

well worth telling in detail. It requires thorough research into the 

earliest translations of Buddhist texts. 

[7] At this point the text reverts to the esoteric technicalities of the 

opening, the srota- panna fruits, i.e., first step to enlightenment. 

[8] The formulaic cóng zuò ér q   of the opening is echoed 

by the equally formulaic fù zuò rú gù . 

[9] The Buddha is not just saying something: yán  indicates that he 

is making an announcement, he declares something. 

[10] The proliferation of pre-Buddhist plurals like r -d ng  in 

Buddhist Chinese is partly motivated by a desire to represent plural 

suffixes in the languages translated from, but in the present preface, 

r   has been used regularly to refer to a multiplicity of 

addressees, as it is again in the next line. The explicit plural here 

serves only RHYTHMIC EUPHONY. 

[11] Shàn  is a regular marker of the imperative mode in Buddhist 

Chinese, as in XYJ: ! ‘Come, come, monks!’ and often 

elsewhere. 
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[12] Shàn t ng  ‘listen!’ is formulaic in Buddhist Chinese (832 

examples in T.). In pre-Buddhist Chinese, of course,  is 

current as well, but it means ‘be good at listening to others.’ 

[13] The Buddha announces that he will shu   ‘expound’ the 

parables, and he uses shu   as in shu f   ‘preach the 

dharma.’ 

[14] Zhòng  is probably not ‘all the many,’ as it would be in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, but ‘a whole set of, many, a whole lot of,’ as 

it often is in Buddhist Chinese, and as we find already in Zhànguó 
cè :  ‘many ordinary people make up strength’ 

and as predicative in the memorable F yí  chapter of Mòz  

:  ‘The learned men in this world 

are many, the good persons are few.’ 

[15] The nominal use of yù  or pìyù  to refer to a literary 

genre is unattested in pre-Buddhist Chinese as far as I know and 

should probably count as a loan translation. Consider in this 

connection the attack on Buddhist predilections for parables in the 

L huò lùn  (T. 52, no. 2102:4b14): 

 As for action, nothing is superior to earnestness; 

 as for discourse, nothing is superior to truthfulness. 

 L oz  eschewed embellished diction, (he didn’t!) 

 and he held basic substantial talk in high esteem. 

 The Buddhist discourse do not point out facts, 

 they only make a broad choice of comparisons/ 

parables. 

 But comparisons/parables are not the main point of 

the Way: 

  they combine different things so as to identify 

them, 

 and they are not crucial in things. 

 Even if formulations are many and the talk is 

wide-ranging, 

 like one carriage load of broken-jade-writing, 

 we still do not regard it as precious. 

  Móuz  said: 

 When a matter has been witnessed together 

  it can be discussed according to the facts. 
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 But if one person has seen a thing and the other 

person has not 

 then it is difficult to speak with him truthfully.  

[16] The ARHYTHMIA in the last line comprising seven characters may 

be surprising at first sight. It dissolves the formulaic high tone of 

the peroration and leads over to the light-hearted jokes that are the 

subject of this BYJ. These parables themselves, as we shall see, are 

very largely dominated by the quadrisylabic rhythm which is 

typically broken at predictable points. 

Part 11 (Postface) 

TEXT 

[1] [2] [3]  

[4] [5] [6]   

[7] [8] [9]  

[10] [11]  

[12] [13]  

[14] [15]  

[16] [17]  

[18] [19]  

[20] [21]  

[22] [23]  

[24] [25]  

[26] [27]  

TRANSLATION 

This s tra has been produced by me. 

It mixes in jokes 

and in many places it contravenes the correct preaching of 

Buddhism. 

If you meditate on the meaning corresponding or corresponding 

to the truth 

you find the case is like that of a bitter powerful medicine 

which is mixed in among sugar cane honey. 

The medicine is for putting a violent end to disease. 

This s tra is also like that. 

Within the true teaching of the dharma there is joking 

and it is like alcoholic drinks. 
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The true dharma is full of Buddhist tranquility, 

and it shines bright over the human world. 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] C  lùn  ‘this stra’ would seem to refer to the present 

‘s tra.’ 

[2] The ‘authorial’ self-reference with the assertive w   invites the 

question who is referring to himself here. The Buddha does refer to 

himself by this assertive pronoun when he says: W  wèi níhuán 

. Must we take the Buddha referring to his own act of zào 

 ‘creation’ of his own s tra as a stra? The matter is confusing. 

[3] Editors zào  ‘create’ or zuò  ‘make, produce’ stras, 

editors merely jí  ‘collect > compile’ s tras, also avad na 
s tras, as pointed out in Menshikov 1986:9.  

[4] Héhé  is ditransitive, and the understood second object is the 

lùn  ‘ stra.’ 
[5] X xiào  ‘laugh joyfully’ may seem pleonastic, until one 

reflects that  in pre-Buddhist Chinese is predominantly derisive 

and contemptuous rather than dominated by pleasure. Technically, 

the term is here VPADN, i.e., a complex verbal expression which 

precedes and modifies a nominal expression. 

[6] X xiào-y   looks like a very early technical term for the 

simple literary genre of a ‘joke.’ 

[7] Du   ‘in many places’ does not strike one as current 

pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[8] Zhèngshí  renders a notion of truth which goes beyond that 

of mere correctness. 

[9] Shu   in contexts like these comes close to a meaning ‘dogma’ 

which is alien to pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[10] The imperative use of gu n  to mean ‘observe!’ is not current 

in pre-Buddist Chinese. It is indeed an important task to see how 

the range of verbs that can be used in the imperative mode in 

Chinese changes through contact with other languages. No Delphic 

gn thi sauton! ‘Know thyself’ in pre-Buddhist Chinese! 

[11] Deontic y ng  ‘should’ becomes very current in Buddhist 

Chinese only, but does have antecedents in the Book of Odes. The 

Hàny  dàzìdi n anachronistically presents ry   as reading 

y ng  as d ng  ‘should.’ The present unusual use of  
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‘approve, accept’ has an antecedent in Zhu ngz , Yùyán : ‘

’, commented upon by Chéng Xuány ng 

: ‘ ’ 

[12] Rúsì  is first attested in Buddhist Chinese and recurs in 

ZTJ. 

[13] K  dúyào  is another case of EURHYTHMIC PLEONASM, 

i.e., superfluous verbiage which serves the purpose of rhythmic 

euphony. 

[14] Note that this REPETITIO is not merely rhetorical, but is strictly 

part of the argument. This shows how rhetorical forms must not be 

viewed in isolation from argument structure. 

[15] This may be the earliest mention of sugar coating in medicine. 

[16] Wèi  ‘serve the purpose of V-ing’ is syntactically interesting 

in that the syntactic category of its object is indeterminate between 

verbality and nominality. Thus technically, this  IS VTOV/N. 

[17] Resultative compounds like pòhuài  ‘smash so as to cause 

to be ruined’ are much more common in pre-Buddhist Chinese than 

current grammars suggest. However, the ‘bleached’ idiomatic use 

of huài , only to reinforce a figuratively used pò , is unheard 

of in pre-Buddhist Chinese. It recurs, though in a related Buddhist 

text, the XYJ 27.5. 

[18] C  lùn  is again an argumentative REPETITIO, which does 

confirm that what is being discussed is emphatically not a j ng  

‘s tra’. 
[19] Rúshì  is used, here, in the current pre-Buddhist manner; 

contrast the opening line of this text. 

[20] Zhèngf   is esoteric technical Buddhist terminology, where 

zhèngshí shu   was an attempt to render things in 

comprehensible Chinese. 

[21] Zhèngf -zh ng xìxiào  deliberately brings out the 

incongruousness of the combination, as in the case of the medical 

pill. 

[22] Pìrú  is idiomatic even in pre-Buddhist Chinese (including 

the Analects), but the combination became overwhelmingly 

common in Buddhist Chinese. 

[23] B   is pejorative in its deictic force (‘that appalling alcohol!’), 

and not, here, a case of EURHYTHMIC PLEONASM.  

[24] The conventional reference of the periphrastic kuángyào  to 
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alcohol is clear enough, but the periphrasis is clearly pejorative, an 

effect reinforced by the preceding b  . It is important to ask the 

question whether  is a Buddhist way of talking disparagingly 

of alcohol. I think it is not, compare the Péi K i  biography 

in the Jìnsh  : ‘ ’ But 

one might, evidently, argue that the dynastic history is written 

under Buddhist lexical influence. 
[25] Jìdìng  ‘ultimate peace’ is a Buddhist keyword, and our 

Postface comes back to this crucial notion again. Indeed, it is the 

word on which the ZTJ postface ends: The word is unattested in 

pre-Buddhist literature. 

[26] Míngzhào  may be overtranslated as ‘throw the light of 

spiritual enlightenment on,’ but this figurative usage has sound 

resonances in pre-Buddhist Chinese. 

[27] Shìji n  translates best into Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 

French ‘le monde’: This mundane world. The radially- 

transcendental opposition is new in Buddhist Chinese, but the 

notion is one of those idioms which are already very common in 

Lùnhéng  and would appear to be a Chinese colloquialism 

that became a core concept in Buddhist Chinese. Contrast the 

current pre-Buddhist rénji n . 

Part 12 

TEXT 

[1]   

[2] [3]  

[4] [5]  

[6] [7]  

 

[8]  

[9] [10]  

[11] 

[12] [13]  

[14]  

[15] [16]  

[17] [18] 

“ ”  
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TRANSLATION 

This is like taking a medicine designed to make one vomit 

in order to cleanse the inside of one’s body. 

And when I now, using this meaning, 

broadcast forth the message of keeping one’s Buddhist 

tranquility. 

It is like the qiétuó (Skr. agada) medicine: 

one wraps it up in leaves. 

Once you have taken the medicine and you have applied the 

strong substance, 

then as for the leaves, one goes on to throw them away. 

The humour is like the leaf-wrapping, 

and the true significance is inside it. 

The wise will pick the correct meaning 

and the humour then corresponds to the leaves. 

ANNOTATIONS 

[1] T xià  is another one of those common resultative verbal 

compounds. The special feature here is that that this resultative 

compound is adnominal. Technically, we have VPADN. 

[2] S rùn  ‘cleanse’ looks like a surprisingly poetic word in this 

mundane context, at first sight. But one must remember that what is 

at issue here is a cleansing of the spiritual inner self: It is because of 

this ultimate inner reference that the poetic diction is felt to be 

appropriate.  

[3] T -zh ng  is not just a case of EURHYTHMIC PLEONASM: The 

notion of the ‘inner’ is important in the context. 

[4] The persistent authorial self-reference in this g th  shows an 

author who feels that his is a new or original kind of composition 

which needs insistent justification. 

[5] Yì  ‘main meaning; message’ is a specifically Buddhist 

technical usage. The word cannot be used in this way in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese, but in Buddhist Chinese this has become 

perfectly current. 

[6] Yú  is a case of semantically extremely bleached EURHYTHMIC 

PLEONASM. The text would be clearer without it, but it would not 

follow the obligatory rhythmic pattern of this pentasyllabic g th . 
[7] The text reverts to its buddhological buzzword, jìdìng  

‘Buddhist settled tranquility’ the elucidation of which is the purpose 

of this literary exercise. 
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[8] This postnominal ér  marks off an instrumental adverb: ‘by the 

use of tree-leaves one wraps them up.’ 

[9] At last we find a trace of a traditional classical Chinese 

PARALLELISM with ISOCOLON (same length of the parallel phrases): 

q  yào  ‘take the medicine’ is supported by the structurally 

superficially similar tú dú  ‘smear on the drug.’ I say 

‘superficially’ because tú  ‘smear on’ is in fact semantically 

complex in that it contains an ellipsis of a contextually determinate 

object, i.e., the surface that something is smeared on. Technically, 

 is VTTON1(.+PREP+N2), i.e., a ditransitive verb with its explicit 

direct object, and with an omitted prepositional object which is 

retrievable from the pragmatic context. 

[10] Jìng  ‘to finish,’ ‘S1 having finished, S2 happened,’ ‘after S1, 

S2’ is here used in a grammatical way that is unattested in 

pre-Buddhist Chinese. Technically, it is VPOSTADS1.ADS2, i.e., a 

verb following after and modifying a sentence S1, this whole 

construction preceding and modifying another sentence S2. 

[11] In this line, again, the author indulges in standard pre-Buddhist 

Chinese classical artistic prose style:  

...  

...  

[12] Xìxiào  is nominalized here, and such nominalization of 

this current binome is not common in pre-Buddhist literature, 

although it does in fact occur in the B n Zh o’s  N jiè 

where it is advised:  ‘One should not develop a liking for 

joking and laughing.’ 

[13]  

A. Yè  is adnominal, technically: NMADN, i.e., a mass noun 

preceding and modifying a main nominal expression. I am not 

aware of an example of this in pre-Buddhist Chinese, but this 

absence would not seem to be significant: We might just as well 

have had such an example. 

B. Again, this line cultivates a classical parallelism between xìxiào 

 and yèl  . 

[14] The compiler is aware that his jests were not worthy of Buddhist 

truth, but they were needed as sweetener for the outlandish 

dogmatic pill of the Buddhist truth, the shíyì  of which he has 
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spoken before, and for which esoteric Buddhist term there is no 

pre-Buddhist example. 

[15] In true classical rhetorical style, the author opts for VARIATIO 

between the synonymous shíyì  and zhèngyì , both of 

which terms refer to the true Buddhist message. 

[16] The zhìzhe  is not ‘the man of true wisdom,’ but in fact ‘the 

man of good sense, the sensible reader.’ 

[17] Y ng  is ‘should, must’. Here comes the rub: It stands to argue 

that there came to be those who insisted that getting the true 

essence of the Buddhist message was not so much in rejecting the 

‘inappropriate’ and non-Buddhist tale, but in getting the joke. One 

thing is to recognize that life is a joke. Another thing—true 

enlightenment, as it happens—is to actually get that joke. 

[18] One might be tempted to diagnose a rhyme in the last two lines 

here, between yì  and qì , but the facts do not oblige: The 

words are pronounced something like / i / and /khi/ in Middle 

Chinese, if we are to believe P n Wùyún , and their rhyme 

groups are universally recognized as being not the same:  versus 

. 

[19] What jìng  ‘ends’ here, compiled by the venerable Sa gasena 

is, after all, openly declared to be The Garland of Folly, and not 
some S tra of One Hundred Parables. In the first place, there are 

only 98 tales. In the second place the translator-compiler of the 

Chinese text acknowledges that what he translated did not 

originally present itself as a s tra. There is, of course, the genre of 

the j ng-lùn , the ‘ stra on a s tra,’ like A vago a’s (M míng 

) famous Dàshèng zhu ngyán j ng-lùn , as S n 

Chàngw   from Nánk i University in Ti nj n kindly points 

out to me. And the wide open question remains whether indeed we 

need to read our book as a stra on a s tra. More specifically, 

whether we need to construe the Buddha, in the introductory 

dialogue to the book, really learning from L oz  after all, as the 

Chinese tradition has long claimed he did. There still remains very 

much to learn about The Garland of Folly. 
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Conclusion 

What is clear already at this point is that The Hundred Parables S tra, 

which is supposed to have been translated from the Sanskrit, does not, 

in fact, contain 100 parables, is not, in fact, a s tra in the first place, 

and was by all appearances not, in fact, directly translated from the 

Sanskrit, but adapted to the Chinese audience.  

Significantly, The Hundred Parables S tra opens with a joke 

which comes dangerously close to poking fun at replacing real life 

with Buddhist monasticism, while the Buddhist truth ought to be no 

more than ‘the salt of life.’ More seriously still, the book plays around 

with the formulaic conventions of s tras in a text which openly 

declares itself not be a s tra at all. It is thus neither a fake s tra, nor a 

so-called ‘doubtful s tra.’ It is a delightful new thing: A ‘playful 

s tra.’ No wonder that this playful effect of the whole thing needed to 

be mitigated by narrowly sectarian moralizing commentaries which 

turned out so uncongenial that Eduard Chavannes, for his part, like 

many later translators, thought he served the book best by omitting 

these fundamentally apologetic ‘morals of the tales.’ 
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[Excellent annotated critical edition with a very learned introduction.] 

- Wáng Yuèq ng , Fàn Y n  (ed./tr.) 2007: B iyù j ng . 

Zhèngzh u , Zh ngzh u g jí ch b nshè   

[Careful edition with a translation and succinct annotation.] 

- Wú Xuéqín  (tr.) 1998: B iyù j ng . Héféi , nhu  

ch b nshè . 

- Zhèng Shíf ng  (ed./tr.) 1956: B iyù j ng x nshì . Shàngh i 

, Rénmín m ishù ch b nshè . 

- Zh u Jìng , L  Rán , Zh u Wéi  (tr.) 2008: B iyù j ng . 

B ij ng , Zh ngguó wénsh  ch b nshè  

[Sparsely annotated and translated popular edition.] 

- Zh u Shàoliáng  (ed./tr.) 1993: B iyù j ng j nyì . B ij ng 

, Zh nghuá sh jú .  

[Authoritative translation with sparse annotation.] 

- Zh u Shàoliáng  (tr.) 2006: B iyù j ng xiángzhù . B ij ng 

, B ij ng túsh gu n ch b nshè .  

[Authoritative translation, actually very sparsely annotated, with outstanding 

illustrations. The Afterword has some interesting bibliographic notes.] 
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Brement, C., LeGoff, J., Schmitt, J. C. 1982: L‘“exemplum”. Tournhout, Brepols. 

Bukky  bungaku sh  - Ch goku kotengaku taikei  - 

. Vol. 60. Tokyo, Heibonsha, 1975. 
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et traduits en Français. 4 vols. Paris, Maisonneuve.  
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buddhological notes of all the stories.] 

Eifring, Halvor 1992: A Concordance to Baiyujing. With an introduction by L. N. 

Menshikov. Oslo, Solum Forlag. 

Gurevich, Isabella Samoilovna 1964: Srednekitajskij jazyk. Moscow, Nauka. 
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work in the history of Chinese historical grammar predating Western and Chinese 

works within this field.] 

Hertel, Johannes 1912: Ein altindisches Narrenbuch, Sitzung vom 29. April 1911, in 

Berichte über die Verhandlungen der königlich sächsischen Gesellschaft der 
Wissenschaften zu Leipzig. Philologisch-Historische Klasse, vierundsechzigster 
Band. Leipzig, Teubner. 

Hertel, Johannes 1921: The Thirty-Two Bhara aka Stories. Edited together with an 

introduction, variants, explanatory notes, and a glossary. Leipzig, Sächsische 

Forschungsinstitute in Leipzig. 

Jullien, Stanislas 1859: Les Avad nas. 2 vols. Paris, Benjamin Dupray.  

[Pioneering work by a great French grammarian.] 

Mair, Victor 1993: “The Linguistic and Textual Antecedents of The Sutra of the Wise 
and the Foolish.” In: Sino-Platonic Papers 36. 

Makita Tairyo  1976: Gigy  kenky  . Kyoto, Ky to daigaku. 

[Important learned treatise on apocryphal sutras by a Japanese student of Zhèng 

Zhènduó ] 

Men ikov, L. N. 1980: “Les paraboles bouddhiques dans la littérature chinoise.” In: 

Bulletin de l‘Ecole française d'Extrême-Orient 67 (1980): 303-336. 

Moser-Rath, Elfriede 1984: ‘Lustige Gesellschaft’ - Schwank und Witz des 17. und 18. 
Jahrhunderts in kultur-und sozialgeschichtlichem Kontext. Stuttgart, Metzler. 

Ting Nai-Tung 1980: “A Type Index of Chinese Folktales.” In: The China Quarterly 

84 (Dec. 1980): 783-784. 

Tubach, Frederic C. 1969: Index Exemporrum: A Handbook of Medieval Religious 
Tales. FF Communications, vol. 204. Helsinki, Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia. 

Wáng B ngwéi  2007: Fój ng gùshì . B ij ng , Zh nghuá 

sh jú . 

Wáng Y huì  2002: B iyù j ng de yùyán zhìhuì . Táib i 

, Hàodú ch b nshè . 
Wèi Jìnf ng  2004: B iyù j ng zhìhuì . Táib i , Gu ngdá 

wénhuà shìyè y uxiàng ngs  . Reprinted in B ij ng , 

Zh ngguó huáqiáo ch b nshè  2005  

[Amply illustrated popular edition without the ancient commentaries on each tale.] 

Yermakov, M. E. (tr.) 1991: Zhizneopisanija dostojnykh monakhov ( ). 

Moscow, Nauka, 1991. 

[This contains a useful 100-page introduction as well as a detailed bibliography of 

Japanese, Chinese, Russian as well as Western European sources.] 

Yuet Keung Lo 2006: “The Drama of Numskulls: Structure, Texture and Functions of 

the Scripture of one hundred parables.” In: Early Medieval China 12 (2006): 

69-90. 
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Appendix 1: Comparison between BYJ 57 and Zá pìyù j ng , T.4, no.207: 

525b29-c9 
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Appendix 2: Comparison between BYJ, T.4:551a and Záyù j ng , T.54, no. 

2123:143c7 
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Appendix 3: Comparison between BYJ 2 and Zhòng j ng zhuàn zá pì yù 

, T.4, no.208:532c15 
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COMING TO TERMS WITH TERMS 

THE RHETORICAL FUNCTION OF TECHNICAL TERMS IN 
CHÁN BUDDHIST TEXTS 

 
CHRISTOPH ANDERL 

 
Terms and the redefinition and re-interpretation of traditional 
Buddhist concepts played a crucial role in establishing a 
Chán-specific identity and doctrinal framework, in addition to 
marking a distinction to other schools’ teachings, practices, and 
doctrines.1 The specific use of terms is closely connected to 
other important developments in Chán, for example, the 
appearance of specific literary genres and rhetorical devices. This 
paper intends to analyze some aspects of the use of terms and the 
redefinition of concepts during different stages of the 
development of Chán, specifically by comparing the early period 
(ca. 650–800), the late Táng and Five Dynasties periods, and the 
period of the early Sòng when Chán classics such as the Línjì lù 
were edited. Important sources for this study are the writings of 
the early Chán School preserved in the various collections of the 
D nhuáng manuscripts.2 

Terms in D nhuáng Texts 

Many of the early Chán texts are originally only preserved in 
manuscript form since they did not become part of the ‘orthodox’ 
Chán canon and were subsequently not transmitted after the so-called 

                                                 
1 I use the word ‘school’ here not as referring to an institutional entity, but rather 
referring to groups who shared a common doctrinal or ideological framework within 
communities of Buddhists. The term ‘schools’ referring to monastic institutions 
cannot be properly applied before Sòng times. 
2 These handwritten manuscripts were discovered in ca. 1900 and closely studied 
from the 1960s onwards, specifically by Japanese scholars, such as Yanagida Seizan 

, Ui Hakuj  , etc., and in the 1980s and 1990s also by American 
scholars. The study of these manuscripts led to a complete re-evaluation of the early 
period of Chán which was previously only known through the retrospective and 
sectarian historiography of the Chán schools of the Sòng period. There are basically 
two types of texts among the Chán D nhuáng findings: (a) texts written in the form of 
treatises, and (b) historiographic texts of various early Chán factions. In the limited 
framework of this study, mainly early Chán texts in treatise form will be considered. 
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‘Southern’ branch of Chán gained dominance from the mid-8th century 
onwards. Since they were not edited and revised as most texts of the 
‘classical’ Chán were, they give us a unique opportunity to study the 
multifaceted thoughts of early Chán monks. The interpretation of 
terms and concepts played an important role already in these early 
texts. 

Before dealing more specifically with some of these texts it is 
important to shortly discuss the issue of Buddhist terms in Táng 
Buddhism. During my research visit at Kyoto University in spring 
2008, I had the opportunity to browse through the facsimiles of the 
various D nhuáng collections. It was striking how many manuscripts 
and manuscript fragments actually deal with the meaning of Buddhist 
terms and concepts, in addition to the many manuscripts containing 
parts of dictionaries and word lists on the meanings and pronunciation 
of Chinese characters and words. 

During the Táng Dynasty an enormous number of Buddhist terms 
were circulating in countless s tra texts, in addition to translated 
commentaries and commentaries/treatises produced by Chinese 
Buddhists. The 6th and 7th centuries—when Buddhism was already 
well-established in both the north and south of China—witnessed the 
emergence of a variety of Buddhist schools of thought, often differing 
not in terms of actual Buddhist practices and rituals, but rather 
concerning the interpretation of (often contradictory) concepts and 
doctrines found in the numerous translations of Indian s tras and 

stras.3 The creative attempts to overcome contradictions and create 

                                                 
3  In order to succeed with the project of synthesizing the incoherent or even 
contradictory concepts, thoughts, and sets of doctrines appearing in the Buddhist key 
scriptures, certain devices were crucial: The application of ‘two truths’ models (i.e., 
contradictory concepts could be assigned to certain slots pertaining to different 
spheres of function, for example, the ‘mundane’ vs. the ‘absolute’ level). The 
important concept of up ya (Ch. f ngbiàn ), ‘expedient means,’ could be applied 
in a similar way: Certain concepts, doctrines, practices could be assigned a valid 
function restricted to specific circumstances and instances—stripping them of a 
general validity. Another important device is the organization of concepts and terms 
in hierarchical taxonomies (a good example is the organization of consciousnesses 
[shí ] and mental functions in the 6th and 7th centuries, some models reaching up to 
nine consciousnesses). These devices are, of course, often combined in order to 
achieve consistent doctrinal models (e.g., in the nine consciousnesses-model, the first 
eight are assigned a provisional status, whereas only the ninth pure consciousness is 
considered as ‘real’). Last, but not least, the Madhymika theories on insubstantiality 
can be used to invalidate the meaning of any concept/doctrinal statement. Already in 
traditional Mah y na this led to endless chains of synonyms (often consisting of 
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a synthesis of different sets of doctrines and thoughts led to the 
appearance of a large corpus of treatises and apocryphal scriptures 
which became the foundation for the formation of the Buddhist 
schools of thought typical for the Suí and Táng dynasties. The attempt 
to solve contradictions and create coherent doctrinal systems 
undoubtedly involved a massive scholarly effort by the Buddhist 
monks concerned with these projects, and the appearance of Chán can 
be regarded as evolving from these doctrinal discussions, at the same 
time being a reaction to this predominantly scholarly approach to 
Buddhism.4 

Below is the text of three pages from a D nhuáng booklet 
explaining some basic Buddhist terms in the form of questions and 
answers:5 

[...] “ ” “ ” “ ” 
“ ” “ ” “

; ” “ ” “ ” 
“ ” “  […]” 

[…] Furthermore, [someone] asked: ‘As for sentient beings, how many 
substances [lit. things] make up their bodies?’ Answer: ‘Nine 
Substances make up the body.’ ‘How are these substances called?’ 
Answer: ‘The Four Elements and Five Skandhas, those are called the 
Nine Substances.’ Question: ‘How many kinds of Four Elements are 

                                                                                                         
originally antonymous or not directly related concepts). All these elements are also 
important devices in early (and of course also later) Chán texts. Early Ti ntái 
Buddhism also specialized on these issues and it is obvious that the emerging Chán 
movement received much inspiration by this approach. Likewise, transmission texts 
(which in the course of time became the very key-genre of Chán literature) were of 
concern for early Ti ntái. 
4 The fabrication of apocryphal scriptures played a key role in the ‘sinization’ of 
Buddhism in China, both on the level of doctrinal and ‘popular’ Buddhism. 
Apocryphal scriptures were the ideal medium for reformulating key concepts in the 
Chinese context, while at the same time firmly rooting them in the authority of Indian 
scriptures. Probably the most important apocryphal scripture (not only for Chán!) in 
this respect was the Dàshèng q xìn lùn  (Treatise on Awakening of Faith 

in the Mah y na, T.32, nos. 1666 and 1667). 
5 Booklets explaining basic Buddhist concepts are numerous among the D nhuáng 
manuscripts. This booklet is preserved at the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, St. 
Petersburg, and has the number x2823 (for a facsimile reproduction see the 
exhibition catalogue Shiruku r do monji o tadotte  [On 
the Trail of Texts Along the Silk Road]. Kyoto, Kyoto National Museum / The 
Institute of Oriental Manuscripts of the Russian Academy of Sciences, St. Petersburg 
2009:76-77 (booklet page numbers 18, 19, 20). 
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there?’ Answer: ‘There are two kinds: first, there are the internal; 
second, there are the external.’ ‘How are the External Four Elements 
called?’ Answer: ‘Earth, Water, Fire, Wind, those are called the 
External Four Elements.’ ‘What are the Internal Four Elements called?’ 
Answer: ‘Internally there are bones, flesh, solids […].’ 

Very complex patterns of explanation of terms can be found on 
some D nhuáng manuscripts. An example is ms. x130 (Institute of 
Oriental Manuscripts, St. Petersburg), in a text called W yùn lùn 

 (Treatise on the Five Skandhas), with the following patterns of 
explanation: 

[Question pattern] [ ] X ‘what does [the term] X mean?’ 
[Answer pattern] …  ‘[X] is referred to … as its nature 
(essence)’ 

Example: 
[Question]  
What means ‘to apply one’s mind’ ( )?  
[Answer] ‘It is referred to [as such because] it 
causes the mind to set out for enlightenment as its essence (i.e., as its 
essential meaning).’ 

[Question pattern]  X [ ]) “For what reason 
does one refer to/expound [the term] X?” 
[Answer pattern] …  X “Because of … one refers 
to expounds [the term] X.” 

Example: 
[Question] ‘ ' ' ’ “For what reason does one 
expound the name (term) ‘realm’ (jiè )?” 
[Answer] ‘ ' ' ’ “Because of 
its meaning ability to maintain non-activity and its intrinsic feature of 

applying nature the name (term) is expounded as ‘realm.’”7 

Concerning the development of terms, the following aspects can be 
observed: Simultaneously with the increasing popularity of Buddha- 
nature theories (which by no means were dominating theories in 
Indian Buddhism), as well as Hu yán and Ti ntái theories concerning 
the interpenetration of phenomena and the identity of principle and 
phenomena, sets of synonyms and quasi-synonyms increased and 

                                                 
6 ‘X’ referring to the term to be explained. 
7 The translation is tentative. 
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‘identical meanings’ of (originally different) terms became popular. 
Together with the excessive interpretation and re-interpretation of 
terms, this led to a certain inflation of meanings connected to these 
terms (within a certain rhetorical context a term sometimes could 
nearly mean anything, if this was intended), as well as imprecise and 
more or less deliberate interpretations. This indicates an extremely 
creative period concerning the commenting and interpretation of 
Buddhist doctrines—as well as new developments of doctrinal and 
sectarian systems (first one ‘inflates’ the meaning of an existing term 
and then one ‘superimposes’ a new meaning on that term), but at the 
same time this must have also caused considerable confusion and 
uncertainty concerning the meaning of Buddhist concepts. 

The following questions can be posed: Considering the amount of 
translations which were produced until and during Táng times, 
accompanied with the introduction of numerous terms and 
concepts—who, indeed, could keep track of all these terms, who was 
considered the authority concerning their interpretation, what 
repertoire of terms did an average scholar-monk possess, and what 
kind of resources and reference tools did monks and nuns have for 
their disposition?8 We know that coming to terms with terms has 
always been an important issue in the development of Chinese 
Buddhism, if we think of such practices as the matching of Buddhist 
terms with Daoist concepts which can be observed in early 
translations, the organization of scriptures in a hierarchical system in 
order to deal with the phenomenon that concepts/terms are interpreted 
very differently in different scriptures, and the heated debates 
concerning central concepts (such as the nature of the mind) raging in 
the 6th and early 7th centuries. Three important aspects can be observed 
in this respect: 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 The many word lists and dictionary fragments among the D nhuáng manuscripts 
indicate that there were probably a variety of reference tools accessible to monks and 
nuns (most likely kept in monastery libraries). 
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 the pronunciation of terms/words (phonological aspect),9 
 the meaning of terms (semantic aspect), and 
 the identification of the Chinese graphs which were used to write 

the terms. 

We have much evidence that all these issues were of great concern 
to the Táng Chinese clergy. Browsing through the D nhuáng 
manuscripts we find numerous fragments of lexicographical materials, 
such as the Y qiè j ng y nyì  and other texts and lists 
concerned with the meaning and reading of Buddhist terms and 
concepts found in Buddhist texts. Lexica, such as the Lóngk n 

sh ujìng  (10th century), were composed for the purpose of 
deciphering the hand-written copies of Buddhists s tras and treatises. 
Not only is the reading of handwritten treatises a great challenge for 
scholars today, but obviously already for the respective contemporary 
readers! 

The exposure to this vast number of terms and concepts was 
probably one of the factors that led to the formation of the type of 
texts typical for the early Chán school(s), with an emphasis on a rather 
small number of terms, their interpretation, as well as the creation of 
new terms which could be directly related to this faction of Chinese 
Buddhism. These texts appeared not coincidentally when the Chán 
movement entered the buzzing life of the capitals of Cháng’ n and 
Luòyáng, among the world’s largest cities of that time, with a vivid 
intellectual and cultural life: “Just as Chinese nature poetry originally 
developed among city dwellers, so was the almost barnyard 
primitivism and anti-intellectualism of ‘classical’ Táng-dynasty Chán 
created in a highly sophisticated, literate milieu of the Five Dynasties 
and Sòng dynasty periods.”10 The early Chán School had to deal with 
this new ‘public,’ consisting of members of the Imperial household, 
the aristocracy, the literati, and countless fellow monks of different 
Buddhist schools, Daoist magicians and masters, as well as a more 

                                                 
9 This is actually a very important aspect and several dictionaries and word lists give 
priority to the sound over the explanation of the meanings of Chinese characters. One 
of the reasons for this is the great popularity of dh ra  texts during the Táng (and to 
a lesser degree also in the Sòng period). These texts contain sections which have no 
obvious meaning at all, but emphasize the sound of the Chinese characters (on this 
issue see also the Introduction to his volume). In order to preserve the soteriological 
effectiveness of the sounds, it was considered extremely important to read the 
characters in the correct way.  
10 See McRae 2003:37. 
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general public to be converted to the movement’s religious ideas. The 
early texts of the Chán School directly give witness to this 
development that, in the long run, proved to be highly successful. 

An Analysis and Re-interpretation of Terms in the Early Chán 

We can discern several important features in the treatment of terms in 
early Chán texts. These early texts are usually firmly grounded in the 
prevailing doctrinal framework of that time (i.e., often dealing with 
the themes of Buddha-nature (tath ghatagarbha), the nature of mind, 
Mind-only (wéix n ) theories, prajñ p ramit  thought, etc.); 
however, the approach and treatment of these topics show specific 
features. In this section some of these features will be discussed. 

Levels of Truth 

Applying the Two Truths11 model, terms are frequently discussed on 
two levels, a ‘conventional’ and a deeper or ‘absolute’ level. In the 
Commentary to the F jù j ng (Fó shu  f jù j ng )12 there 
is a division between the ‘regular interpretation’ of terms and the 
interpretation based on ‘contemplative analysis,’ indicated by the 
terms nèi  ‘inside (internally)’ and wài  ‘outside (externally).’ 
For example, hùf  shànshén , traditionally referring to 
benevolent deities protecting the Buddhist teachings, are explained in 
the following way (Pelliot Chinois 2192, folio 9, lines 8 10): 

[ ]
 

                                                 
11 Two Truths theories became very popular in texts by Zhìy   (538 597); he is 
the de facto founder of the Ti ntái School, attempting to create a consistent system of 
Buddhist teachings; the Two Truths approach played an important role in this project.  
12 This is an apocryphal s tra; the commentary to it was found by Tanaka Ry sh  

 on Pelliot Chinois 2192 (here, I am not concerned with the more 
conventional commentary on Pelliot Chinois 2325); for a more detailed description of 
this commentary, see McRae 1986:202f, including a very good discussion of the 
technique of ‘contemplative analysis;’ in addition, McRae cites several examples from 
this text (ibid.:198 207). 
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‘Benevolent Deities Protecting the Dharma’: 
The exterior explanation is (i.e., superficially, they are explained in the 
following way): They resemble the features of human devas or 
non-human devas [?], are difficult to see, and they protect people 
practicing good deeds.  

The interior explanation is (i.e., on a deeper level they are explained 
in the following way): ‘To protect the Dharma’ refers to the mind 
enlightened to the Principle. ‘Deity’ (deva) refers to the unfathomable 
function [of the mind]. As soon as there is the tiniest activity of deluded 
thoughts arising, the mind-source protects the dharma-k ya and 
prevents it from being polluted; for this reason the name (term) [

] was established. 

Note that the phrase  is broken up into two parts, the 
verbal phrase hùf   ‘protect the dharma’ is equated with the 
abstract noun x n  ‘mind,’ generally the central term in Chán 
Buddhist treatises; the nominal head of the original phrase, shén  
‘deity’ (referring to an external protector of the dharma), on the other 
hand, is equated with an activity, i.e., the protective function of one’s 
innate Buddha-nature/Buddha-mind. Thus, not only the reinter- 
pretation of the phrase is of interest, but also the technique how this is 
syntactically/rhetorically achieved: In this case by an inversion of the 
grammatical structure, the modifying verbal phrase  is 
transformed into a noun (agens ‘subject’), whereas the nominal head 
phrase  is transformed into a verbal action (predicate). 

Another strategy in the text is to divide up the meaning of a term 
into different aspects (which are often numerically organized), into a 
‘conventional’ aspect and a ‘deeper aspect’ (y  zhe  … èr zhe 

 …); as in the example above, this is an application of the Two 
Truths theory (mundane vs. absolute); the levels of interpretation 
conform to the ‘levels of truth.’ In the following example, a 
frequently-used disyllabic term (ch ji   ‘to leave one’s family 
[to become a monk/nun]’) is analyzed in the following way. This 
word, originally consisting of a transitive verb with a noun as object, 
is usually used as a fixed phrase/term in Buddhist texts. Note that in 
order to reanalyze it, not only two levels of meanings are suggested, 
but the verb is also separated from its object which, in turn, is 
modified by complex verbal phrases. The ‘splitting’ of set terms into 
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their components is a typical technique in the re-analysis of words in 
this type of texts (Pelliot Chinois 2192, folio 10, lines 9 14):13 

;  

 

; ; 
 

As for leaving home there are two kinds: first, mentally leaving home; 
second, leaving home by appearance. 

As for leaving home by appearance (xiàng ), one leaves the 
home of one’s father and mother who gave birth to one, the home of 
one’s blood relatives. One maintains the precepts (prohibitions), shaves 
off one’s hair, dyes one’s clothes14 [black], [upholds] the Four Noble 
Truths and the dignified deportment [proper for a monk]. There is still 
cultivation, there is gain and attachment, and there are defiled actions; 
this is referred to as monk by appearance (xiàngs ng ).  

As for mentally (x n ) leaving home, one leaves the home of the 
Five Skandhas, Six Thieves, and Eighteen Realms.15 As for its form, it 
may be a monk (dào ) or a layman (sú ). As for practice, there is 
no cultivation,16 no virtue, no profit, no benefit. Both objects [of 
perception] and wisdom disappear—utterly disappear (disappear once 
and for all). Transcending the distinction between principle and 
phenomena, everything is in a state of purity. This is referred to as 
monk by essence (t s ng ) and is the leaving home in an 

unconditioned way (wúwéi ch ji  ).17 

                                                 
13 References to folio and lines are according to the facsimile-photographs published 
by the International Dunhuang Project; the punctuation is my own. 
14 R ny   is also used as translation for Skr. k y , ‘monk’s robes.’ 
15 The ‘Six Thieves’ refer to the six sense organs, the whole phrase refers to the 
interaction between sense organs, sense functions, and sense realms (3x6=18). 

16 I read  as xi   ‘cultivate’ (compare the popular variant  for xi  listed 
in the Fójiào nánzì zìdi n ); McRae reads bèi  ‘preparation.’ 
17 For an alternative translation of the third paragraph, see McRae 1986:203. 
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In the process of dividing up the meaning of the term on two levels 
(and breaking up its internal morphological structure), new 
expressions/terms are created:18 

 

Typically for early Chán texts, the ‘deeper’ truth level is usually 
related to the functioning of the mind (x n ; this remained the 
cardinal and most frequently used term throughout the history of 
Chán, including compound words containing x n). These inter- 
pretations focusing on mental activities are obviously a result of the 
extensive discussions on the nature of mind which were ardently 
pursued during the 6th and 7th centuries, and the success of the 
Buddha-nature theories in which Buddha-nature is equated to the Pure 
Mind (as well as the mixing of Buddha-nature theories with Yog c ra 
thought, with the emphasis on objects as representations of the Mind). 
As such, the mind is frequently described as a quasi-substantial entity 
not subject to birth and death.19 

                                                 
18 ‘o’ indicates object relationship, ‘>’ indicates the direction of modification. 
19 The most influential text in this respect was the apocryphal Awakening of Faith. 
Note that mostly kataphatic references (i.e., with the help of ‘positive’ terminology) 
to the (Buddha-)Mind in pre-Chán doctrinal texts (dealing with the nature of mind) 
and early Chán texts were sometimes replaced by apophatic ones in later Chán text, 
for example, y x n  ‘One Mind’ or zh nx n  ‘True Mind’ (kataphatic), as 
opposed to wúx n ‘No-Mind’ (apophatic), probably in order to escape the accusation 
of being ‘essentialist’ and not conforming to the doctrine of insubstantiality. 



COMING TO TERMS WITH TERMS 215

Contemplative Analysis 

The technique of the so-called ‘contemplative analysis’ of terms (the 
examples in the paragraph above can also be grouped under this 
technique) was an important feature of Chán literary creativity from 
its very beginning. Many of the D nhuáng texts attributed to members 
of the early Chán School contain examples of this type of 
interpretation of terms. ‘Contemplative analysis’ is occasionally used 
in secondary literature as a translation of the Ti ntái term gu nx n shì 

.20 This technique was originally used by Zhìy   in his 
commentary on the Lotus S tra. McRae uses ‘contemplative analysis’ 
in order to refer to this phenomenon.21 Bernard Faure refers to this 
rhetorical technique as ‘symbolic exegesis’22 and ‘contemplative or 
allegorical hermeneutics.’23 

The phrase is used especially often (18 times) in Zhìy ’s Miàof  

liánhuá j ng wénjù  (T. 35, no. 1718). Similar to the 
technique used in the Commentary to the F jù j ng, words and phrases 
from the Lotus S tra are analyzed on a ‘deeper’ level; this kind of 
explanation is introduced by the phrase gu nx n shì zhe  
(‘as for an explanation based on the contemplation of Mind;’ this 
seems to be sometimes contrasted with the phrase shìgu n zhe 

, referring to a more conventional or mundane explanation). In the 
style of contemplative analysis, ‘Bodhi Tree’ (pútí shù ), for 
example, is explained in the following way: 

 

                                                 
20 On gu nx n shì, see Nakamura:197a and Foguang:6951. The term appears, for 
example, in Zhìy ’s Commentary to the Lotus S tra, the Miàof  liánhuá j ng xuányì 

, T.33, no.1716:692c25.  
21 See McRae 1986:201 202.  
22 See Faure 1997:41; for a discussion on the influence of Ti ntái teachings on early 
Chán, see ibid.:49 53. 
23 Another topic in these texts is the reinterpretation of the ‘Ten Evil Deeds’ (shíè 

), positively interpreted as activities in the context of Bodhisattva practice 
(ibid.:101 102). Other examples can be found in the Lìdài f b o jì  
(T.52, no.2075), the Platform S tra, S ngchóu's  treatises on Pelliot Chinois 
3559, and even the Línjì lù from the Sòng Dynasty. As such, there is a continuity in 
the Chán interpretation of the Ten Evil Deeds from the earliest period of Chán until its 
‘classical’ and post-classical period. 
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As for the explanation by contemplating the Mind: ‘Tree’ refers to the 
great tree of the 12-fold chain of causation; if one deeply contemplates 
the dependant arising one naturally achieves bodhi. One wishes to give 
shade to and benefit the sentient beings with the tree (forest) of pure 
(unconditional) dharmas, therefore I talk about contemplating the [word] 
‘tree.’ 

As one can deduct, the technique of ‘contemplative analysis’ used 
in early Chán scripture is by no means a new invention, however, its 
frequency, and especially the way how explanations are occasionally 
stretched to a nearly absurd limit, make it a unique feature of this kind 
of texts and easily recognizable as early Chán scriptures. 

New Terms and the Reduction to Key Terms 

Through the abovementioned techniques new terms, new combi- 
nations of established terms, and new interpretations were created. 
These terms were treated in different literary forms of commentaries 
and treatises, for example, the F jù j ng sh  is a phrase-by-phrase 

commentary with focus on the reinterpretation of terms on a deeper 
level, whereas the D nhuáng text Xi  x nyaò lùn  (Treatise 

on the Essentials of Cultivating the Mind) is a treatise in the form of 
questions and answers. In the treatise, a few selected terms are focused 
upon.24  

In this kind of treatise, there is also great focus on meditative 
techniques and a number of key expressions. Whereas the description 
of meditative techniques is often rather conservative, the interpretation 
of the terms related to these practices contain many innovations. The 
Xi  x nyaò lùn, for instance, simultaneously addresses the questioner 
(appearing in the text), as well as the potential reader (reading the 
text), thus directing the text to a two-fold audience. Traditional 
practices as, for example, zh  gu n ‘cessation and contem- 
plation,’ w tíng x ngu n  ‘five kinds of contemplation,’ 
and sìniànchù  ‘four bases of mindfulness’ are combined in 
the context of Mah y na thought (a project which was already begun 
in the 5th and 6th centuries).25 

                                                 
24 For a thorough study and edition of this text, see McRae 1986. 
25 A very important monk in this respect was S ngchóu  (480 560); there are 
several treatises among the early D nhuáng Chán ascribed to this monk (for a detailed 
study of this monk and the manuscripts, see Anderl 1995). 
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The appearance of this particular form of treatises is probably 
related to new challenges the early Chán factions were confronted 
with. The reinterpretation of terms had also a great impact on ethical 
questions (vinaya), and—along the line of interpreting technical terms 
described above—also an ‘inner’ aspect of the monastic and ethical 
rules was established which was assumed to go beyond the traditional 
maintaining of monastic (or lay-Buddhist) precepts. New terms related 
to this development were, for example, x njiè  (‘Mind- 
precepts’), y x n-jiè  (‘One-Mind precepts’), and wúxiàng-jìe 

 (‘Formless precepts’).26 This can perhaps be regarded as 
reaction to the Vinaya School, and the performance of traditional 
Buddhist practices (such as the enacting of monastic rules, acts of 
merit, s tra recitation, etc.) are devaluated in favour of meditation 
practices and actual insight in the nature of the mind. 27  By 
devaluating more traditional explanations of terms and practices and 
by reinterpreting terms usually associated with other Buddhist 
factions, the Chán School could superimpose a seemingly more 
innovative and ‘deeper’ meaning on Buddhist concepts. These 
interpretations also aimed at making their writings more attractive to 
the educated readership. 

In many of the early treatises, the focus is actually on a rather small 

number of terms, some newly developed and others being 
reinterpreted. Important terms in this respect are, for example, kàn x n 

 ‘to view the Mind,’28  gu n x n  ‘to contemplate the 
Mind,’ sh u x n  ‘to guard the Mind,’ sh u yì  ‘to guard 
the Mind,’ sh u y   ‘to guard the One,’ bù q   ‘not to give 
rise [to deluded thoughts],’ etc. 

These developments seem to be related to the historical, doctrinal, 
political, and sectarian background. Frequently, developments 
concerning literary devices took place during times when the 
relationship of Chán monks with the socio-political environment was 
undergoing a process of change. Terms are central in the ideological 
                                                 
26 See, for example, Platform S tra, Dunbo 77, folio 100, ed. Deng/Rong 1998:239. 
27  This might also have an economical aspect: Precept-ceremonies and issuing 
certificates to novices and lay-Buddhists were an important source of income for 
priests and monastic institutions and popular ‘preceptors’ (héshàng ) could 
attract large crowds in this respect. A famous example is Shénhuì who gained favour 
at the imperial court by raising funds for the Táng army through selling monk 
certificates and administering precepts. 
28 X n refers here to the ‘True Mind,’ ‘Buddha-Mind.’ 
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battle between Buddhist and non-Buddhist groups, between different 
Buddhist sects, as well as between different Chán-factions. At the end 
of the 7th and early 8th centuries, for example, we can imagine a 
colourful scenario of multiple Buddhist factions competing for the 
favour of the Buddhist-friendly (but also Daoist-friendly!) imperial 
court, aristocracy, and literati. The relatively new Chán movement had 
to compete with the sophisticated scholarly and meditation systems of 
the Hu yán, Ti ntái, Vinaya Schools, as well as tantric/esoteric 
Buddhism which became extremely popular at the Táng court during 
the 8th century.29  

Simplification of Doctrines  

Although sometimes offering new interpretations, early Chán treatises 
often consist of sets of doctrinal statements that are not systematically 
related to each together; in addition, there is not necessarily a coherent 
rhetorical structure.30 However, this situation changed when early 
factional disputes found their expression in many Chán texts of the 8th 
century, especially in the writings originating in the Shénhuì—an 
extremely gifted rhetorician—faction of Chán. These texts, including 
the Platform S tra, have been amply discussed in the voluminous 
secondary literature on this topic and it was frequently pointed out that 
the rhetoric of these texts created a dichotomy within the Chán 
movement, dividing it into a ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ branch. From 
the rhetorical point of view the attacked ‘Northern School’ is labeled 
as an inferior version of Chán, frequently misinterpreting and 
simplifying its doctrinal system. For this purpose a set of antonymic 
terms/labels are created, e.g., ‘sudden’ vs. ‘gradual’ enlightenment, 
‘Southern’ vs. ‘Northern’ School, ‘direct insight’ vs. an intellectual 
approaches to Buddhism, and so on. The evolution of the Platform 

S tra clearly shows how rhetorical means were used to achieve 
supremacy among the different factions of the Chán movement. 
Shénhuì labels his opponents with (derogatory) terms and often 
creates dichotomies by the use of antonyms. Key doctrines are often 

                                                 
29 For a very interesting case-study of ideological conflicts reflected in the inter- 
pretation of terms, see Faure’s (1986) study of the concept of One Practice Sam dhi 
(y xíng s nmèi ).  
30 See, for example, the treatises preserved on Pelliot Chinois 3559, especially those 
attributed to S ngchóu but composed in the context of the early Chán School. 
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formulated in rhythmical slogan-like phrases which are concise and 
can be easily remembered. Good examples can be found on ms. 
Dunbo 77, which includes several treatises related to the Shénhuì 
circle, including an early version of the Platform S tra (actually the 
most complete among all the D nhuáng versions of this text). 

In the example below, the ‘Northern School’—a label invented by 
Shénhuì for the circle around Shénxiù and his disciples—is attributed 
a set of inferior practices: 

Pútídámó nánz ng dìng shìf i lùn :31 

 

[…] being frozen in concentration (sam dhi), one stops the mind and 
gazes at purity; activating the mind one illuminates the outside; 
collecting the mind one realizes on the inside […] 

In another passage the two Chán masters and their respective 
teachings are concisely labeled ‘nán Xiù Néng b i’  ‘in the 
South [Shén]xiù, in the North [Huì]néng’ (ibid., folio 17, ed. Deng/ 
Rong:46), ironically assigning the wrong directions to the two 
masters. 32

 The text also contains passages attacking early Chán 
lineages establishing Shénxiù as the ‘Sixth Patriarch’ and his disciple 
P jí  as the ‘Seventh Patriarch.’ In the Platform S tra version of 
the same manuscript, the teaching of the Sixth Patriarch Huìnéng 
(after having attacked the ‘inferior’ teaching of a gradual approach to 
Chán practice) is characterized with a few catchy phrases. The central 
part of the phrase is formulated strictly parallel. Note that these 
phrases are packed into direct speech, addressing the audience/reader; 
in addition, the doctrinal message is personalized by relating it to the 
speaker, emphatically using a two-layered pronoun (w -zì f mén 

 ‘this very teaching of mine’):33 

 

                                                 
31 Ms. Dunbo 77, folio 14 (ed. in Deng/Rong:41); in order to make a lasting 
impression on the reader, this phrase is repeated several times in the text. 
32 It should of course read  ‘Néng in the South and Xiù in the North,’ a 
phrase frequently repeated in successive Chán texts. 
33  Nánz ng dùnwù-jiào zuìshàng dàshèng tánj ng  
[Platform S tra of the Supreme Great Vehicle of the Sudden Teaching of the Southern 

School]; ms. Dunbo 77, folio 108 (ed. in Deng/Rong:259). 
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Good friends, this very teaching of mine, since times past, sudden and 
gradual [aspects] both established, No-thought is its central doctrine, 
No-mark is its substance, and Non-abiding is its origin. 

Although the teachings of Shénxiù and his disciples were very 
complex and—judging from the extant D nhuáng texts attributed to 
them—by no means restricted to the above characterization, Shénhuì's 
rhetoric was very successful and the labels above were repeated again 
and again throughout the development of the Chán School—indeed, 
after early Chán texts ceased to be transmitted, it was more or less the 
only information left of the teachings of the early Chán innovator 
Shénxiù and his disciples.34 

The Integration of Buddhist Terms in Non-Buddhist Genres 

There are several early Chán treatises in the form of Daoist/medical 
treatises. In these kinds of texts, medical substances are often replaced 
by abstract Buddhist terms. During the early Táng, Daoist clerics 
enjoyed high prestige at the Táng court, competing with Buddhist 
monks for imperial support; these texts were probably written to show 
the superiority of Buddhist teachings as compared to Daoist medical 
and magical practices.35 Below is an example from Pelliot Chinois 
3559 (folios 27 and 28), S ngchóu chánsh  yàof ng liáo y ulóu 

                                                 
34 The background for these attacks are struggles concerning lineage claims among 
early Chán factions. After early adherents of this movement moved to the capital from 
a secluded monastic community in today’s Héb i Province (usually referred to as the 
D ngsh n  ‘East Mountain’ community), the monk Shénxiù and his disciples 
received great honours from the rulers, aristocracy and literati. In early transmission 
texts, F rú  is described as the ‘Sixth Patriarch’ (according to his epitaph, ed. in 
Yanagida 1967:487 496), or, alternatively, Shénxiù (according to his epitaph, ed. in 
ibid.:497 516). Shénhuì successfully challenged these claims from ca. 730 onwards 
and was very efficient in establishing Huìnéng as the Sixth Patriarch. As Albert 
Welter in his recent work on the development of the Chán School remarks: “However, 
Shénhuì’s oratory and political skills must have been considerable, and his crusade 
was, in the end, highly successful. His attacks on gradualism and dualism and his 
emphasis on sudden enlightenment made later generations of Chán practitioners very 
sensitive to these issues’” (Welter 2008:19).  
35  Competitions between Buddhist and Daoist clergy (often concerning magic 
efficacy or soteriological powers) are also an important topic found on paintings in the 
D nhuáng grottos. For a recent insightful account of Buddhist-Daoist interactions 
during the Táng, see Mollier 2009. 
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;36 note that medical substances are not only replaced 
by Buddhist terms and concepts, but that they are also followed by a 
quantifying expression, an interesting linguistic device:37 

  Chán Master [S ng] Chóu’s Medical 

Prescription to Cure the Afflictions 
  [Medicinal] Powder for Healing the Illness 

One Escapes the Triple World and 

Traverses Freely [?]38 

   One ounce of accepting the faith  
 { } {obtaining to long for joyfully listening to 

the Buddha-dharma} 
   Two ounces of vigorous effort 
 { } {obtaining single-minded practice day and 

night without backsliding} 
   One ounce of the teaching of emptiness 

 { (= ) } {obtaining to know [all] internal and 
external views}39 

   Two ounces of ceasing [external] 

conditions [?]40 
 { } {obtaining the knowledge that ultimately 

there is nothing to attain} 
   One ounce of the contemplation of 

emptiness 

                                                 
36 For another example, see ms. Shanghai Library 141, entitled Xiù chánsh  quàn rén 

yàobìng jié  (Gh t  of Chán Master [Shén]xiù Advising People 

on Medicine for their Ailments); I have not found any additional reference to this text 
so far, but I assume that Xiù chánsh  refers to the abovementioned Northern School 
Chán Master Shénxiù. For another similar text, see Pelliot Chinois 3177. 
37 Based on the edition and German translation in Anderl 1995:80 83; the translation 
here is tentative. ‘ ’ symbolizes space in the manuscript. Parts marked with ‘{…}’ 

are written in smaller characters in the ms., being an explanation or commentary. ‘ ’ 
refers to a diacritic added occasionally on the right sight of the ms. columns, marking 
that the Chinese characters should be read in reverse order. Diacritic markers and 
corrections can be found on many D nhuáng manuscripts (often it is not clear whether 
these were made by the person copying the text, or whether these are later additions, 
for example, by a reader or when manuscripts became part of monastery libraries).  
38 The subtitle poses actually several problems which will not be fully dealt with 
here. I interpret sàn  as ‘(medicinal) powder’ as in sànyào .  
39 Probably nèi refers to views on teachings within Buddhism, whereas wài refers to 
non-Buddhist (i.e., heretic) teachings. 
40 I read  as loan for , i.e., ‘ceasing ([all] conditions).’ 
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 { } {attaining the knowledge that suffering is 
insubstantial and impermanent} 

   Two ounces of non-self (Skr. anatman) 
 { } {attaining [the knowledge] that there is no 

difference between oneself and others} 
   One ounce of resisting the flow [of 

transmigration] 
 { } {attaining not to enter the dharmas of 

form, sound, smell, taste and touch} 
   One ounce of distancing oneself from 

desires 
 { } {attaining not to depend on or dwell in 

existence} 
  Take these eight flavours to the right (i.e., 

abovementioned), 
  cut them up with the axe of wisdom, 
 =  pound them finely in the mortar of 

concentration (Skr. sam dhi), 
  making use of the sieve of non-duality,41 
 =  do not let impurities pass through, 
 […] daily take the dose of a medicine spoon42 

[…] 

Chán Texts and Vernacular Language 

The ‘Personalization’ of Terms 

Whereas early Chán texts are to a large extent written in the style and 
language of traditional Buddhist treatises (a version of Literary 
Chinese interspersed with vernacular elements and ‘Sanskritisms,’ 
sometimes referred to as Buddhist Hybrid Chinese), major genre shifts 
appeared when the vernacular language of the late Táng was adopted 
for composing Chán texts.43 The more flexible syntactic structure of 
                                                 
41 Luósh i  ‘sieve, strainer’ and jiù  ‘mortar’ are two of the traditional ten 
utensils in an alchemical laboratory. 
42 This is written with the strange character [ ]; having found no reference, I 
assume it is a variant of . Compare fàngcún b  , a measure in the shape of a 
spoon used for applying medicinal substances. 
43 Passages written in the vernacular are usually restricted to the dialogues, whereas 
the more narrative parts are written in more conservative style; as such, many of the 
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spoken Chinese, the large vocabulary of the colloquial language, and 
the many rhetorical markers typical for the vernacular language 
opened a wide range of new possibilities of expression. We witness a 
significant shift from doctrinal writings to narratives based on 
dialogues and interaction between masters and disciples. The large 
array of modal markers typical for the spoken language—including 
vulgarisms, colloquialisms, swear words, formulas of greeting, 
etc.—were ideal for describing situational encounters between masters 
and disciples. 

In early examples of this new genre, such as the Z táng jí 
(ZTJ, 952 AD), we find dialogues and interactions between masters 
and disciples, in addition to passages with more extensive discussions 
of doctrines. However, as illustrated in the example below, the 
dialogue starts out as a debate on terms or doctrinal statements, but 
eventually turns into more or less personal attacks on the attitude or 
state of mind of the opponent. In other words, what is said is not really 
essential but rather the state of mind (i.e., enlightened vs. deluded) of 
the persons involved in the discussion. This discussion and style of 
discussing doctrines can frequently be found in the ZTJ. In this kind 
of structure, the doctrinal statement per se loses some of its 
significance and the focus shifts to the ‘battle’ between the master and 
the opponent.44 

 There was a scholar who asked [Master 
X táng]: 

‘ ’ “Does heaven and hell exist?” 
 The master said: 

‘ ’ “[They] exist.” 
 Furthermore, [the scholar] asked: 

‘ ’ “Do the [three] treasures Buddha, Dharma 
and Sangha exist?” 

 The master said: 
‘ ’ “[They] do exist.” 

 The scholar said: 
‘ “ ” “Every time I ask you say ‘[they do] exist,’ 

                                                                                                         
Transmission Texts and the Records of Sayings have a ‘heterogonous’ structure, both 
in terms of language and genre features. 
44 For a thorough discussion of these kinds of dialogues with a rhetorical analysis, see 
the discussion on Chán Master Huìzh ng  and his theory of wúqíng shu f  

 in Anderl 2004:173 209. 
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 if you, Preceptor, talk in this way, 
’ is that not a mistake?” 

 The master said: 
‘ ’ “Which virtuous monks have you ever 

met?” 
 The scholar answered: 

‘ ’ “I have formerly met master Jìngsh n.” 
 The master said: 

‘ ’ “In what way did he expound to you [the 
teaching]?” 

 [The scholar] said: 
‘ ’ “He proclaimed that nothing at all exists.” 

 The master said: 
‘  “Are you all by yourself, 

’ or do you have any relatives (family)?” 
 [The scholar] answered: 

‘  “I have a mountain-wife 
’ and I also have two blood relatives (i.e., 

children).” 
 The master said: 

‘ ’ “Does Master Jìngsh n have a wife?” 
 [The scholar] answered: 

‘  “[But] he, Jìngsh n45 is a person truly 
seeking the Way, 

’ and of uttermost purity (lit. pure without 
anything mixed in it)!”  

 The master scolded [the scholar], saying: 
‘  “Jìngsh n’s internally and externally (i.e., 

in his mind and his behaviour) strictly 
guards [the precepts], 

 principle and conduct harmonize with each 
other,  

“ ”  and when he says ‘nothing at all exists’ 
then that is all right! 

 [But] you, Sir, suffice to be a commoner of 
the three realms [of existence], 

 embrace a wife and raise children, 

                                                 
45 Lit. ‘Jìngsh n other than me > that Jìngsh n ’ a beautiful example of ‘appositional’ 
t , contrasting somebody apart from the speaker. On a more detailed discussion of the 
vernacular language in Chán texts, see the Introduction to this volume. 
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? which seeds [for rebirth] are you not 
producing? 

 This is the sediment of hell! 
“ ” Based on what do you state that ‘nothing at 

all exists’? 
’ Hopefully, Jìngsh n won’t hear your 

words!” 
 The scholar bowed and apologized 

(repented his mistake). 
 (ZTJ, ed. Yanagida 1974:4.073) 

During this stage of development of Chán literature, there is clearly 
a new twist to the treatment of terms and doctrinal statements. In Chán 
writings, the usage of terms was reduced as compared to earlier 
writings. In the colloquial Chán literature beginning with the late 
Táng, Chán masters are often associated with a set of terms, doctrinal 
statements or phrases which become their ‘trademark’ and by which 
they can be identified by later generations of Chán followers. These 
doctrinal key phrases and the stories in which they are embedded 
(during the Sòng, many key passages of these stories were collected in 
g ngàn compilations) made a Chán master and his followers easily 
identifiable and they could then be subject to commentaries and 
sub-commentaries. 

As demonstrated in the examples above, doctrinal statements and 
the terminology employed in them have become personalized, 
depending on the enlightened master who is stating them. This can be 
probably regarded as an indication of the thorough ‘sinization’ of 
(Chán) Buddhism: The focus has shifted to enlightened masters who 
were regarded as embodied Buddhas or Bodhisattvas (ròush n púsà 

). As such, the authority regarding Buddhist doctrines, 
teachings and practices became ‘localized’ in the very bodies of these 
masters (and not only in their living bodies, as the extensive cult 
around relics and mummies indicates). In addition, this authority was 
connected to the past Buddhas and patriarchs by means of the 
Transmission Texts.  
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The Interpretation of Terms in the Línjì lù 

On of the most striking features of the Sòng Recorded Saying text 
Línjì lù  (LJL)46 is the reinterpretation and playful exposition 
of traditional Buddhist terms. This feature has to be viewed in its 
historical context. Above, we discussed the technique of 
contemplative analysis in the context of the early Chán movement. In 
the context of the LJL, it would be misleading to talk about 
‘contemplative analysis,’ since the interpretation of terms is not based 
on a systemized exegesis of traditional Buddhist literature. However, 
as in the case of the early Chán School, the reinterpretation of 
traditional terms is of great concern in the text and crucial in the 
exposition of the teachings. Combining it with the use of 
colloquialisms, the interpretation of terms in the LJL is of great 
importance in the rhetorical structure of the work.  

There are many examples of reinterpretations in the work, for 
example, the interpretation of the ‘Three Buddha-bodies’ (s nsh n 

) in combination with the ‘Land of the Three Eyes’ (s ny n guót  
); the definition of the ‘Three Worlds’ (s njiè ) in 

terms of generating greed, desire, and ignorance in one’s mind; the 
creation of the term ‘Ignorance-tree’ (wúmíng shù ) as an 
antonym of ‘Bodhi-tree’ (pútí shù ); the reinterpretation of the 
‘Five Cardinal Sins’ (w  wúji n ); etc.47 

In the LJL, a variety of techniques are used in order to treat terms 
from new angles in order to surprise the reader and to embed them 
within the colloquial language in an unusual way. There are a variety 
of cases where abstract terms are combined with verbs referring to 
concrete actions. One of the central terms used in the LJL is jìng , 

                                                 
46 For a very good recent study on the text, see Welter 2008 and Ruth Fuller Sasaki’s 
newly re-edited translation with a wealth of comments and notes (Kirchner/Sasaki 
2009). 
47 ‘Killing one’s father’ is equated with ‘killing ignorance,’ ‘killing one’s mother’ is 
equated with ‘killing desire,’ ‘shedding the blood of a Buddha’ is equated with 
ceasing the production of discriminating thoughts, to ‘breaking up the harmony of the 
assembly’ is equated with the realization that suffering is insubstantial, ‘burning 
Buddha-statues and Buddhist scriptures’ is equated with the realization that all 
conditions, all phenomena, and the mind are without substance. As discussed above, 
this is indeed directly parallel to definitions in early Chán scriptures from D nhuáng. 
In these texts, the Five Cardinal Sins are also reinterpreted in terms of the functions of 
the mind. 
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which originally refers to ‘border’ and ‘territory’48 (i.e., that which is 
inside a border). In Chinese Buddhism, it was used for translating a 
variety of Sanskrit words, most importantly vastu (‘entity, thing’) and 
vi aya (‘object of perception’), i.e., that is apprehended by the 
sense-organs (matched with the cognitive activity by the six sense 
organs, these form the ‘Six realms of perceptions,’ the liù jìng ). 
In this context it is also used for translating Skr. gocara, artha.49 

In the LJL, the term is sometimes used for ‘object of perception,’ 
however, often it is playfully embedded in a colloquial context (and, 
by the way, posing a formidable challenge to translators).50 

In the following passage, we encounter the construction shàng (tu  

xián chén) jìng ( )  which appears several times in the text 
and indicates that one is controlled by external or ‘others’ (tu  ) 
environments’: 

51 (T.47, no.1985:499a5) 

Also, in the following passage, the effect of ‘deviant circum- 
stances’ is vividly described: They actually compete with each other 
to arise within that person.  

52 (T.47, no.1985:499c7 8) 

                                                 
48 For a more thorough study of this term in the LJL, see Anderl 2007. 
49 For a more thorough discussion of the meanings of the term in the Buddhist 
context, see DDB (listing ten meanings). 
50 In the few translations I was consulting, the term jìng is translated in a variety of 
ways. Burton Watson translates the term consistently with ‘environment,’ Ruth Fuller 
Sasaki translates it with ‘surroundings’ (e.g., Sasaki 1975:6), ‘circumstances’ (e.g., 
ibid.:7,8,12,15,16,17), ‘state’ (e.g., ibid.:13,15,17), ‘device’ (ibid.:23), and ‘objective 
circumstance’ (ibid.:27). Irmgard Schloegl is well aware of the difficulties the term 
poses and states in the preface to her translation: “The other term [jìng] presents 
considerable difficulties and could not be translated uniformly. One of Rinzai’s 
phrases, the opposition of ‘man’ and ‘environment,’ does give the wide connotations 
of this term if it is taken in the sense of ‘I’ and ‘other’ (or what is not I, or what is 
outside I). Hence, it has been rendered variously as thing, object, circumstances, 
environment, or situation, as fit the given context” (Schloegl 1975:10; italics in the 
citation were added). 
51 Translated in the following way: “Otherwise they get caught up in foolish and 

trifling environments and can’t even tell crooked from straight” (Watson 1993:40); 
“But you just go on clambering after the realm of worthless dusts, never 
distinguishing the false from the true” (Sasaki 1975:16). 
52 Translations: “If a person practices the Way, the Way will never proceed. Instead, 
ten thousand kinds of mistaken environments will vie in poking up their heads” 
(Watson 1993:44); “When a man tries to practice the Way, the Way does not function, 
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In the colloquial language of the LJL, terms are occasionally 
placed in unusual semantic and syntactic contexts; through this device, 
the author(s)/editor(s) add a new twist to the usage of terms (a kind of 
‘Verfremdungs’-effect). This manipulation of ‘environment’ is 
excellently illustrated in the following rhetorically superb passage. 
Línjì classifies his students according to the way they interact with 
their ‘environment.’ Again, we find the phrase ‘to snatch away the 
environment’ (duó jìng ) but here the term is even more 
personalized by adding a pronoun qí , thus indicating an 
‘environment’ of a specific person. It is also one of the many passages 
in which the term appears in the context of didactics, the teaching of 
students: 

(T.47, no.1985:501b4 8)53 

The passage below is crucial for understanding the use of the term 
in the LJL, as well as the relationship between the notion of 
‘environment’ and ‘device.’ According to the LJL, the environment 
can be controlled and manipulated by the enlightened person and 
consciously used in the interaction with other people, i.e., 
‘(CONTROLLED) ENVIRONMENT > device (in the interaction with 
others)’: 

                                                                                                         
and ten thousand evil circumstances vie in raising their heads” (Sasaki 1975:20). 
53 Translations: “When students come from here and there, I classify them into three 
categories according to their ability. In such cases, if a student of less than middling 
ability comes to me, I snatch away the environment but leave him his existence. If a 
student of better than middling ability comes to me, I snatch away both environment 
and existence. If a student of truly superior ability comes to me, I do not snatch away 
anything, neither environment, nor existence, nor person. If a student appears whose 
understanding surpasses all these categories, then I deal with him with my whole body 
and take no account of his ability” (Watson 1993:58); “As for the students who come 
from every quarter, I myself divide them into three categories according to their 
inherent capacities. If one of less than average capacity comes, I snatch away his state 
but do not take away his Dharma. If one of better than average capacity comes, I 
snatch away both his state and Dharma. If one of superior capacity comes, I snatch 
away neither his state, his Dharma, nor himself. But should a man of extraordinary 
understanding come, I would act with my whole body and not categorize him” (Sasaki 
1975:29). 
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(T.47, no.1985:500a29 b2)54 

By contrast, in the teacher-student relationship of the following 
passage, the teacher looks through the student’s ‘environment,’ i.e., 
the way the student manifests himself in the course of the interaction 
with the master. Here, a technical and abstract term is treated like a 
material entity, the teacher ‘grabs it’ and ‘throws it in a hole.’ 

(T.47, no.1985:501a11)55 

The following is one of the most fascinating passages in terms of 
the syntactic environment of jìng, illustrating the impact of the 
vernacular language on the use of terms. The originally highly abstract 
term jìng is quantified with kuàizi  (‘a chunk/piece of jìng’!) and 
at the same time serves as object for the transitive verb nòng ‘TO PLAY 

WITH > to manipulate.’ 

 
(T. 47, no. 1985:500b4 5)56 

                                                 
54 “The student come out with these tricky words, and thrusts them into the teacher’s 
face, as if to say, ‘See if you can understand this!’ If you were the teacher and realized 
that this was just an ‘environment,’ and you grabbed it and threw it down a hole, then 
the student would act normal again and after that would ask for the teacher’s 
instruction” (Watson 1993:50 51); “[…] a student will take the measure of the 
teacher before him with a phrase. Some tricky words are picked out by the student and 
thrown at the corner of the teacher’s mouth. ‘Let’s see if you can understand this!’ he 
says. If you recognize it to be a device, you seize it and fling it into a pit. Whereupon 
the student quiets down, then asks the teacher to say something” (Sasaki 1975:23). 
55 “Perhaps there is a student who, responding with a clean pure environment, 
presents himself before the teacher. The teacher can tell that this is just an 
environment and grabs it and throws it down a hole” (Watson 1993:56); “Sometimes a 
student comes forth before a teacher in conformity with a state of purity. The teacher, 
discerning that this is an objective circumstance, seizes it and flings it into a pit” 
(Sasaki 1975:27). 
56 “Again, suppose the teacher comes out a certain chunk of environment and dangles 
it in front of the student’s face. The student sees through this and at every step acts the 
master, refusing to be misled by the environment” (Watson 1993:51); “Or the teacher 
may take out a bunch of stuff and play with it in front of a student. The latter, having 
seen through this, makes himself master every time and doesn’t fall for the humbug” 
(Sasaki 1975:24). 
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Concluding Remarks 

The treatment of terms and doctrines has undergone significant 
changes during the development of Chán and many innovations 
concerning literary techniques and rhetoric devices are reflected in the 
treatment of Buddhist terms. As we have seen, literary expression was 
of paramount importance already in the early phase of the 
development of Chán (more specifically, when it entered the public 
light of the capital), and literary and rhetoric techniques were refined 
in order to attract the attention of the reader and secure the Chán 
factions’ support from the educated elite. In addition, doctrinal and 
factional disputes, as well as conflicts concerning the formulation of 
lineages, could spark innovations concerning rhetorical and genres 
feature. Doctrinal differences between different Buddhist factions 
were often minor—even in terms of rituals, Buddhist practices, and 
monastic institutional settings, it was difficult to single out a specific 
‘Chán School’ as compared to other Buddhist schools and factions, at 
least until the Sòng period. Thus, disputes were rather conducted on 
the literary and rhetorical level and ‘supremacy’ among Buddhist 
groups was often decided by the level of literary and rhetoric 
sophistication in the respective writings and the effect they had on the 
educated elite, rather than by ‘superior’ doctrines, rituals or practices. 
Elaborate literary devices were able to catch the interest of the 
powerful and educated—whether they were exclusively (Chán) 
Buddhist or not was of secondary importance.57 

Despite the rhetoric against a scholarly approach to Buddhism, 
literary techniques were refined from the very beginning of Chán and 
alternative approaches to expressing religious messages were of great 
importance. In the early stage of Chán, the most common genres were 
treatises and early transmission texts. Although the language in the 
treatises is more or less conforming to the style of traditional Chinese 
Buddhist commentary writings, most of these text are at one glance 
discernable as ‘Chán’ texts, mostly due their structure of the texts, the 

                                                 
57 Actually, examples of powerful Chán/Zen rhetoric devices can, of course, also be 
studied in more recent times: One good example is the success of the rhetoric 
accompanying the introduction of Japanese Zen Buddhism in the West from the 
mid-20th century onwards. This rhetoric is still efficient among many circles of 
Zen-Buddhist practitioners in the USA and Europe, having succeeded in deeply 
rooting the image of Zen as a ‘superior’ and ‘essential’ form of Buddhism, shaping 
the self-image of many of these Zen Buddhist groups. 
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selection of terminology and topics, as well as literary techniques, 
such as the above-described ‘contemplative analysis.’ In this 
technique, general Buddhist key terms from a variety of areas, such as 
philosophy, meditation, vinaya, etc., are re-defined, traditional 
interpretations are negated or devaluated and replaced by 
‘Chán’-based interpretations, often in terms of mental activities. In 
this early phase this has to be understood in the context of the struggle 
for predominance among countless Buddhist (and non-Buddhist) 
factions at the Táng court at the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 
8th centuries. By offering appealing interpretations of doctrines which 
were ardently discussed at that time, and by ‘absorbing’ terms and 
doctrines from other schools and factions into mind-based 
interpretations, the Chán factions achieved great popularity and gained 
widespread recognition and support among the members of the 
imperial court, literati and aristocrats. Besides the important technique 
of ‘contemplative’ analysis, there are other important aspects 
concerning the use of terms: A limited amount of terms and doctrines 
was selected and their interpretation was refined, terms associated 
with other schools were reinterpreted in the context of Chán, 
traditional divisions of Buddhist practices (e.g., vinaya, concentration 
and meditation practices) and doctrines were ‘united’ within a Chán 
approach centering on the practice of mind. In addition, Chán thought 
was imbedded in other genres, for example, in the form of Daoist 
medical treatises. 

A major shift in the treatment of terms and doctrines was triggered 
by competitions and lineage struggles among the Chán factions of the 
8th century. Terms became imbedded in the sophisticated rhetorical 
structures of narratives. They were often slogan-like and included in 
‘stories’ which aim at convincing the reader of the supremacy of the 
respective faction and its doctrinal framework. A small amount of key 
terms was used to ‘label’ and define one’s own and the opponent’s 
faction, creating contrasts and dichotomies, often formulated 
rhythmically and contrastively. This had an enormous and lasting 
impact on the way certain Chán schools and factions were viewed by 
succeeding generations. The evolution of the ‘narrative’ (in this 
context to be understood as packing doctrinal and other messages in 
the form of ‘stories’) continues with the integration of the vernacular 
language in Chán scriptures. Chán is by no means unique in this 
approach. On the popular level of Buddhist practices and rituals many 
innovations took place especially from the mid-Táng period onwards; 
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in order to make the propagation of Buddhism more effective and 
deeply rooted in the everyday-life of the people, for example, by 
means of the vernacular Transformation Texts (biànwén ), 
Transformation Pictures (biànxiàng ), apocryphal texts, illus- 
trated booklets on the powers of Avalokite vara, texts dealing with 
rebirth and afterlife (for example, the Shíwáng j ng ), and so 
on. Chán Buddhist literature is only one aspect of this multifaceted 
and powerful creativity accompanying the development of Buddhism 
during the Táng. 

The case study on jìng shows the paramount importance of 
skillfully applying terms in the rhetorical structure of the LJL. It is 
especially productive in some of the passages where the enlightened 
person and ideal Chán teacher and his teaching devices are described. 
In my opinion, it is a clear response to the new situation the Chán 
School was confronted with at the beginning of the Sòng period. 
Closely connected to imperial officials and institutions, the Línjì 
School emerged as the most influential of the Buddhist schools of that 
time. The LJL—although parts of it are undoubtedly based on earlier 
materials—is edited/composed as a response to these new 
circumstances. It tries to define the status of the ideal Chán master 
within the own tradition, the interaction with his students and—more 
generally—vis-à-vis the socio-political ‘environment’ characterized by 
dramatic changes. On the one hand, Chán had a dominant position 
among the Buddhist schools of the Sòng period and, on the other 
hand, religious life was characterized by an increasing control, 
institutionalization, and bureaucratization through the centralized 
imperial administration.58 As in the case of the documents of the early 
Chán School, the LJL is not only an ‘internal’ text directed 
exclusively towards members of the monastic community, it is also a 
document directed towards the elite public and officials. In the case of 
early Chán, many treatises aimed at demonstrating the new 
movement’s interpretation of Buddhist concepts, as well as innovative 
practices of contemplation. Support by imperial institutions, as well as 
lay Buddhist officials, was crucial for the emergence and early 
development of the school. Similarly, the LJL is a document that 
responds to new challenges and historical developments. In both 

                                                 
58 On these aspects, see the recent studies of Welter 2008 and Schlütter 2008. Abbots 
of monasteries, for example, very frequently appointed by magistrates or imperial 
officials. 
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cases, literary creativity and the refined use of language and rhetorical 
devices play an important role in these projects. Under the new 
circumstances of having gained relative dominance among the 
Buddhist schools, as well as becoming increasingly connected to and 
controlled by secular administrative institutions, the LJL projects the 
image of the ideal Chán master—allegedly independent of all external 
conditions and circumstances. Obviously mixed with Daoist ideals of 
‘non-action’ (wúwéi —the LJL frequently uses the term wúshì 

), the enlightened master is depicted as looking through and 
gaining control over all situations that might arise in the encounter 
with the outside world (exemplified by his encounters with disciples, 
officials and other masters). In the encounter with others, he is 
described as having the ability of creating and manipulating the 
situation, heroically exploiting it for pedagogical purposes.59 

Needless to say, the translation of such key terms in the vernacular 
literature of Chán Buddhism is a great challenge. Terms are not only 
used to refer to more or less predefined concepts within the context of 
Buddhist philosophy and religious practice, but—as demonstrated in 
the case of the term jìng in the LJL—are also used in a highly personal 
way; they are played with, redefined, placed into unusual syntactic 
and semantic environments, inserted in certain rhetoric settings, and 
so on. This gives rise to more fundamental questions: How shall one 
deal with this sort of terms that are consciously developed and 
redefined in the context of a work such as the LJL and other Chán 
works? And even more importantly, how were these terms actually 
perceived by authors and compilers of Buddhist texts in medieval 
China? As modern scholars of Buddhism, it is a matter of course that 
one attempts to trace back terms to an alleged Sanskrit or Pali 
equivalent in the Buddhist textual corpus. However, many terms that 
represented different concepts in these source-languages were 
eventually represented by the same Chinese character. What kind of 
impact did these surface-resemblances have on the interpretation of 
terms in the context of Chinese Buddhism, how did they mutually 
influence each other or cause shifts of interpretation? How distinct to 
each other did these terms remain, and what kind of changes did they 
eventually cause in the conceptual schemes of Chinese Buddhists? 
These questions definitely deserve more extensive studies.  

                                                 
59 Needless to say, this image is projected to the ‘Golden Age’ of Chán Buddhism, 
the mid- and late Táng Dynasty. 
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BEYOND PERFECTION – 
THE RHETORIC OF CHÁN POETRY IN WÁNG WÉI’S  

W NG STREAM COLLECTION 
 

HALVOR EIFRING 
 

In the Táng and especially Sòng dynasties, a rhetoric of Chán 
poetry emerges in China: ‘Discourse on poetry is like discourse 
on Chán’ .1 However, it is not until the Míng and 
Q ng dynasties that the so-called ‘Buddha of Poetry’ (sh fó ), 
Wáng Wéi  (?701–?761), is retrogressively linked to this 
rhetoric. In this paper, I will explore aspects of Wáng Wéi’s 
nature poetry that may have formed the basis for such a link.2 I 
will focus on the 20-poem cycle The W ng Stream Collection 

, in which a famous Q ng critic finds that ‘every word 
accords with Chán’ .3 In particular, I will look at 
structural and linguistic features that may be of greater 
importance in this context than previously realised. 

 
While many of the poems in Wáng Wéi’s W ng Stream Collection 
contain overtly Daoist elements, none of them contains explicit links 
to Chán  or any other kind of Buddhist doctrine. If this is Chán 
poetry, therefore, its force and beauty lie just as much in what is left 
unsaid as in what is made explicit.  

                                                 
1 Yán Y  : C ngláng sh huà . Quoted from Gu  Shàoyú 1961:11. Yán 
Y  was a Sòng critic, but his Táng predecessors include the monk Ji orán  (late 
8th century) and especially the poet and critic S k ng Tú  (837–908). 
2 Wáng Wéi’s poems are quoted from Chén Ti mín 1997, though a few misprints 
have been corrected on the basis of other editions. In addition to the conference 
participants and an anonymous reviewer, I have been helped a lot by discussions of 
this paper and these poems with Stephen Owen, Zh ng B n , Ann Kunish, 
participants at a talk at National Tsing Hua University in Taiwan in November 2007, 
and participants in a course for master students at the University of Oslo in the Spring 
of  2007. 
3 Wáng Shìzh n 1961:83. 
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Wáng Wéi and the Rhetoric of Chán Poetry 

The association between Wáng Wéi’s non-doctrinal nature poetry and 
Chán is a late one. The first known instance is a comment by the Míng 
dynasty critic L  Mèngyáng  (1473–1530):4 

The best of Wáng Wéi’s poems are like Chán, while the lesser ones are 
like [the trivial products of] a monk.  

 

Less than a century later, the association between Wáng Wéi and 
Chán has become standard, as shown by the following disapproving 
comment by the famous Chán master H nsh n Déq ng  
(1546–1623):5 

Poets like Wáng Wéi are full of Buddhist talk, and later generations 
have sought to outdo each other in praising his skill in Chán. But one 
should know that this is not [real] Chán, only literary Chán. 

 [ ] [ ]
 

During the same period, the poet and critic Hú Y nglín  
(1551–1602) may have become the first to link poems from the W ng 
Stream Collection to Chán:6 

‘Lotus flowers on branches of trees / Mountains filled with red calyces / 
Near the quiet and empty house by the brook / they blossom profusely 
and fall to the ground’ is a pentasyllabic quatrain entering Chán. 

 

He explains this statement further by the effect such poems have 
on the reader: 7 

When reading them, you forget both yourself and the outside world, and 
all thoughts come to rest. I never knew that metered poetry could 
convey such subtle truths.  

  

                                                 
4 L  Mèngyáng n.d. 
5 H nsh n 2005:203f. 
6 Hú Y nglín 1979:116. 
7 Ibid.:119. 
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The famous Q ng critic Wáng Shìzh n  (1634–1711) goes 
even further in expounding the spiritual effect of this kind of poetry:8 

When reading Wáng Wéi and Péi Dí’s ‘W ng Stream Collection’ and 
Z  Y ng’s ‘Lingering Snow on the Zh ngnán Mountains,’ even a dull-
minded beginner may reach sudden enlightenment. 

 

The reference to enlightenment (wù , or often miàowù  
‘subtle enlightenment’) as a common feature of poetry and Chán had 
been a stock of the trade for poetry critics since the famous Sòng critic 
Yán Y   (?1195–?1245) said:9 

Generally, the way of Chán is only about subtle enlightenment, and the 
way of poetry is also about subtle enlightenment. 

 

While Yán Y  is primarily using Chán as an analogy (yù ) for 
poetry, not an equation, later critics are far more prone to equate the 
two. Furthermore, Yán Y  is primarily referring to similarities in the 
procedures of Chán discipline and the study of poetry, and only 
secondarily to the enlightened state of the Chán practitioner and the 
poet (or even poem). Later critics tend to focus on poetry as the 
expression of an enlightened mind or, as in the quotes by Hú Y nglín 
and Wáng Shìzh n above, the power of poetry to enlighten the reader. 
Finally, Yán Y  is not much concerned with Wáng Wéi at all, clearly 
preferring other Táng poets. It was only during the Míng and the Q ng 
dynasties that the analogies and equations between Chán and poetry 
were applied to Wáng Wéi’s non-doctrinal nature poetry, such as the 
W ng Stream Collection.  

Modern Counterarguments 

It should not surprise anyone, therefore, that the view of the W ng 

Stream Collection as Chán poetry has been strongly contested. In The 

Chan Interpretations of Wang Wei’s Poetry: A Critical Review, Yang 

                                                 
8 Wáng Shìzh n 1961:69. 
9 Gu  Shàoyú 1961:12. 
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Jingqing 2007 argues that Wáng Wéi’s nature poetry should not be 
read as Chán poetry, because: 

-  there is no indication that the poet himself intended these poems to 
allude to Chán, and his contemporaries do not seem to have read 
any Chán significance into them; 

-  although the analogies between Chán and poetry were discussed 
already during the Táng dynasty and became very fashionable in the 
Sòng, the link between Wáng Wéi’s nature poetry and Chán was not 
even hinted at before the Míng dynasty; 

-  Wáng Wéi’s purported reclusive tendencies were never strong enough 
to make him refuse any offer of an official position; 

-  in Wáng Wéi’s time, reclusion was not usually linked to Buddhism 
anyway, and he himself never explicitly associated reclusion with 
Chán; 

-  among the approximately 15 Buddhist monks mentioned in Wáng 
Wéi’s surviving works, only two were known to be from the Chán 
school, and he also had close contact with Daoists; 

-  in Wáng Wéi’s nature poetry, words like k ng  ‘empty; emptiness’ 
and jìng  ‘silence; quiet’ are used in their general meanings with 
no obvious Chán or even Buddhist implications. 

All this makes sense. At the same time, however, there is no doubt 
that Wáng Wéi was indeed a Buddhist. He became particularly devout 
during the last few years of his life, but even in his twenties, he had a 
Buddhist teacher and practised Buddhist meditation. Buddhism did 
play a central role in his life. 

Wáng Wéi also wrote explicitly Buddhist poetry. According to 
Chén Ti mín 1990, 43 of 376 surviving poems (as well as 19 out of 70 
surviving prose pieces) contain overt references to Buddhism. 10 
Buddhism seems to have played a significant role, therefore, not only 
in Wáng Wéi’s life, but also in his poetry. The later reference to Wáng 
Wéi as ‘Buddha of Poetry’ (sh fó ) is by no means unfounded. 

Yang argues, however, that: (1) there is little reason to read 
Buddhist meaning into poems that contain no overt reference to 
Buddhism, and (2) the kind of Buddhism to which Wáng Wéi 
subscribed cannot be identified with Chán. 

By Chán, Yang refers to the Southern Chán School that grew out 
of Shénhuì's  attacks on the Northern School. This seems to make 
sense, since in the year 745 Wáng Wéi met Shénhuì and conversed 

                                                 
10 See also Lomová 2006.  
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with him for several days. As Yang himself notes, however, it is not 
always clear which of the many meanings of the word chán  is 
implied by those who insist on the presence of such elements in Wáng 
Wéi’s nature poetry: ‘[…] the process of meditation [Wáng Wéi did 
refer to his own meditative practice as chán], the mental state of 
enlightenment through meditation, Chan doctrines, or the strange 
ways in which Chan masters behaved in order to enlighten students as 
to the ultimate truth’ (Yang 2007:7). In fact, by Míng times, the term 
chán had become so vague and all-encompassing as to allow an even 
wider range of interpretations, and the assertion that Wáng Wéi’s 
nature poetry has chán qualities is probably unfalsifiable unless one 
restricts the meaning of the term, as Yang does, and then risks testing 
a hypothesis that is more restricted and specific than anyone ever 
intended. 

In fact, the early comparisons of poetry and Chán do not at all aim 
at showing the adherence of poets to Buddhism, and even less to any 
specific school of Chán. When Yán Y  says that ‘those who study the 
poetry of the Hàn, Wèi, Jìn and High Táng are of the Línjì school [of 
Chán]’ ,11 he is not making an 
historical statement, since Línjì himself lived after all these periods. 
He is simply comparing what he considered the best of poetry to what 
he and many other Sòng literati considered to be the greatest school of 
Chán. The Míng and Q ng critics associating Wáng Wéi’s poetry with 
Chán may have had similar preferences, but are again mostly 
concerned with the qualities of Wáng Wéi’s poetry, not with historical 
or biographical facts. They may, however, be less prone than Yán Y  
to use the Chán label for poets with no historical connection to 
Buddhism, and some of them, such as L  Wéizh n  (1547–
1626) do mix accounts of Wáng Wéi’s Chán orientation with 
statements about the Chán qualities of his doctrinal and non-doctrinal 
poems. He and others, therefore, are moving in the direction of a 
modern rhetoric that relates the assumed Chán qualities of Wáng 
Wéi’s nature poems to the biographical facts of his life and the 
historical facts concerning Chán Buddhism.  

                                                 
11 Gu  Shàoyú 1961:12. 



HALVOR EIFRING 
 

242

Characteristics of Chán Poetry 

This paper is less concerned with proving or disproving specific 
hypotheses concerning the Chán nature of Wáng Wéi’s poetry than 
with exploring the qualities that have prompted Chinese poetry critics 
to associate the poems in question with Chán.  

One such feature is their perceived non-reliance on language, as 
when L  Wéizh n claims that Wáng Wéi’s poems on a variety of 
topics ‘show evidence of Chán enlightenment beyond the words’ 

,12 when Sh n Déqián  (1673 1769) asks if it is not 
true that some of Wáng Wéi’s poetic lines ‘contain a flavour beyond 
language’ ,13 and when Wáng Shìzh n says that Táng 
quatrains often express ‘the subtleness of attaining the meaning and 
forgetting the words’ .14 Poems, of course, rely on 
language, but in this case language is compared to a raft used to cross 
the river to the other shore, i.e., to enlightenment. The real meaning of 
poetry lies beyond the words. Wáng Shìzh n quotes several famous 
Chán stories as illustrations: the Buddha holding a flower in his hand 
and Mah k yapa expressing his enlightenment with a silent smile (

), Vimalak rti replying with silence when asked by 
the bodhisattva Mañju r  about the ultimate truth ( ), and the 
first Chán patriarch Bodhidharma stating that Huìk ’s silence on a 
similar occasion indicated he had reached the ‘marrow’ of his teaching 
( ).15 

A related feature is the perceived lack of traces of Chán poetry, 
compared by Yán Y  to sounds passing through the air, the 
complexion of a face, the moon reflected in water, and an image 
reflected in a mirror .16 
Xú Z ng links this to an originality that springs from subtle 
enlightenment, and compares Wáng Wéi favourably to the more 
famous, but in his opinion less original, poet Dù F  :17 

                                                 
12 Quoted from Yang 2007:199. 
13 D ng Fúb o 1963:555. 
14 Wáng Shìzh n 1961:69. 
15 Ibid.:69, 83. 
16 Gu  Shàoyú 1961:26. 
17 D ng Fúb o 1963:427. 
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While Dù F  observes strictly his predecessors’ legacy and bases 
himself on detectable standards, Wáng Wéi is only concerned with 
subtle enlightenment with absolutely no reachable marks. 

 

To Xú Z ng, Dù F ’s diligence and obedience produces a lesser 
kind of poetry than what he perceives as Wáng Wéi’s free, 
unrestrained and non-attached state of mind. 

Both the non-reliance on language and the lack of traces indicate 
that the Chán qualities of poetry, as perceived by these critics, lie in a 
certain freedom of the spirit, purportedly resulting from subtle 
enlightenment. If we look for more concrete signs of this spiritual 
freedom, however, we will soon find ourselves at a loss. While many 
of the critics quote lines of poetry that they find particularly Chán-like, 
they remain quite abstract in their interests and seldom explain in any 
detail what exactly this means. Modern scholars have been slightly 
more specific, and have suggested that even in his non-doctrinal 
poetry, Wáng Wéi is concerned with typical Chán themes like 
emptiness (k ng ), quietude (jìng ), and ‘following conditions and 
yielding to destiny’ (suí yuán rèn yùn ). 18  However, 
although the character ‘ ’ does occur three times in the W ng Stream 

Collection, its use does not seem to be linked to Buddhist ideas, and 
there is even less concern with quietude and following conditions and 
yielding to destiny. There is more interest in solitude (jí , dú , 
etc.), which might be seen as representing Chán-like reclusion, but 
there is even more concern with the pleasures of friendship and 
company. 

For concrete signs of the qualities associated with Chán within this 
rhetoric, we clearly have to look elsewhere. In this paper, therefore, I 
shall not primarily look for such signs in the content of the poems, but 
in their structure and language. I shall argue that most of the poems in 
the W ng Stream Collection employ structural and linguistic features 
that serve to convey an impression of a free and unrestrained frame of 
mind that is, at least for the moment, able to let go of the constraints 
of officialdom, imperial grandeur and highbrow literacy and enter into 
a more low-key and good-humoured mode of rustic simplicity and 
relaxed immediacy. The features involved include the use of direct 

                                                 
18 Cf. Yang 2007:130ff. 
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imagery, rustic language, unconventional structures, the pentasyllabic 
(rather than heptasyllabic) quatrain (rather than octave) form, and the 
use of old-style rather than new-style rules for tones and rhymes. In 
addition, there comes the use of Daoist allusions, playfully indicating 
that this spiritual freedom provides a way towards immortality. More 
seriously, this poetic language is used to explore multiple perspectives 
on reality, and a more direct perception of it, in order to liberate the 
mind from its habitual modes of cognition. Modern scholars, like 
Yang Jingqing, may be right in doubting the Chán underpinnings of 
these poems, but they easily accord with the quite open notion of 
‘subtle enlightenment’ underlying the Míng and Q ng rhetoric of Chán 
poetry. 

The Perfect Poem 

Let us begin with a Wáng Wéi poem that no-one, as far as I am aware, 
has ever associated with Chán, ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb’ 
(Guò Qínhuáng mù ). This is one of his earliest surviving 
pieces, possibly written when the author was no more than 14 years 
old (or 15, according to the Chinese way of counting age, though there 
are also sources indicating he was 19/20). As such, it is an extremely 
impressive poem, showing the young Wáng Wéi as a precociously 
adept poetic craftsman, mastering all the complex formal and 
structural requirements of regulated verse (l sh  ). In and of itself, 
it does not come through as a particularly memorable poem, its formal 
perfection making it a little stiff and stolid, but for a teenager it is truly 
brilliant: 

 Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb 
 The ancient tomb has become a verdant hill, 
 the secluded palace is like a celestial abode.19 
 The stars above keep apart the seven planets,20 
 the Milky Way opens onto the Netherworlds. 
 Though there is a sea, men can hardly cross; 
 when there is no spring, geese will not return. 
 I also hear the imploring sound of the pines, 
 as if the senior officials were mourning. 

                                                 
19 The use of  plays on its double meaning, either ‘imperial palace’ or ‘abode for 
Daoist gods.’ 
20 The seven ‘planets’ are the sun, the moon and five planets. 
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If the main quality of Wáng Wéi’s nature poetry lies in its 
simplicity and directness, this poem offers a sharp contrast. The only 
direct reference to what is actually perceived lies in the word c ng 

l ng  ‘verdant hill’ in line 1 and possibly the word s ng  
‘pine(s)’ in line 7. The rest is allusions to what the young poet has 
read or been told about the tomb he is visiting. The very fact that this 
is the tomb of the First Emperor—or indeed any tomb at all—would 
hardly have been possible to know if it were not for tradition, and the 
palace imagery builds on the same traditions. The reference to stars, 
planets and the Milky Way hardly indicates that he visited the tomb at 
night, but reflects the Hànsh   account of artificial stars inside 
the First Emperor’s tomb. The idea of the ji  quán  ‘nine wells > 
the Netherworld’ is of course based on beliefs, not on perception. The 
presence inside the tomb of an ‘ocean’ (rivers of mercury) and of 
(artificial) geese is also based on Hànsh  accounts. The pine trees 
referred to in line 7, even if they are real pine trees, are also references 
to the story about the First Emperor jocularly appointing a pine tree 
under which he sought shelter during rainfall to the position of 
minister of the fifth rank. 

In Wáng Wéi’s time, the division of poems into one predomi-
nantly descriptive part (‘scene,’ j ng ) and one more subjectively 
reflective part (‘emotion,’ qíng ) was already standard. So was, in 
practice, the division of poems into the four elements opening q  , 
continuation , turn-around  and conclusion , although these 
terms were coined later and were more often applied to quatrains than 
to eight-line poems: 

  OPENING      SCENE 
  CONTINUATION 

=========================================== 
  TURN-AROUND 
  CONCLUSION       EMOTION 

As in most poetry of its type, the content-wise division of the poem 
into two-line units (couplets) is underlined by the perfect level-toned 
rhymes at the end of each paired line (and the oblique-toned non-
rhyme at the end of each odd line), as well as the parallelism between 
the two lines of each couplet not only in the required second and third 
couplet, but also in the first couplet, and there are even intimations of 
parallelism in the last couplet: 
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 [ATTR N]N [V [ATTR N]N]VP  
 [N N]N [[NUM N]N V]VP   

======================================== 
 [[V N]S [N [ADV V]VP]S   
 X [V [[ATTR N]N V]S]VP 

The semantic (as opposed to purely syntactic) parallelism is 
complex. The mù  ‘tomb’ and l ng  ‘ridge’ of line 1 and the g ng 

 ‘palace’ and tái  ‘terrace’ of line 2 all refer to the same hill, 
functioning as the tomb of an emperor and therefore as an imperial 
abode. The g   ‘ancient’ of line 1 and y u  ‘secluded’ of line 2 
both refer to a time or a space that is not directly accessible, and the 
c ng  ‘verdant’ of line 1 and z   ‘purple’ of line 2 both refer to 
colours, either the directly perceived colour of the hill or the symbolic 
colour of the emperor. The x ngchén  ‘stars’ and q yào  
‘planets’ of line 3 refer to celestial bodies, while the literal meanings 
of Hé-Hàn  ‘the Yellow River and the Hàn River’ and ji  quán 

 ‘the Nine Springs’ of line 4 refer to sources of water, though Hé-

Hàn  actually refers to the celestial bodies of the Milky Way, and 
ji  quán  to the Netherworld, underlining the fact that the 
celestial bodies occur on the inside of the tomb, not in the world of the 
living. Lines 5 and 6 both contain a subordinate clause with an 
existential verb and its object, followed by a matrix clause in which 
animate (though in the case of the geese actually artificial) beings are 
described as being unable to move. And, in lines 7 and 8, s ng yùn 

 ‘sound of the pines’ and dàf   ‘official(s)’ actually refer to 
pine trees, and qiè  ‘imploring’ and i  ‘sorrowful’ to intense 
feelings. 

As in most pentasyllabic regulated verse, the rhythmic units of 
each line are 2+2+1, regardless of whether this fits with the syntactic 
pattern. This division has consequences for the distribution of level 
and oblique tones. The rule for the monosyllabic unit at the end of 
each line is simple: If it rhymes, it must be level tone, if not, it must be 
oblique. The rule for the two disyllabic units are as follows:21  

                                                 
21 My understanding of tonal rules for poetry owes much to Wáng Lì : Hàny  

sh l xué , expanded edition, Shanghai: Shàngh i jiàoyù ch b nshè 2002. 
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REPETITION 

1. In each line, the last syllable of the two disyllabic units must have 
opposite tones, as when the oblique tone of  alternates with the level 
tone of . 

2. In each couplet, the two lines must have opposite tone patterns, as 
when the oblique-level pattern of  –  in the first line alternates with 
the level-oblique pattern of  –  in the second line.  

3. In each four-line unit, the two couplets must have contrasting tone 
patterns, as when the oblique-level/level-oblique pattern of  –  / 

 –  in the first couplet contrasts with the level-oblique/oblique-
level pattern of  –  /  –  in the second couplet. 

4. In an eight-line poem, the two four-line units must have the same 
tone patterns, as when the oblique-level/level-oblique//level-
oblique/oblique-level pattern of  –  /  –  //  –  /  –  in 
the first four-line unit is repeated in  –  /  –  //  –  /  – 

 in the second. 

The resulting tone pattern is illustrated below: 

   oblique-level 
   level-oblique 

----------------------------------------------- 
   level-oblique 
   oblique-level 

============================ 
   oblique-level 
   level-oblique 

----------------------------------------------- 
   level-oblique 
   oblique-level 

 
 
 

The young Wáng Wéi follows these rules strictly, as most writers 
of regulated verse would do in his time, and as he himself would 
continue to do whenever he wrote regulated verse later in life. 

There are also tonal rules for the remaining syllables, but most of 
these are optional, and some of them are, in fact, violated by Wáng 
Wéi, as in the characters marked with bold: 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 

CONTRAST 
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The three violations that affect syllable 1 in a line are in fact quite 
normal, and are not considered serious at all. The one violation 
affecting syllable 3 is less acceptable, since tone-rule violations in 
syllable 3 are usually either avoided or made up for by also changing 
the tone of syllable 3 in the following line, which is not the case here. 
Note, however, that the young Wáng Wéi clearly has a purpose in 
breaking the rules. In fact, he adheres even more strictly to the 
principle of tone-contrast in disyllabic rhythm units than the 
conventional rules do. Whenever he breaks the rules, he changes what 
has been a lack of tonal contrast between two disyllabic units within a 
single line to a perfect contrast. As a result, each line contains a 
perfect tonal contrast between its two disyllabic rhythm units: 
 

   oblique-oblique   level-level 
   level-level  oblique-oblique 
   level-level  oblique-oblique 
   level-oblique  oblique-level 
   oblique-oblique  level-level 
   level-level  oblique-oblique 
   oblique-level  level-oblique 
   level-oblique  oblique-level 

It is as if the rigid and complex rules of new-style poetry were not 
enough for the young Wáng Wéi. Both the over-elaborate use of 
parallelism and the exaggerated tonal symmetry express an eagerness 
to display his own impressive ability to abide by rules that are even 
stricter. The young Wáng Wéi was still far removed from the style 
that would later be associated with Chán.  

Beyond Perfection: Unassuming Privacy 

Like ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb,’ the 20 poems in the W ng 

Stream Collection are written to commemorate scenic spots. In most 
other respects, however, these poems constitute sharp contrasts to the 
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one we have been looking at above, and these contrasts may illustrate 
some of the features that have prompted later readers to regard these 
poems as Chán poetry. 

First of all, the spots commemorated are private and unassuming, 
located on a property owned by Wáng Wéi himself and used as a 
place of retreat. As opposed to the imperial grandeur of the First 
Emperor’s tomb, these are sites of little or no historical interest, apart 
from the fact that the poet Sòng Zh wèn  (ca. 650—ca. 712) 
had once lived there. There is none of the perfect geometry of a 
palace-like tomb with stars above and rivers and oceans below (and 
men and geese in between), nor is there any indication of nature 
directly responding to the affairs of the human world the way the pine 
trees are seen to do in response to the First Emperor's death.  

The poems themselves are equally unassuming. While in ‘Visiting 
the Qín Emperor’s Tomb’ the poet appears to speak to the world in 
grand terms, the W ng Stream Collection is composed in what seems 
to be the light and sometimes humorous mood of comradeship 
between the poet and his friend Péi Dí , who also composed 20 
poems commemorating the same scenic spots.  

This unassuming privacy is not only conducive to a reclusive 
orientation, but may also be seen as an expression of the 
‘straightforward mind’ (zhíx n ) expounded by many Chán 
teachers, including the Sixth Patriarch Huìnéng , for whom Wáng 
Wéi is known to have written a commemorative stele. We have no 
indication that Wáng Wéi himself thought of the W ng Stream 

Collection in terms of the straightforward mind (though he obviously 
did think of the W ng Stream as a place for reclusion), but for later 
readers this association may have been part of what was conceived of 
as a Chán feature. 

In the following, we shall look at various linguistic and structural 
features that may be seen, at least in retrospect, as expressions of this 
straightforward mind. 

Beyond Perfection: Direct Imagery 

With some notable exceptions to which I shall return below, the 
imagery of most of the poems in the W ng Stream Collection is 
exceedingly simple and direct. The most extreme case is perhaps ‘The 
Luán Rapids,’ Luánji  lài : 
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 Whistling wind in autumn rain 
 Gushing water running over the stones 

 Waves splashing against waves 
 An egret is startled and settles again 

At least on the surface, this poem is purely descriptive, with no 
allusions or metaphors, and even without the almost obligatory 
subjective reflection or reaction at the end. The poem seems to invite 
us to see things as they are when they are not distorted by the usual 
veil of personal and cultural associations, much in line with a Chán 
view.  

Even when poems in this collection do contain allusions, the focus 
is still often on the concrete here-and-now rather than on any meaning 
provided by the reference source. For instance, when the first line of 
the poem ‘Magnolia Glen’ (X nyí wù ) mentions lotus flowers 
growing on the branches of trees, this refers concretely to actual 
magnolia flowers, which resemble lotus, but grow on trees rather than 
in water: 

 Lotus flowers on branches of trees 
 Mountains filled with red calyces 
 Near the quiet and empty house by the brook 
  they blossom profusely and fall to the ground 

While the image alludes to a poem in The Songs of Ch  (Ch cí 
) in which the shaman-poet compares the likelihood of meeting with 

his goddess-love to that of finding lotuses on tree branches, this is 
more a humorous way of describing magnolia flowers than an actual 
invitation to enter into the original poem’s world of shamanism 
(though see further discussion of such allusions below). The rest of the 
poem makes no further reference to The Songs of Ch , and is again 
purely descriptive. 

This direct imagery may be seen to reflect a wish to arrive at an 
equally direct and unornamented perception of the world, in line with 
Chán ideas of the straightforward mind. 

Beyond Perfection: Rustic Language 

In contrast to the imperial grandeur and literary images of ‘Visiting 
the Qín Emperor’s Tomb,’ the W ng Stream Collection tends towards 
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the simplicity of rustic life, as in the last two lines of the poem ‘White 
Stone Rapids’ : 

 Living both east and west of the stream 
 they wash their silk beneath the clear moon 

A linguistic counterpart to this rusticity is the use of local words in 
many of the poem titles, which are at the same time place names. As 
observed by Stephen Owen,22 this linguistic rusticity includes words 
like ào  ‘hollow,’ pàn  ‘shore,’ chá  ‘hillock,’ and zhài  
‘enclosure.’ 

While Chán is not the only Chinese religious school tending 
towards the rustic, this being equally much a feature of Daoist 
reclusion, it was the only Buddhist school that tended to have its 
centres away from the big cities, and this was one of the reasons it 
survived the later anti-Buddhist purges to a greater extent than did 
other schools. In our context, rusticity is associated with reclusion and 
a life of relaxation, far away from the demands of officialdom, and 
also with straightforward reality, as opposed to the embellished 
surfaces of cultural expressions near the political centre. 

Beyond Perfection: Breaking Expectations 

We saw above how ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb’ represented a 
standard structural division of poems into two parts, the first part 
being a descriptive ‘scene’ j ng  and the second a more personal 
expression of ‘emotion’ qíng , and a further division into four parts, 
‘opening’ q  , ‘continuation’ chéng , ‘turn-around’ zhu n , and 
‘conclusion’ hé . In the W ng Stream Collection, there are poems 
that adhere to this standard structural division, such as the poem 
‘Huàz  Ridge,’ Huàz  g ng :  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
22 Owen 2005. 
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Birds flying away in endless numbers  OPENING          SCENE 

  
Hills upon hills again covered in the hues of fall    CONTINUATION 
====================================================== 

  
Ascending and then descending the Huazi Ridge   TURN-AROUND     EMOTION 

  
There is no limit to my melancholy mood   CONCLUSION    

Much more typically, however, the poems in the W ng Stream 

Collection break with these structural expectations and thereby force 
the reader to go beyond habitual ways of reading and thinking. We 
have already seen one example of this in the poem ‘The Luán Rapids,’ 
discussed above. Consider again the last two lines of the poem: 

 Waves splashing against waves 
 An egret is startled and settles again 

On the surface at least, these lines are no less descriptive and no 
more personal than the descriptions of rain and gushing water in the 
first two lines. The only intimation of a turn-around lies in the change 
from the purely downward movement of water in lines 1 and 2 to 
waves splashing against each other (and, thus, presumably rising 
before they fall) in line 3, and the only intimation of ‘emotion’ lies in 
the introduction of a startled bird (also rising before it falls) in line 4. 
Some critics have read the startled bird as representing the poet’s 
emotional reaction, but even if the one is seen as a resonance of the 
other, the focus here is clearly on the external scene rather than the 
poet’s personal feelings. By including no clear conclusion, and no 
openly subjective reaction on the part of the poet, the poem effectively 
creates a collision with genre-induced expectations, confronting the 
reader with his or her habitual mode of reading, forcing him or her to 
see the landscape as it is instead of making personal sense of it by 
adding subjective meaning to the rain and the gushing water, as well 
as the egret of the last line. 

While ‘The Luán Rapids’ is extreme in being descriptive and 
impersonal from beginning to end, more often the poems move in the 
opposite direction of what is usually expected, from the personal to 
the purely descriptive, as in ‘Lake Q ,’ Q  hú : 
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 Crossing the waters playing the flute 
 Seeing you off as the sun goes down 
 Turning my head looking back on the lake 
 Green mountains rolled in white clouds 

While the personal atmosphere of the first two lines is associated 
with friendship and the melancholy mood of the xi o  flute as 
friends are about to part with each other, the literal turn-around in line 
3 serves as an introduction to the purely descriptive mode in line 4, in 
which the emotions of the first two lines seem to have become 
irrelevant. But precisely because line 4 is usually where the poet 
would be at his most personal, the perception of green mountains and 
white clouds is immensely intensified, as if the reader is brought to 
see them from inside the mind of the poet. Thereby, the personal and 
subjective nature of any perception, even the seemingly impersonal 
and objective view of mountains and clouds, is highlighted. Is this 
another possible reference to Chán? 

A similar case is the poem ‘Deer Fence,’ Lù zhài : 

 I see no-one in the empty mountains 
 but hear the voices of men who talk 
 The evening sun casts its rays into the forest 
 and shines again on the lush green moss. 

From the explicit presence of both the poet and others (who cannot 
be seen, but only heard) in the first two lines, the last two lines turn to 
a purely descriptive mode with no obviously personal elements. But 
once more, the expectation of a personal statement towards the end of 
the poem intensifies the perception of the rays of the evening sun 
illuminating the trees and the moss. Again, therefore, this poem points 
to the personal and subjective nature of perception. 

Beyond Perfection: The Pentasyllabic Quatrain Form 

The most immediately visible contrast between these poems and 
‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb’ is the choice of poetic subgenre. 
Each of the 20 poems in the W ng Stream Collection contains only 
four lines (or two couplets), as opposed to the eight lines (or four 
couplets) of the former poem. In other words, all poems in the W ng 

Stream Collection are juéjù  ‘quatrains.’ 
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Of course, there is nothing specifically Chán-like in the quatrain 
form, and some of the most famous Chán poems of the Táng dynasty, 
such as the ones by Hánsh n , are full-blown eight-line poems. 
Still, the choice of this subgenre is hardly accidental. The brief form 
provides an ideal frame for the simplicity and immediacy of these 
poems, and, one might argue, of the Chán experience.  

This brevity is further underlined by the pentasyllabic (as opposed 
to heptasyllabic) lines, though this is something the W ng Stream 
poems have in common with ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb.’  

While the pentasyllabic quatrain is the most commonly used poetic 
form in the Táng, quite a few later critics relate it directly to the 
assumed Chán-like effect of some poetry. Wáng Shìzh n says:23 

The pentasyllabic quatrains of the Táng often enter Chán. 
   

Many other critics produce comments to the same effect. 
Wáng Wéi was not only a poet, but also a painter, and reportedly 

painted the same 20 spots on his W ng Stream estate. Many of the 
poems are strongly visual, and the quatrain form is ideal for producing 
immediate snapshots. In contrast to painting, poems may also include 
other sensory input, particularly sounds (or their absence), but—with 
some notable exceptions to which we shall return below—most of the 
poems are based on the direct perception of sights and sounds with 
limited room for thought and reflection, ‘The Luán Rapids’ being the 
most extreme case of such naked, unadorned perception. An eight-line 
or heptasyllabic poem would probably require more intellectual 
reflection, emotional involvement or aesthetic adornment, all of which 
would have got in the way of the Chán-like immediacy of these poems. 

The simplicity of these poems, however, should not be exaggerated. 
Even within the limited space of four pentasyllabic lines, the poet 
sometimes manages a number of changes of perspective, as in the 
changing time frame of ‘The Hole in the Meng Wall,’ Mèng chéng ào 

: 

  My new home lies by a gap in the wall of Mèng 
  where of ancient trees only withering willows remain  
  Who is the one who will come to this place again 
  vainly lamenting possessions of long-ago men  

                                                 
23 Xi ngz  b jì  
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While the two first lines are concerned with the relation between 
the poetic here and now and a past of which little remains, the two last 
lines move this temporal relation one step forward, changing the here 
and now into a bygone past as seen by some future visitor. In fact, the 
last line is ambiguous and may refer either to the future visitor's 
lamenting of the poet or the poet’s lamenting of past inhabitants (like 
Sòng Zh wèn), thereby bringing together the two temporal frames of 
the poem in one single line. The effect is to see the self in a wider 
perspective and to see the present moment as part of a larger stream of 
passing time.  

Beyond Perfection: Old-style Poetry 

To the well-versed reader of Táng poetry, an equally obvious contrast 
between ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb’ and the W ng Stream 

Collection is that the former is written in the so-called new style (jìnt  
), while the poems in the latter are written in the so-called old 

style (g t  ). The new style is formally much stricter and is often 
associated with palace poetry, while the old style is deliberately 
antithetic to this strictness, and also to the associations to life at the 
palace and higher officialdom. This form therefore fits well with the 
rusticity and simplicity of the W ng Stream Collection. 

To the modern mind, even old-style poetry is quite thoroughly 
regulated. Consider the rules for old-style poetry as applied to the 
poem ‘Bamboo Lodge,’ Zhúl  gu n : 
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These rules are shared by old- and new-style poetry. There are, 
however, a number of formal differences between the two types. 

First, the tonal rules of the disyllabic rhythmic units of new-style 
poetry (see above) do not apply in old-style poetry. In fact, the tonal 
regularity of new-style poetry is consciously avoided, so that it occurs 
with lower-than-random frequency. Thus, the old style is usually 
chosen to mark opposition to the regularities of the new style. In this 
sense, the old style is not older than the new style, but on the contrary 
presupposes it. The old style is an active marker of a freer and less 
regulated frame of mind.  

Second, while new-style rhymes are almost always in the level 
tone, old-style rhymes may be in either level tone or any one of the 
three oblique tones: rising, falling, or entering tone. In ‘Bamboo 
Lodge,’ for instance, we have falling-tone rhymes: xiào  and zhào 

. Again, the active opposition to new-style regularity is made 
evident by the higher-than-random frequency of oblique-tone rhymes 
in the W ng Stream Collection, which has 12 poems with oblique-tone 
rhymes and eight poems with level-tone rhymes. Oblique-tone rhymes 
are a very conspicuous marker of the non-regularity of old-style 
poetry. 

Third, the rhymes themselves are less restricted in old-style than in 
new-style poetry. While new-style poetry usually requires every 
rhyme to be taken from the same rhyme group (yùn ), old-style 
poetry often amalgamates several rhyme groups into larger categories 
(lèi ), making it possible, for instance, to rhyme rén  (belonging 
to rhyme group 11 zh n ) and j n  (belonging to rhyme group 12 
wén ) in the poem ‘Pepper Garden,’ Ji o yuán . In ‘Apricot 
Lodge,’ Wénxìng gu n , Wáng Wéi takes the relative freedom 
of old-style rhyming one step further by creating a homophonous 
rhyme, letting the phonetically identical y   and y   rhyme with 
each other. This is virtually unheard of in Táng poetry, and functions 
as a strong marker of individuality over propriety. 

Fourth, while old-style poetry retain the tendency of new-style 
poetry to have non-rhyming final characters in the opposite tone of 
their rhyming counterparts, the W ng Stream Collection also has cases 
where one of the non-rhyming final characters is in the oblique tone 
and the other in the level tone, such as l   and zh   in ‘Bamboo 
Lodge’ above. 
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Finally, while parallelism is not required in either old-style or new-
style quatrains, it may occur in both, and Wáng Wéi is a greater lover 
of parallelism than one would expect of someone who wishes to 
express an opposition to rules and regularities. Again, however, the 
rules for old-style parallelism are not as strict as those for new-style 
parallelism. The parallel pairs may be both grammatically and 
semantically further removed from each other, as when the concrete zè 

j ng  ‘narrow path’ is paired with the more abstract y u y n  
‘secluded shadow’ in the first two lines of ‘The Path between the 
Locust Trees’ G ng huái mò , and when the noun+noun 
compound  ‘palace locust’ is paired with the adjective+noun 
compound l  tái  ‘green moss’ in the same lines. While not 
permissible in the new style, the parallel pairs may also be identical in 
the old style, as when the copula wéi  is used in both of the first two 
lines of ‘Apricot Lodge.’ Finally, old-style parallelism differs from 
new-style parallelism in that it usually displays no consistent tonal 
contrast between the lines. Again, however, Wáng Wéi’s obvious love 
of parallelism sometimes makes him create couplets that are a little 
closer to new-style poetry than we would expect in this collection: 

 obl obl obl lev lev Narrow path shaded by palace locust 

 lev lev lev obl lev Secluded shadow full of green moss 

The only exception to the strict tonal contrast between these 
parallel lines is in the two line-final characters, which have to be taken 
from the same tonal category, simply because they both rhyme. 

The contrast between old-style and new-style poetry was utilised 
for Chán-like purposes by other poets of the Táng dynasty. In the 
Platform S tra (Tán j ng ), the diligent, ambitious and well-
meaning, but unenlightened monk Shénxiù  writes a g th  in the 
form of an almost perfect new-style quatrain, while the illiterate 
novice Huìnéng  shows his deep and unconventional insight into 
Chán in a g th  (in some editions two g th s) composed as an old-
style quatrain. Huìnéng’s g th  starts almost demonstratively with 
blatant violations of new-style tone rules already in the first line, pútí 

b n wú shù , with no tonal contrast between characters 2 
and 4, nor between characters 3 and 5. Here old-style poetry is used as 
an emblem of a spontaneous, sudden enlightenment that goes beyond 
the gradual cultivation and rigorous scholarship of traditional 
Buddhism. 
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Beyond Perfection: Allusions to the Realm Beyond 

If the W ng Stream Collection were only an expression of simplicity, 
rusticity and directness, we would have problems explaining the 
existence of poems like ‘Golden Dust Spring’  and ‘Pepper 
Garden’ , which are built almost entirely around mythical and 
fantastic images from the early Daoist reclusive tradition and The 

Songs of Ch , and have very little connection to anything that is 
directly perceived:24 

 If you drink every day from the Golden Dust Spring 
 you will live to a thousand years or more 
 You will ride in green phoenix carts pulled by striped 

  dragons  
 and bring your plumed wand to the Jade Emperor’s court  
 With a cinnamon cup greet the Emperor’s Child 
 and make a pollia gift for the Beauty 
 On a mat place libations of pepper-hot wine  
 to bring down to earth the Lord of the Clouds 

The first of these poems is built around the Daoist and alchemist 
notion of a longevity potion, and in particular of gold as a means to 
immortality. The poem also refers to the striped, hornless dragons 
pulling an emerald phoenix chariot carrying the Daoist goddess of 
immortality, the Queen Mother of the West, and also to the Jade 
Emperor, ruler of Heaven and Earth, the feathered staff being the 
insignia of an official at court. Apart from the place name, the only 
connection to the spot commemorated is the presence of water, and 
possibly its yellow colour, which may have inspired the associations 
with gold. This poem, therefore, is just as heavily laden with allusion 
and just as far removed from the immediately perceptible physical 
world as was the case in ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb.’  

The second poem is built around the mythical and semi-religious 
world of The Songs of Ch , the Emperor’s Child and possibly also the 
Beauty referring to Lady Xi ng, Xi ng f rén , with whom the 
shaman-poet seeks sexual, as well as religious, union. The Lord of the 
Clouds also appears in The Songs of Ch , as does the use of pepper 
wine for sacrificial purposes. Though this poem contains more direct 

                                                 
24 In addition to Chén Ti mín’s annotations, my understanding of the allusions of 
these poems has been much helped by Pauline Yu (Yu 1980). 
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references to the physical features of the spot commemorated, 
cinnamon, pollia and pepper all presumably growing in the Pepper 
Garden, the focus is on the mythical and fantastic rather than on 
anything directly perceptible. 

A third poem built almost entirely around Daoist allusions is 
‘Lacquer Garden’ (Q -yuán ), which takes its name from the 
garden over which the great Daoist Zhu ngz   presided as a 
minor official after having refused a minister post at the royal court, in 
order to live a free life rather than being destroyed by the pressures 
near the centre of power. The first line of the poem refutes a statement 
to the effect that ‘there was a proud official in the Lacquer Garden’ 
(Q -yuán y u ào lì ) in a poem by Gu  Pú  (276–
324): 

 The ancient man was no proud official 
 but thought himself lacking in worldly skills 
 By chance he had gotten a minor position  
 and spent his time resting below a few trees 

 
Possibly apart from the trees in the last line (which has been 

interpreted in a number of widely different ways), this poem contains 
no concrete reference to the actual site commemorated, though the 
story of Zhu ngz  is undoubtedly used to describe Wáng Wéi’s own 
propensity for reclusion. 

What is the relation between these three poems and the nature 
poems in the W ng Stream Collection? What do these three poems 
have to do with simplicity and direct perception? And finally, what is 
the connection between Chán and these poems, which are all built on 
Daoist notions and images?  

First, note that even the nature poetry of this collection often 
contains imagery associated with semi-Daoist ideas or with The Songs 

of Ch , as we saw above in the image of lotus growing on branches of 
trees in ‘Magnolia Glen.’ Another example is the solitary man in the 
shaded bamboo grove in ‘Bamboo Lodge,’ alluding to The Songs of 

Ch , in which the shaman-poet waits in vain for his lover-goddess to 
arrive in a dense and shadowy bamboo grove. Yet another poem, 
‘Bamboo Ridge’ (J nzhú l ng ), refers to Mount Sh ng , 
which actually lies not far from the area, but which also figures in 
Chinese history as the place to which four famous hermits retreated to 
avoid serving in the First Emperor’s government. As pointed out by 
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Stephen Owen in his article ‘Xuéhuì j ngyà,’ the poem title (and place 
name) ‘Huàz  Hill’  is taken from a poem title by Xiè Língyùn 

 (385–433) and refers to the Daoist immortal Huà Z q  , 
while the poem title (and place name) ‘Bamboo Ridge’  refers 
to the title of another of Xiè Língyùn’s poems, in which the poet sets 
out wandering to look for an immortal. The location of these place 
names is actually deceptive, Owen explains, as they are taken from the 
Lúsh n  area of which Xiè Língyùn wrote rather than the area of 
the W ng Stream. 

The interplay between simple imagery and metaphysical and 
literary allusions is most gracefully displayed in the poem ‘Apricot 
Lodge’ : 

 Apricot cut to serve as beams 
 lemongrass bound to act as eaves 
 Perhaps the clouds amidst the rafters 
 will turn into rain in the world of men 

On the surface, this poem is a concrete description of a simple hut 
made from materials available on the spot. The mist and the rain are 
also concrete, as is the high altitude of the spot. At the same time, the 
sheer simplicity of the little hut described is an obvious source of 
spiritual enjoyment, and this effect is intensified by the almost 
otherworldly position of the hut far above the realm of human beings. 
Furthermore, the clouds amidst the rafters clearly allude to a poem by 
Gu  Pú, in which a Daoist recluse is said to reside in a place where 
‘clouds appear amidst beams and rafters’ (yún sh ng liáng dòng ji n 

). Finally, the pairing of ‘clouds’ yún  and ‘rain’ y  
at the end of lines 3 and 4 is a standard allusion to the story of the 
sexual union between a king and a mythical goddess in The Songs of 

Ch . In the present context, sexuality is hardly the issue, but the myth-
shrouded shamanic quest for a realm beyond is important in 
conveying the spiritual meaning of the poem. 

In a playful way, the literary and metaphysical allusions of 
‘Apricot Lodge’ add a layer of spiritual significance to what is 
otherwise an utterly simple, concrete and direct description of an 
equally simple spot. In a similar light-hearted vein, the three allusion-
filled poems cited above, as well as the numerous allusions in the 
nature poems, also bring out the spiritual significance of the simplicity, 
rusticity and direct perception of these poems. In other words, the 
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immediacy of the directly descriptive language is the very basis for 
the spiritual frame of mind jocularly hinted at in the mythical and 
fantastic allusions.  

Poetic Language and Poetic Structure 

As we have seen, almost all Míng and Q ng rhetoric of Chán poetry is 
built on statements from the Sòng critic Yán Y , in particular his 
emphasis on ‘subtle enlightenment’ as a basic feature of both Chán 
and poetry. However, Míng and Q ng critics radically reinterpreted 
Yán Y ’s notions, making his analogies between Chán-induced and 
poetic enlightenment into an equation between the two, while 
basically restricting the Chán label to poets who might be plausibly 
conceived as Buddhists. In the ideal case, subtle enlightenment was 
seen as residing in the poet, in the poem, and, as an effect of the 
reading process, in the reader. Wáng Wéi’s non-doctrinal nature 
poems became standard examples of Chán poetry. However, apart 
from general and quite abstract statements about such Chán qualities 
residing beyond language and leaving no traces, we find few concrete 
descriptions of actual Chán-like features. In this paper, I have 
suggested that such features are at least partly to be located within the 
choice of poetic language and poetic structure.  

In the W ng Stream Collection, the unassuming privacy of the 
spots commemorated forms a conspicuous contrast to the imperial 
grandeur and officialdom of ‘Visiting the Qín Emperor’s Tomb.’ Such 
choices of content, however, are supplemented by a number of 
linguistic and structural choices, briefly summed up below:  

1. Choice of imagery: Simple and direct, rather than embellished 
and allusion-filled; 

2. Choice of linguistic style: Rustic and local, rather than literary 
and urban; 

3. Choice of structure: Breaking with, rather than adhering to 
standard genre expectations; 

4. Choice of poetic sub-genre: Quatrain, rather than octave; 
5. Choice of poetic sub-genre: Pentasyllabic, rather than hepta-

syllabic; 
6. Choice of poetic sub-genre: Old style, rather than new style; and 
7. Choice of allusions: Daoist, rather than Confucian motifs. 

These features are by no means universally applied. As we saw in 
the case of old style vs. new style, the rhetorical devices in question 



HALVOR EIFRING 
 

262

are a means of marking an opposition, and the standard against which 
they react works as their point of departure. The language of these 
poems does contain rustic and local features, but its basic form is 
Literary Chinese, not some kind of dialectal vernacular. Similarly, the 
effect of ending a poem with descriptive ‘scene’ rather than subjective 
‘emotion’ presupposes an expectation of the opposite, and this more 
traditional structure is indeed followed in some of the poems. 
Furthermore, the seeming opposition between the lack of allusions in 
No. 1 and the choice of specific types of allusion in No. 7 represents 
only two ways to bring about the same frame of mind.  

The denial of the mode of officialdom and imperial grandeur is 
brought out most explicitly in the poem ‘Willow Waves,’ Li  liáng 

: 

 Row upon row of trees with silk-like threads  
 reflected upside-down in limpid ripplets  
 refusing to do as the ones on the imperial moat  
 where the spring breeze is hurt by all the farewells 

Line 3 has also been interpreted as an imperative: ‘Don’t do as the 
ones on the imperial moat!’ In either case, this line and the following 
one represent a refusal to associate these willows with the almost 
unavoidably standard theme of broken willow branches as tokens of 
friendship at the heartrending occasions when an official is sent out of 
the capital to serve in a faraway place.25 

One should think that the frequent use of Daoist motifs and the 
lack of Buddhist ones (if we accept that the three instances of the 
word k ng  ‘empty; in vain’ are devoid of Buddhist meaning) 
would indicate a Daoist rather than a Buddhist orientation. On the 
other hand, the Daoist allusions are mostly playful, while the deep 
interest in perception and perspectivism seems to bring the reader into 
a philosophical and psychological exploration that comes closer to 
Buddhism—and Chán for that matter—than to the popular Daoism to 
which many of the poems allude. Thus, no matter what the poet 
actually intended, the later attribution of Chán meaning to these 
poems is not entirely groundless. If we see it this way, we can add 
another rhetorical device to the seven above: The choice of avoiding 

                                                 
25 An opposite and, in my opinion, less felicitous interpretation is provided by Stephan 
Schumacher 1982 who translates the last two lines: ‘Ähneln sie nicht den Weiden am 
Palastgraben, / Die im Frühlingswind den Abschiedsschmerz vertiefen?’ 
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explicit mention of the heart of the matter, of leaving unsaid what 
cannot be put into words in any case. As the Q ng critic Sh n Déqián 
said: ‘In poetry, one values the presence of Chán principles and Chán 
spirit, not of Chán words’ ( ).26 

 

                                                 
26 D ng Fúb o 1963:555. A similar point was brought out by Jì Yún  (1724–
1805): ‘Poetry should investigate the atmosphere of Chán, but should not use the 
words of Chán’ . 
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SOME PRELIMINARY REMARKS TO A STUDY OF 

RHETORICAL DEVICES IN CHÁN Y LÙ   
ENCOUNTER DIALOGUES 

 
CHRISTIAN WITTERN 

 
In the few last decades, Chán texts in general, but texts from the 
y lù and Lamp History genres specifically, have been scrutinized 
for historically reliable, ‘authentic’ traces, as supposed to later 
‘fabrications’ and ‘forgeries.’ While these certainly are 
interesting questions that have advanced our understanding of the 
development of Chán Buddhism, my reading here will take a 
different approach to these texts. I will try to take the received 
texts seriously as texts, and will try to understand what kind of 
image of the Chán School is created in these texts, what kinds of 
questions seem important and what solutions are proposed in 
these texts. In short, my reading will be closer to the reading of 
these texts as literary works than as historical narratives, with the 
primary goal of understanding how these texts function. I will, 
thus, not argue about what parts of a text are trustworthy and 
what parts not, but will rather just take the text at face value. 
Furthermore, for the sake of brevity, in quotations and 
discussions I will just say ‘M z  said’ or ‘Línjì shouted,’ as if 
these were actual facts reported, rather than each time add in 
parentheses ‘this is what the text says, but of course we cannot 
know for sure if this really happened as reported.’  
 

The text under consideration here is the J ngdé chuánd ng lù 
 (hereafter: JDCDL) of the year 1004, a text not usually 

considered part of the y lù genre in a narrow sense, as y lù only 
started to appear later in the 11th century.1 However, these distinctions 
are mostly relevant to the overall structure of a y lù, the context of its 
composition and the constituent parts. At a more basic level, the part 
of the y lù that deals with the interactions of a master with his 
disciples and visitors is structurally very similar to the entries for a 
master in the so-called Lamp Histories, of which the JDCDL is the 
paradigmatic text; this is what has been called kien mondo  

                                                      
1 For a more thorough discussion of the y lù genre, its constituents and development, 
see Wittern 1998:51–87. 
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(‘encounter dialogue’) by the most eminent Chán/Zen scholar of the 
20th century, the late Yanagida Seizan .2 It is precisely for 
this reason that this text will be used as the primary witness in this 
preliminary investigation of rhetoric devices in the y lù. Because of 
the limits applying to this little essay, I will further constrain this to 
look only at the encounter dialogues in the Chuánd ng lù. 

Meaning of the Coming of the Patriarch 

One of the most frequent, if not the most frequently asked question in 
the Chán records is the question about the ‘Meaning of the Coming of 
the Patriarch.’ In effect, this is a rhetoric shorthand to an inquiry about 
the meaning and essence of the Chán teaching (to be understood also 
to be a question about the specific teaching), as expounded by the 
interlocutor who receives the question. 

To give an estimate of the importance of this question in the Chán 
records, I will provide figures derived from queries against the 
CBETA database (in version 19 of February 2008).3 These figures 
should, of course, be considered just as a rough estimate and not much 
more, but they will provide a slightly firmer ground than just a gut 
feeling after having read some of the texts. For the searches reported 
here, I selected a subset of the texts with the help of the CBETA 
categorized catalogue, which includes all the texts in Category 17, 
Chánz ng bùlèi and also the texts from Subcategory 14, 

Chánz ng zhuàn of Category 18 Sh zhuàn bùlèi , 
altogether 344 texts with almost 28 million characters;4 the maximum 
distance for ‘near’ searches (+ sign in rows 3 and 4 of Table 1) has 
been set to 15 characters.  

                                                      
2 See Yanagida 1983:185–205 and especially 204 (n. 25), where the first compound 
for ‘encounter’ is defined.  
3 The CD-ROM version has been used here, which is distributed free of charge, but 
can also be downloaded from http://www.cbeta.org/download. 
4 The character counts are not available directly from the CD-ROM version, they 
have been made using the XML files available from the CBETA website using a 
script written for that purpose. 
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Table 1: Frequently asked questions in the Chán records and the 
JDCDL 

No Query Hits in all texts Hits in JDCDL  
1   1,388 149 
2    820  18 
3    435  23 
4    382  20 

As can be seen in Table 1, the question about the meaning of the 
coming of the patriarch from the West has a total of 1,388 hits in all of 
the texts in the Chán category, which includes of course a majority of 
texts written after the 11th century. But, even in the early 11th century 
JDCDL, there are 149 hits for this specific formulation of the 
question. Since there are a number of different ways to word the 
question, the overall count is likely to be even higher, far too much to 
be digested in the space available here. Another frequently seen 
sequence of characters, the statement jí x n jí fó , ‘this very 
mind is the Buddha,’ which was a central element in M z ’s teaching 
and that of the Hóngzh u School.5 While this is indeed very frequent 
in later texts, it occurs only 18 times in exact this wording in the 
JDCDL. 

Given this situation, it seemed to be desirable to reduce the number 
of examples to look at by retaining a certain variety of responses. The 
first attempt at this was to actually look at the answers to the questions 
and categorize them with the intention to select some representative 
examples for a discussion here. However, this turned out to be a 
process not entirely satisfying, so I decided to further reduce the 
number of examples to look at with a more specific search term. This 
produced the third and fourth row in Table 1 with the number of 
locations in the text that contain both the term z  yì ‘the 
patriarch’s meaning’ and jiào yì ‘the meaning of the teachings,’ 
two enigmatic shorthands to characterize the opposing directions of 
the emerging Chán School on the one side, and the mainstream of 
Buddhist teachings on the other. The occurrence of these terms in 
vicinity of each other is given in the third row of Table 1. Since these 
terms might occur in any context, not just in questions, I finally added 

                                                      
5 Suzuki 1985:377 and 383ff gives some sources that he claims prove that this 
proposition was not original to M z , but the evidence does not seem conclusive 
given that most of the sources he cites are likely to be of a much later provenance. 
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the two characters tóng ‘the same’ and bié ‘different’ to 
capture those occurrences that specifically address the question of 
identity between these two. This brings the set of passages to discuss 
down to 382 in all the texts and 20 in the JDCDL, a set that seems of a 
manageable size and this is what will be discussed in the following, 
beginning with a translation of the passages in question. 

Questions about the Essence of Chán and the Teachings 

1. L ngzh u Guóq ngyuàn Fèng Chánsh  6 
(JDCDL, fasc. 11:287b177) 

 Somebody asked: ‘Is there a 
difference between the intention of 
the patriarchs and the intention of the 
s tras?’ 

 ‘Grasses and crops thrive through the 
rain, 

 During the tender winds in Spring, 
there is no need to wrap one’s head.’  

 A monk said: ‘So after all, are they 
the same or not?’ 

 ‘Auspicious clouds are arising 
 The mountain caves stand 

undisturbed.’ 

2. Mùzh u Lóngx ng sì Chén z nsù 8 (JDCDL, 
fasc. 12:291c10) 

 A monk asked: ‘Is there a 
difference between the intention of 
the s tras and the intention of the 
Patriarchs?’ 

                                                      
6 Gúoq ng Fèng (n.d.) is a disciple of Zhàozh u Cóngsh n  (778–897) 
who was resident in the Guóq ng Monastery in today’s Shaanxi province. 
7 All references to the JDCDL will provide the number of the fascicle, page number, 
section and line number of this passage in Volume 51 of the Taish  shinsh  daiz ky  
(T.). The punctuation is in all cases my own. 
8 Chén z nsù (~780–~877?) is usually called  Mùzh u Dàomíng. He is a 
disciple of  Huángbò X yùn (?–850) and is best known as one of the major 
influences of Yúnmén Wény n  (864–949).  
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 The master said: ‘Blue mountains 
are blue by themselves, 

 white clouds are white of their 
own.’9 

 The monk said: ‘So what is the 
matter with the blue mountain?’ 

 The master answered: ‘Just return 
me a drop of rainwater!’ 

3. Y ngsh n X t  Gu ngmù chánsh  10 (JDCDL, 
fasc. 12:293c13) 

 Somebody asked: ‘The intention of 
the patriarchs and the intention of 
the s tras, are they the same or 
different?’ 

 The master answered: ‘Lets leave 
the question of same or different 
aside,  

 just say, what is it that comes out 
and enters the mouth of the bottle?’ 

4. Jízh u Fúshòu héshàng 11  (JDCDL, fasc. 
13:302a18) 

 A monk asked: ‘The intention of 
the patriarchs and the intention of 
the s tras, are they identical or are 
they different?’ 

 The master spread his hands.12 

                                                      
9 This answer later became one of the main sayings associated with Mùzh u and is 
frequently quoted in the Chán literature. 
10 X t  Gu ngmù (n.d.) was a disciple of Y ngsh n Huìjì  (807–883), one 
of the founders of the Wéiy ng  ‘house’ of Chán Buddhism. 
11 Fúshòu (n.d.) is a disciple of Z fú Rúb o  (n.d.), who was in turn a 
disciple of Y ngsh n Huìjì.  
12 There are different ways to understand this gesture. In the Chán tradition of 
Dòngsh n Liángjiè, the gesture of spreading the hands is one of welcoming the 
student to incite him to receive instruction; it is one of Dóngsh n’s three gestures (cf. 
T. 47:524c). 
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5. L zh u Jiásh n Shànhuì chánsh  13 (JDCDL, 
15:324a20) 

 ‘The intention of the patriarchs and the 
intention of the s tras, have been 
established since times beyond, 

 why do you deny this here?’14 
 The master said: ‘Having not eaten for 

three years, 
 but what you see in front of you is not a 

starving man.’ 
 The monk said: ‘Even if it is not a 

starving man, 
 why do I not experience any 

enlightenment?’ 
 The master said: ‘As for the 

enlightenment, 
 delusion is still your teacher.’ 

 The master then said the following 
g th : 

 ‘Very clearly, there is no enlightenment 
to the dharma, 

 If there were enlightenment, there would 
be delusion. 

 This discussion has been going on for 
such a long time, my feet have fallen 
asleep. 

 So there is in fact no fake and no real.’ 

6. L zh u Jiásh n Shànhuì chánsh   (JDCDL, 
fasc. 15:324b01)  

 
Somebody asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 
are they identical or different?’ 

 The master answered: ‘The wind blows 
over the lake full of lotus leaves, 

 To the traveler, ten miles is one leg.’ 

                                                      
13 Jiásh n Shànhuì was a disciple of Chuánz  Déchéng , the ‘boatman,’ so 
called because he lived in a small boat on a river, who was in turn a disciple of 
Yàosh n Wéiy n  (744–827). 
14 It is worth pointing out that this is the only example among the passages cited here 
where the questioner himself already implies the superiority of the Chán teaching and 
scolds the master for not agreeing to this.  
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7. Fúzh u Xu f ng Yìcún chánsh  15 (JDCDL, 
fasc. 16:327a19)  

 A monk asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras,  

 are they the same or different?’ 
 The master answered: ‘The sound of 

thunder shakes the earth, 
 but inside the room nothing is heard.’ 

8. Tánzh u G sh n Zàng chánsh  16 (JDCDL, fasc. 
16: 329c26)  

 A monk asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they one or are they two?’ 
 The master answered: ‘Clear sky on a 

bright day, 
 thick frost at midnight.’ 

9. Jízh u Chóng n héshàng 17  (JDCDL, fasc. 
16:330a12)  

 A monk asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they one or are they two?’ 
 The master said: ‘Although the moon 

can be seen in Shàolín, 
 The clouds do not penetrate through 

C ngl ng.’18 

                                                      
15 Xu f ng Yìcún (822–902), disciple of Shíxìang Hóngzhí , was an 
important master of the late Tang. He lived in Fujian province and was master of 
Yúnmén Wény n  (864–949).  
16 G sh n Zàng (n.d.) is the disciple of Jiànyúan Zhòngx ng  (n.d.). 
17 Chóng n (n.d.) is disciple of Jiànyúan Zhòngx ng  (n.d.). This entry in 
the JDCDL comprises only this encounter. 
18 Shàolín is the name of a famous monastery on Mount S ng, this is where 
Bodhidharma, the ‘patriarch’ is said to have practiced for nine years. C ngl ng is a 
mountain range in the far west of China, in today’s X nj ang province.  
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10. L zh u Lèp  sh n Yuán n chánsh  19 
(JDCDL, fasc. 16:331b20)  

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras,  

 are the one or are they two?’ 
 The master said: ‘In the lions cave, there 

is no strange beast, 
 where the elephant goes, there is no 

footprint of a fox.’ 

11. L zh u Lèp  sh n Yuán n chánsh   
(JDCDL, fasc. 16:331c23)  

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they the same or different?’ 
 The master said: ‘Sun and moon take 

turns in the sky, 
 who would not have their own path?’ 

12. Húnán Lóngyá sh n J dùn chánsh  20 
(JDCDL, fasc. 17:337c23) 

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they the same, 
 or are they different?’ 

 The master answered: ‘The patriarch did 
come later.’ 

13. J ngzhào Huáyán sì Xi jìng chánsh  21 
(JDCDL, fasc. 17:338a16)  

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they identical,  
 or are they different?’ 

                                                      
19 Lèp  Yuán n is more commonly known as Lùop  Yuán n  (834–898). 
He was a disciple of the above-mentioned Jiásh n Shànhuì. 
20 Lóngyá J dùn (835–923) was a disciple of the co-founder of the Cáodòng  
(Jap. S t ) School of Chán Buddhism, Dòngsh n Líangjìe  (807–869). 
21 Xi jìng (n.d.) was another disciple of Dòngsh n Líangjìe. 
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 The master answered: ‘Try your best to 
find what is hidden in the Dragon Palace, 

 the multitude of meanings cannot be 
explained.’ 

14. Xi ngzh u Jiùl ng Shànb n chánsh  22 
(JDCDL, fasc. 17:341c24) 

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they identical or are they different?’ 
 The master said: ‘On top of Vulture 

Peak 
 green grass and heavenly forest, 
 In Deer Park,23 

 Fox and rabbit are engaged in lively 
interchanges.’ 

15. Hóngzh u Fèngq  sh n Tóng n yuàn W i chánsh  
24 (JDCDL, fasc. 20:365c15) 

 Someone asked: ‘What about the 
intention of the patriarchs and the 
intention of the s tras?’ 

 The master said: ‘The Jade Rabbit does 
not know about dawn, 

 the Golden Bird surely illuminates the 
night.’25 

                                                      
22 Jiùl ng Shànb n (n.d.) was a disciple of Háozh u S míng  (n.d.). 
23 Vulture Peak is said to be the setting where many of the main Mah y na s tras 
were preached, whereas Deer Park (S rn th) is the place of Buddha kyam ni’s first 
sermon after his enlightenment.  
24 Tóng n W i (n.d.) is a disciple of Ji f ng P m n (n.d.). He figures also in fascicle 
28 of the collection Chánmén ni nsòng jí . 
25  Jade Rabbit is a conventional image for the moon, while the Golden Bird 
symbolizes the sun. 
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16. Hóngzh u Dàxióng sh n B izhàng Ch o chánsh  
26 (JDCDL, fasc. 20:368b17) 

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
patriarchs and the intention of the s tras, 

 are they identical 
 or are they different?’ 

 The master said: ‘The Golden Bird and 
the Jade Rabbit 

 I heard they both circle Mount 
Sumeru.’27 

17. Sháozh u Báiyún Xiáng héshàng 28 (JDCDL, 
fasc. 22:384b28) 

 Someone asked: ‘The intention of the 
s tras and the intention of the patriarchs, 

 are they identical, 
 or are they different?’ 

 The master answered: ‘They do not 
differ!’ 

 ‘But how can they be identical?’ 
 The master said: ‘Nothing will stop you 

from understanding this!’ 

18. Yuèzh u B líng X nk i Hàojiàn dàsh  29 
(JDCDL, fasc. 22:386a25) 

 Later a monk asked: ‘The intention of 
the patriarchs and the intention of the 
s tras, 

 are they the same, or are they different?’ 
 The master said: ‘Chickens climb the 

trees when it is cold, 
 Ducks enter the water when it is cold.’ 

                                                      
26 B izhàng Ch o (n.d.) is one of the many disciples of Sh sh n Ku ngrén  
(also sometimes Gu ngrén , n.d.). 
27 In Buddhist cosmology, the world mountain Sumeru, which is a strangely shaped 
peak, arises in the center of the world, around which the Sun and Moon revolve. 
28 Báiyún Xiáng, full name Báiyún Z xiáng  (n.d.) is a disciple of Yúnmén 
Wény n  (863–949). 
29 B líng Hàojiàn was also a disciple of Yúnmén Wény n. 
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19. Y uzh u Chuánf  héshang 30  (JDCDL, fasc. 
23:397a08) 

 A monk asked: ‘The intention of the 
s tras and the intention of the patriarchs, 

 are they identical or are they different?’ 
 The master answered: ‘Golden threads 

of a newly opened blossom are 
beautiful, 

 White clouds hang deeply over the old 
cave.’ 

20. Hángzh u W yún sh n Huáyán dàoch ng Zhìféng dàsh  
31 (JDCDL, fasc. 26:422c02) 

 The master ascended the high seat 
and said: ‘Venerables, 

 throw away one knowledge and gain 
some other knowledge, 

 You should all take an example in 
Sudhana and his travel to the south.32 

 Venerables, now let me ask: “Just 
like Sudhana had to leave Mañju r ,  

 and planned to climb Mount Sugriva 
to visit the monk Meghashri 

 and once he arrived at that place, 
 why did Meghashri decide to see him 

                                                      
30 Chuánf  (n.d.) was a disciple of Q ngf ng Chúanch   (n.d.). 
31 Zhìféng (909–985) was a disciple of Ti ntái Désháo  (891–972). 
32 This refers to the story of Sudhana visiting the monk Meghashri, found in Chapter 
39 of the Avata saka s tra. Cleary translates this as follows: ‘Then Sudhana 
proceeded by stages to the country of Ramavaranta. Having reached Ramavaranta, 
reflecting on and tasting the mentally pleasing enjoyments based on higher action 
born of past roots of goodness, he went to Mount Sugriva, climbed the mountain, and 
looked in every direction for the monk Meghashri. Finally, after seven days, he saw 
the monk walking on the plateau of another peak. He went to Meghashri, paid his 
respects, and said, “O noble one, I have determined to seek supreme enlightenment, 
but I do not know how an enlightening being should learn the conduct of enlightening 
beings, or how one should accomplish it, or how to begin the practice of enlightening 
beings, how to carry it out, fulfill it, purify it, comprehend it, realize it, follow it, keep 
to it, and expand it, or how an enlightening being is to fulfill the sphere of universally 
good action. I hear that you give instruction for enlightening beings, so please tell me 
how enlightening beings proceed to supreme perfect enlightenment”’ (Cleary 1984, 
Vol. 3:56). 
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on a different peak? 
 So are the teachings of the s tras and 

the teachings of the patriarchs, 
 they are all the same skillful means, 
 and in no respect have different 

meanings. 
 Once you understand this, 
 all this will be very clear! 

 Venerables, as you now cloud around 
this old monk, 

 Did you meet him, 
 or did you fail to meet him? 

 Is this place here Mount Sugriva? 
 Or is it a different peak? 

 Get away from here and leave this 
place, 

 You really are ungrateful to this old 
monk, 

 You have always seen Monk 
Meghashri, 

 Are you able to realize this even for a 
single moment? 

 Do you think you can really do 
this?”’ 

Rhetorical Structure of the Answers 

A sub-variant of this question is the question about the difference 
between the specific teachings of the Chán school and the traditional 
teachings as expounded in the main Mah y na scriptures. If we take a 
closer look at just the 20 hits in JDCDL, we can attempt to further 
categorize them as follows:  
 

1) Most of the passages have one answer, only a few have more 
than one, but at most two answers. 

2) Many answers use ‘poetical language’ for the answer. 
3) In one case, the answer is outrightly rejected. 
4) In one case, the answer is giving purely in body language. 
5) Very few answers give a comprehensible, ‘logical’ answer. 
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Passages with More than One Answer 

Of the 20 passages translated above, 19 occur in dialogues, only one, 
the last one, is from a sermon. In most of the dialogues (15 out of 19) 
the dialogue is concluded after just one question and one answer, 
which is to say the monk asking the question was either satisfied with 
the answer or too baffled to ask further. In four of the dialogues (1, 2, 
5 and 17), there is a second answer; in these four dialogues, the 
original questioner (except maybe in the first and second, where we 
are told ‘a monk’ asked the second question, which might as well be a 
different monk) apparently did not understand the answer and asked 
again in order to maybe get a better answer. The answer, however, 
does sometimes not differ very much from the first one; in the first 
dialogue, the answer is another couplet. In the other three cases, the 
follow-up question draws on the first answer and tries to get some 
further elucidation from the master: In the second dialogue, having 
received the answer ‘Blue mountains are blue by themselves, white 
clouds are white of their own’ and the second question then takes up 
the theme and further inquires about the blue mountain: ‘What is the 
matter with the blue mountain?’ only to receive the answer from a 
quite different context: ‘Just return me a drop of rainwater!’  

A similar rhetorical structure is apparent in the fifth passage, where 
the first answer is ‘No meal for three years, but what you see is not a 
starving man.’ This leads the questioner to take up the theme in the 
follow-up question: ‘Even if it is not a starving man, why do I not 
experience enlightenment?’ but he connects it very directly with his 
own situation. This seems to please the master, since his answer 
relates in a way somewhat unusual for Chán dialogues very directly to 
the question: ‘As for the enlightenment, illusion is still your teacher.’ 
In addition to this, he offers a g th  of his own, which takes up the 
theme of enlightenment and delusion and tries to offer the questioner a 
further handle on this problem. The last one of this group of passages 
with two answers, passage no. 17, is remarkable in another aspect as 
well, since it is the only answer out of the 19 in which there is a 
straightforward, comprehensible and somewhat ‘logical’ answer to the 
simple question: ‘They do not differ!’ This, however, seems to come 
quite as a surprise to the questioning monk, so he utters ‘But how can 
they be identical?’ to which the master then concludes: ‘Nothing will 
stop you from understanding this.’   
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Passages with Answers in Poetical Language 

The most striking feature of the passages quoted here is its abundant 
employment of poetical language. Chán is well known for its affinity 
to poetical expression; many Chán masters have been renowned poets 
and poetical expression is at the core of collections like the Bìyán lù 

 (1125) of Yuánwù Kèqín  (1063–1135). However, 
it is less appreciated that even 10th and 11th century sources, such as 
the JDCDL, contain a considerable amount of poetical expression, 
most of it in the dialogues, such as the passages under consideration 
here. 

Of all the answers given here, 14 out of 19 do contain some kind of 
poetical language, most of them (12) in form of a couplet, two others 
(5 and 14) have a double couplet, that is four lines of verse. Now as to 
the form of these verses, there is a slight preference for five characters 
per line (seven passages: 1, 2, 5, 9, 11, 13, 19), but four characters (six 
passages: 1, 7, 8, 14, 16, 18) are also seen, whereas only seven 
characters occur in three cases (6, 10, 15). 

Now what might be the reason for this preference for poetical 
language? What is the rhetorical function of poetical language? To 
answer these questions, a brief reminder of the working of poetical 
language might be called for. Poetic diction, that is the poetic usage of 
language, is a mode of expression that is fundamentally different from 
the rational (‘prosaic’) discourse usually employed in everyday 
conversation and also used by the questioners in the passages under 
consideration here. The construction of meaning in poetical works is 
one of the central questions of philosophy and literary criticism and 
has been hotly debated ever since the Poetics of Aristotle; it is 
impossible to deal with adequately in this short essay. Instead, I would 
only like to point out the obvious, in that this mode of using language 
is used for its evocative qualities and usually also for its aesthetic 
value. The speaking does not proceed by the stating of a fact, but 
rather through evocating images and in some sense performing what is 
meant to be transmitted, thus inviting the listener to take part in this 
experience. Owen Barfield, in his investigation Poetic Diction, after 
giving some examples of different kinds of poetry, attempts to analyze 
their effect as follows: ‘When I try to describe in more detail than by 
the phrase “aesthetic imagination” what experience it is to which at 
some time or another I have been led […] by these examples, I find 
myself obliged to define it as a “felt change of consciousness,” where 
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“consciousness” embraces all my awareness of my surroundings at 
any given moment and “surroundings” includes my own feelings’ (p. 
48). Poetry seems to be able to achieve something where ordinary 
languages fails, namely inducing a change in the consciousness that 
transcends what can be rationally expressed. However, I am just 
stating the question, an answer will require a more thorough 
investigation into the use of poetic language in Chán y lù, so currently 
this has to be taken for mere speculation.33  

The question under consideration here, given the polar nature of 
the two opposing (or seemingly opposing) alternatives of either ‘the 
scriptures’ or ‘the patriarch’s teaching’ invite a treatment in couplets, 
which due to their inner structure of opposing lines lend themselves 
well to the expression of opposites, and in fact the composition rules 
for proper couplets require the construction of the verse lines in 
parallel. In our passages from the JDCDL, there are indeed some 
couplets following this basic structure (2, 8, 9, 18), but in many cases 
the parallelism is on the semantic level, rather than on the syntactic, as 
would be required by the formal composition rules. Examples of such 
opposites or polarities are clouds and mountains (1, 2), day and night 
(8), Jade Rabbit and Golden Bird (15, 16) or sun and moon (11), 
Shàolín and C ngl ng (9), lion and elephant (10), as well as chicken 
and ducks (18). In many of these cases, the answer, though in a poetic 
cloth, can be understood in a way that the scriptures and the teachings 
are only seemingly opposites, but do serve similar purposes, such as 
sun and moon, day and night, or are of a similar kind, like lion and 
elephant, or chicken and ducks. Even more direct are cases such as the 
allusions to Shàolín and C ngl ng, or Vulture Peak and Deer Park 
that, within the common context of the questioner and the respondent, 
seem to provide a clear answer to the question.  

Other Modes of Answering the Questions 

Apart from answering in poetic language, there are a few other modes 
of answering. In one case, the answer is outrightly rejected (3): ‘Let’s 
leave the question of same and different aside, what is there that goes 

                                                      
33 Stephen Owen, in his Traditional Chinese Poetry and Poetics (1985), tries to throw 
light on the process of how poetical meaning is generated in reading Chinese poetry, 
especially also in comparison with some examples from the English tradition (Owen 
1985:12–53 and passim). 
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in and out of your mouth?’ This is a rhetorical technique seen very 
frequently in Chán y lù, which refuses to take any question, but rather 
throws the questioner back to himself, asks him to consider the 
fundamental question of what he himself is, with the ultimate aim of 
letting him realize the illusionary characteristic of the concept of the 
self of the one who is asking this question.  

Another mode of answering is to use body language. Chán y lù are 
full of examples, where shouting, beating, bowing or other non-verbal 
answers are given to questioning monks. Compared to that, the only 
answer in body language of our selection seems rather tame. In 
passage no. 4 we are simply told: ‘The master spread his hands.’ This 
might well be a welcoming gesture, as this was usual practice in 
Dòngsh ns tradition; however, it does not give a specific answer to the 
question asked.  

Yet another way to answer the question is the most straightforward 
one, that is giving a rational answer that is directly related to the 
question. Only in two cases out of 19 answers is the question 
answered in this way, passages nos. 12 and 17. The latter one has 
already been discussed, since that leads to a follow up question, so let 
me consider passage no. 12: ‘The patriarch did come later.’ This 
answer seems to imply a simple temporal succession between the two, 
the teachings did historically precede the Chán school, not so much a 
contradiction or opposition, but a temporal sequence which might in 
fact a simple succession with the Chán school a natural heir, a 
contemporary interpretation of the teachings. 
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Lineage 

One last aspect that should be considered when looking at the list of 
passages is how they map to the increasingly strong consciousness of 
lineage and traditions. Is there a common teaching style visible in 
answers giving by members of the same lineage? Or even more to the 
point, how about answers given by the same master? In passages nos. 
5 and 6, the answers are both given by Jiásh n Shànhuì. The first of 
these is, as has been mentioned above, the only case where the 
questioner already clearly indicates a preference and challenges his 
interlocutor to explain his stance. He is, thus, already forced into the 
defensive, which might explain the comparatively long dialogue that 
ensues. He gives two answers, both with a strong poetical component, 
although in his second answer, he explains that, ‘As for the 
enlightenment, delusion is still your teacher,’ before supporting this 
with a g th . Compared to this, the answer in passage no. 6 is rather 
short, ‘The wind blows over the lake full of lotus leaves / To the 
traveler, ten miles is one leg,’ but not easy to digest. 

Answers in passages nos. 10 and 11 are also given by the same 
master, Lèp  Yúan n, who is, in fact, the dharma heir of Jiásh n 
Shànhuì, to nearly the same question. Here, the answers do share some 
similarity, they are both given in couplets with a vaguely parallel 
structure. While the first ‘In the lions cave, there is no strange beast / 
where the elephant goes, there is no footprint of a fox’ could be 
construed to follow to some degree traditional prosodic rules of 
parallelism, the parallelism or better polarity in ‘Sun and moon take 
turns in the sky, / who would not have their own path?’ is, however, 
only semantic and not reflected in the structure of these lines.  

The arrangement of the entries in the Chuánd ng lù is intentionally 
according to the alleged lineages of the Chán School,34 fascicles 7–13 
contain entries for M z  and his disciples, including the nascent Línjì 
School, whereas fascicles 14–26 give the records of the followers in 
the tradition of  Shítóu X q an (700–790) and the 
developing Cáodòng School. Using this categorization, we can assign 
the first four passages to what became the Línjì School and the 
remaining 16 to what would be known as the Cáodòng School. It 
should be kept in mind that, in terms of the number of entries, the 

                                                      
34 For more on the structure of the JDCDL and its relation to the alleged lineages of 
the Chán School, see Wittern 1998:95ff. 
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latter clearly outnumbers the former, but nevertheless, based on this 
evidence, one could say that this question seemed to be of more 
virulence within the Cáodòng School. It will be more interesting to 
look more directly at closer members of a lineage. Of the passages 
quoted here, those with a connection to the lineage of Yúnmén 
Wény n are most numerous with 2, 7, 17 and 18.That said, there is 
also Jiásh n Shànhuì and his disciple Lùop  Yúan n, who together 
also have four passages here; they have already been discussed. The 
four answers from the Yúnmén lineage do not seem to show closer 
similarity to each other compared to those not affiliated with this 
lineage and there is not even a striking dissimilarity between the 
answers of the Línjì and Cáodòng traditions, so it seems safe to say 
that the aspect of lineage does not seem to play a role in the answering 
of the question, but there might be a preference for posing the 
question within what became known as the Cáodòng School. 

Conclusions 

The passages under consideration here have been analyzed very 
preliminarily under the guiding question of the function of the 
rhetorical devices they employ. Although in 19 of the 20 passages 
quoted here, while not a single answer was identical or even similar to 
one another, some similarity in the employment of rhetorical devices 
has been pointed out. The main finding perhaps is the fact that most of 
the answers under discussion here do employ some variety of what 
has been rather vaguely called ‘poetic diction’ here, this does seem to 
warrant a much more thorough discussion than has been possible here 
and clearly requires further investigation. 

Another topic that would need to be looked into is the context in 
which the dialogues unfold. Since the selection based on a discussion 
topic did not really provide any conclusive result, it might very well 
be that it is the wrong feature of the dialogues to use as a selection 
criterion. It would be possible that the communicative and situational 
context of the question, as far as it is reported in the texts or can be 
deduced to some extend, provides a better grouping into significant 
differing use of rhetorical devices or even types of dialogues. This 
should serve to broaden our understanding also of the performative 
characteristic that is so clearly present in the texts, but hard to grasp 
and make available for analytic investigation.  
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On the other hand, it could also be useful to further investigate how 
different topics of conversation evoke different types of answers and if 
there is some connection between the rhetorical devices employed and 
the topic of conversation. 

Such investigations would, first of all, require a much better 
categorization and preparation of the material than has been possible 
here but the necessity of such a preparation has been clearly 
demonstrated by the limited results achievable through a simple 
search in a database. Such a much more elaborated and sophisticated 
analytical model lies at the core of the Chan Database Project,35 
which will hopefully leave the planning stage soon. This should not 
only enable a more detailed investigation of the different possible 
factors of influence, it will also allow a better modeling of rhetorical 
devices. 
 

                                                      
35 A joint project lead by John R. McRae, Christoph Anderl and Christian Wittern. 
More information about the project is available at http://www.chandatabase.org. 
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THE RHETORIC OF CHINESE LANGUAGE IN JAPANESE ZEN 

 

WILLIAM M. BODIFORD 

 
Japanese Zen developed within Japanese society, where it was 

taught by Japanese teachers to Japanese students on behalf of 

Japanese patrons. From within this thoroughly Japanese context, 

Zen teachers and students looked to China for models of what 

Zen should be. The development of Chinese-style Zen 

communities in early medieval Japan forced Japanese Buddhists 

to express themselves in written Chinese. They studied with great 

care the rules of Chinese prosody and Chinese rhetorical norms, 

as well as the entire range of specifically Zen literary genres (the 

so-called Flame Histories, Recorded Sayings, k an collections, 

etc.). In spite of great effort, except for a few noticeable 

exceptions they were unable to produce in Japan the same kinds 

of Zen language that they imported from China. Their efforts to 

do so, both their successes and failures, can reveal a great deal 

regarding the construction of Zen rhetoric, their institutional 

functions and social audience. 

 

The persuasive power of Zen rhetoric in pre-modern Japan rested on 

an inseparable bond between message and medium. Japanese Zen 

teachers used Chinese literary forms to convey the authentic 

Buddhism that, they asserted, had been transmitted in an unbroken 

lineage from India to China. Zen rhetorical expression included not 

just semantic content (e.g., literary tropes, puns, doctrinal 

formulations, mythological imagery, etc.), but also specific 

vocabulary, syntax and genres. Today, it is difficult to gauge how 

frequently or how freely Zen priests in Japan at any specific 

geographical location or historical moment used the Chinese language 

because, except for the Chinese poetry of the Five Mountains (Gozan 

bungaku ), the vast bulk of Japanese Zen literature remains 

unknown. It has not been adequately cataloged, surveyed, or archived, 

much less published or studied. We do not know how much literature 

survives in the locked storerooms of old temples.
1
 Even when we do 

                                                 
1 Catalogs are not completely lacking, but they are incomplete and inadequate. The 

well-known Zenseki mokuroku  (1928; reprinted 1962 as Shinsan zenseki 

mokuroku ), for example, primarily lists published texts found in 
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know that literature exists in this or that temple, it is not always 

accessible to outsiders. Nonetheless, a preliminary survey of the ways 

that Japanese Zen priests expressed themselves through Chinese 

literary forms might nonetheless be useful if only for the 

methodological questions it raises regarding the ways that scholars 

have approached the study of Zen texts and Japanese religious history.  

China as the Model for Japanese Zen 

Independent Zen groups, temples, and lineages developed in Japan at 

a time of social transformation when Buddhist institutions spread into 

rural areas and many other new Buddhist schools, such as Pure Land, 

Lotus (e.g., Nichiren), and Precept Schools appeared (Bodiford 2006a). 

Within this context, Zen leaders argued for the supreme religious 

authority of their Zen teachings by identifying them with an unbroken 

lineage of master-disciple relationships stretching from Japan to India 

via China (Bodiford 2007:268–269).
2
 They extolled this lineage not as 

a sectarian identity (i.e., one faction within Buddhism), but rather as 

something that authenticated their own mastery of the Buddhism  

practiced in the state-recognized Zen (Chán) monasteries of 

Sòng-dynasty (ca. 960–1279) China. In their eyes, only the Zen 

lineage conveyed the whole of Buddhism (literature, doctrines, rituals, 

institutional practices, etc.) in its most authentic form (Bodiford 

2007:262–264).  

In Japan, the abstract notions of lineage and authenticity assumed 

concrete form in a variety of ways. First, Zen priests served as 

conduits for the introduction and dissemination of new material 

culture either imported from China or manufactured in Japan based on 

                                                                                                         
university and institutional libraries. It does note manuscript editions of a few 

well-known titles, especially if they are works associated with the S t  Zen lineage. 

Nonetheless, it makes no attempt to survey the libraries and manuscript archives of 

Zen temples in general. Likewise, the Kaidai, sakuin ,  (1978), supplement 

to the revised edition of the S t sh  zensho , includes (Pp. 672–732) a list 

of manuscripts from S t  Zen temples that were donated to or copied by Komazawa 

University Library during the editing of this compilation. It is even more limited in 

scope, consisting exclusively of notable works associated with the S t  Zen lineage. 
2 In the dialog translated here, the Japanese Zen priest Enni  (1202–1280) cites 

the authority of his lineage to silence the Confucian critic Sugawara Tamenaga 

 (1158–1246). Similar assertions by other Japanese Zen teachers are too 

numerous to count.  
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Sòng-dynasty designs. Zen temples displayed their own forms of 

architecture, furniture, textiles, clothing, musical instruments, eating 

utensils, icons, deities, and so forth (Collcutt 1981:171–172). Second, 

Zen priests introduced the most recent trends in Chinese learning, 

including not just Buddhist thought, but also new Sòng Confucianism, 

medical knowledge, and dictionaries. The new academic knowledge 

they introduced developed with, and was propelled by, a rapid 

expansion in printing both by government bureaus and commercial 

presses (Cherniack 1994:32–57). Zen priests imported Chinese 

printing technology, so that Zen temples became the primary sponsors 

of printing in medieval Japan (Kawase 1970). The books they 

produced (known as Gozanban ), consisted of reprints of 

Chinese editions, which Zen priests imported in great numbers (as 

documented, for example, by the Fumon’in ky ronsh sho goroku 

Jusho t  mokuroku  of the Zen 

priest Enni , 1202–1280). The newly-printed Sòng editions of the 

Buddhist canon were in great demand, and at least 14 sets survive 

today in Japan (Kornicki 1998:286–289). 

Confucian texts were just as popular and as influential. The new 

Sòng Confucianism (i.e., Neo-Confucianism) and the ideology of the 

Unity of the Three Creeds (sanky  itchi ) gave Zen priests a 

doctrinal platform from which they could use Confucian and Daoist 

notions to comment on secular affairs. At the same time, the 

introduction of these ideas into medieval Japan helped foster the 

appearance of non-Buddhist cosmologies for the first time. It is no 

accident that one of the earliest religious text in Japan to adopt a 

self-consciously non-Buddhist point of view, the Ruij  jingi hongen 

 (Classified Accounts on the Origins of the Gods, 1320) 

by the Ise Shrine celebrant Watarai Ieyuki  (1256–1351), 

begins by quoting passages from Sòng-dynasty neo-Confucian 

commentaries on the Yìj ng  (Book of Changes). These 

commentaries, some of which were subsequently lost in China, had 

become available in Japan only a few years earlier ( sumi 

1977:352–354). Since the Yìj ng is the locus classicus for the word 

shint   (shéndào), there is little doubt that the new Sòng 

interpretation of the Yìj ng as cosmogony (instead of as a book of 

divination) helped Japanese conceptualize shint  in cosmological 

terms (Teeuwen 2002:247–255).  
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In Japan, newly-imported Sòng-style material culture and learning 

allowed the Zen ideological notions of lineage and authenticity to 

become a living reality inside Zen temples where priests practiced the 

latest styles of Buddhist rituals from the continent. D gen  

(1200–1253), the founder of the S t  Zen lineage in Japan, for 

example, asserted that he was the first person in Japan to establish a 

wide variety of Chinese Buddhist monastic rituals and offices, such as 

the rules for sitting Zen (zazengi ), evening lectures (bansan 

), the monastic cook (tenzo ), life in a Sa gha Hall (s d  

), lectures from the head of the hall (j d  ), annual observance 

of the Buddha’s awakening (j d e ), end-of-year lectures (joya 

sh san ), and the proper methods for taking meals and 

washing one’s face ( kubo 1969–1970, 2.6, 2.31, 2.35, 2.78, 2.86, 

2.101, 2.146, 2.298, and 1.435 respectively). This emphasis on the 

novelty of the rituals, refers not just to the procedures themselves, but 

also to the ritual language and nomenclature used to describe them. 

Japanese manuals of Zen ritual procedures, such as the Gy ji jijo 

 attributed to Keizan J kin  (1264–1325), describe 

in great detail not just the individual steps for each ritual, but also the 

precise language to be used. They give examples of the notices to be 

posted in advance to schedule the ritual, the proclamations used to 

announce the commencement of the ritual, the exchanges of greetings 

used during the ritual, the homily pronounced, and the dedicatory 

script (ek  mon ) which concludes the ritual. The performative 

language used in these ceremonies is neither the Japanese vernacular, 

nor the literary language of Táng-dynasty (ca. 618–907) China, which 

already was well known by educated Japanese. Instead, Japanese Zen 

ceremonies reproduce the language of Sòng and Yuán-dynasty (1260– 

1368) Chinese monasteries, which includes vocabulary and Chinese 

vernacular expressions that were previously unknown in Japan. To 

ensure that this language would be used correctly regardless of the 

circumstances, some Zen manuals provide the same ritual with 

alternative scripts for use on different occasions.  

The most extreme example of this practice probably is the Shoek  

shingi shiki  (Dedicatory Scripts for Zen Procedures, T. 

81 no. 2578), a manual of Zen rituals compiled around 1566 by the 

Japanese Zen priest Tenrin F in  (n.d.). As indicated by its 

title, this manual focuses special attention on the dedicatory scripts 

which must accompany every monastic ritual. These dedications 
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identify the ceremony, its performers and sponsors, the merit and 

blessings it generates, and then redirects (ek  ) the merit toward 

specific individuals and goals. Since this dedication of merit is the 

most important part of any ceremony, the Shoek  shingi shiki provides 

examples of dedicatory scripts in Chinese for every possible occasion 

and objective. In this way, it provided members of Zen communities 

in Japan with a practical textbook for composing Chinese scripts for 

their own ceremonies. And today it provides scholars with a 

comprehensive catalog of the entire array of ceremonies and the vast 

variety of purposes toward which they were directed by Zen priests in 

medieval Japan.  

In addition to new Chinese ritual language and vocabulary, Zen 

priests also introduced new ways of pronouncing Chinese words. 

Since Chinese normally is written with glyphs that do not directly 

convey phonetic information, the pronunciation of Chinese glyphs can 

vary even when the written forms remain unaltered. Because members 

of Japanese Zen lineages attempted to preserve the pronunciations 

used in Chinese Buddhist monasteries of the Sòng and Yuán dynasties, 

even familiar Chinese words can sound very different when spoken in 

a Zen context. 3  The Chinese word for ‘scripture’ (j ng ), for 

example, in Japan normally is pronounced as ky  in Buddhist contexts 

and as kei in non-Buddhist ones. In Zen contexts, though, it would be 

pronounced as kin, so that the Zen term for reading scriptures is 

kankin  (instead of the expected Japanese Buddhist term dokuky  

).  

To gain some sense of how foreign the Zen pronunciations of 

Chinese Buddhist terms could sound to Japanese ears accustomed to 

other forms of Japanese Buddhism, consider the Verse for Breaking 

the Gates of Hell (ha jigokumon ge ). This verse, a short 

excerpt from the Flower Garland S tra (Hu yán j ng ), is 

chanted by Buddhists across East Asia to help ancestors and other 

deceased beings to escape from karmic bonds. It can be translated as 

follows: 

                                                 
3 In Japan, the pronunciation of many Buddhist terms differs from one school of 

Buddhism to the next, and even among different lineages or branches of the same 

school. The only reference works that attempt in any conscientious way to identify 

these variations in pronunciation are the two multi-volume dictionaries by Nakamura 

1975 and 2001. 
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If people wish to know  

All buddhas of the past, present, and future  

They should view the dharma realms as:  

All is only mental fabrications  

(Hu yán j ng , Chapter 20, ‘Yèmó ti ng ng zh ng jìzàn p n’ 

; in T. 10, no. 279:102a–b) 

The table below gives three alternative ways of pronouncing the 

Chinese glyphs for this verse. On the left side is the usual Japanese 

Buddhist pronunciation. In the middle is the pronunciation indicated 

in the Shoek  shingi shiki (T. 81, no. 2578 (fasc. 5): 685b), mentioned 

above. On the right side is modern Chinese (standard Mandarin 

p t nghuà). 

nyaku nin yoku ry shi 

sanze issai butsu 

kan hokkai sh  

issai yui shinz  

ja jin yo ry shi 

sanshi ishii fu  

ingan hakai shin  

ishii i shinz  

ruò rén yù li ozhi 

s nshì y qiè fó 

y ng gu n f jiè xìng 

y qiè wéi x nzào 

As shown in this table, the Zen pronunciation of the Shoek  shingi 

shiki sounds closer to modern Chinese than to traditional Japanese 

Buddhist chanting. At the same time, though, it could never be 

mistaken for Chinese. In this same way, Zen priests in Japan used the 

rhetoric of Chinese to create their own hybrid Sino-Japanese styles of 

language.  

Zen Rhetoric and Literature in Pre-modern Japan 

The most important research on this topic was conducted by 

Tamamura Takeji  (1911–2003), formerly a professor at the 

Historiographical Institute (Shiry  Hensanjo ) of Tokyo 

University. In this section, I only summarize a few of his key 

findings.
4
 The articulation of a system of Zen temples across Japan 

meant that the specialized Chinese language of Zen moved beyond the 

walls of the cloisters. It became the language used for conducting 

relations between Zen temples and with government officials. Success 

as a Zen priest in Japan rested on one’s ability to master the foreign 

                                                 
4 For a list of Tamamura’s major publications, see the bibliography. In this section, I 

follow the same format as in Tamamura 1941a and (except where noted otherwise) 

draw upon that source for my information. 
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language of Chinese Zen. Student priests memorized not just Chinese 

pronunciations, vocabulary, and grammar, they also memorized key 

passages from Chinese Zen texts, as well as countless Chinese poems. 

In their own writings, they carefully imitated the literary genres of 

Chinese Zen, the bureaucratic rhetoric Chinese institutions, and the 

special performative utterances of Zen ceremonies and rituals.  

These writings in Chinese constitute the Recorded Sayings (goroku 

; Ch. y lù) of Japanese Zen. As explained by Christian Wittern 

(see the respective article in this book), the genre of Recorded Sayings 

texts emerged after a long period of evolution in China. The early 

ones presumably were compiled posthumously based on notes by third 

parties who wrote down what they heard (or imagined that someone 

had heard) said by their former teachers. Since these early records 

have a variety of titles and formats, it is not always obvious which 

ones should be included or excluded from the genre of Recorded 

Sayings. In Japan, this kind of confusion does not exist. In Japanese 

Zen, this genre refers only to records of Chinese sayings pronounced 

by Zen teachers as part of their official monastic duties. Lecturers or 

pronouncements in Japanese are not included. Rather than ‘Recorded 

Sayings,’ therefore, it would be more accurate to refer to these texts as 

‘collected Chinese compositions.’ 

Every monastic ceremony and official duty required at least one, if 

not several, pronouncements in Chinese. The abbot and other 

monastic officers composed these Chinese sayings in advance. In the 

course of their daily monastic routines, therefore, they produced a 

written record of their Zen teachings. Since these teachings constitute 

the living words of religious truth, the sheets of paper on which they 

were written would never be discarded. They were saved day after day, 

month after month, and year after year. As long as a Zen monastery 

survives, its archive of recorded sayings would continue to grow. In 

some cases, the recorded sayings would be compiled into a formal 

collection and maybe even printed, as in the 1358 edition of D gen’s 

Recorded Sayings.
5
 In most cases, the records would simply be placed 

in boxes and kept in a storeroom. Collected in this way, the potential 

number of recorded sayings is extremely great. Tamamura 

(1941a:138) says that they exist beyond count (kazu kagiri naku ari 

). Most have probably been lost to the ravages of time; 

                                                 
5 See Eihei Gen zenji goroku , reprinted in S t sh  zensho 

, 2.27–42.  
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however, with a Japanese Zen tradition of well over 600 years, even a 

small fraction of the total would constitute an enormous body of 

literature. 

Japanese Zen recorded sayings typically include many of the 

following 13 types of records: 

(1) The Abbot’s Inauguration (juen ; not ‘ny in’) records 

what a new abbot says as he enters the temple for the first 

time.
6

 Usually, he stops at each main building or 

feature—main gate, Buddha Hall (butsuden ), tutelary 

deities, ancestral hall, etc.—along the approach and offers a 

few comments or a poem in Chinese to commemorate each 

one. Once finally inside the Dharma Hall (hatt  ), he 

addresses the temple’s patrons and the assembled priests, 

responds to questions, presents a formal sermon, and then 

offers concluding remarks.
7
  

(2) The Incense Presentation (nenk  ) records what someone 

who is becoming an abbot for the first time says as he offers 

incense upon entering the Dharma Hall for his inauguration. 

He offers incense three times: first in honor of the kingdom’s 

ruler (shukushin k  ), second in honor of his patron 

(danna k  ), and third in honor of the teacher whose 

dharma lineage he inherits (h on k   or shik  ). 

This ritual represented the only public statement of one’s 

lineage affiliation. Over the course of their training, Zen 

priests could study under a variety of teachers. When they 

became an abbot, though, they could acknowledge only one as 

their master. This public acknowledgment marks the priest’s 

debut (shusse  or zuise ) as a new Zen teacher. 

                                                 
6 In standard Japanese, the glyphs  would be pronounced ny in and mean ‘to be 

admitted to a hospital or institution.’ As a Zen term, the same glyphs are pronounced 

juen (similar to modern Chinese rùyuàn).  
7 For a detailed example of an early Japanese Zen inauguration ceremony, see my 

translation of the 1324 entrance of Keizan J kin  (1264–1325) into Y k ji 

 temple (Bodiford 1999a:504–511). For the original text of the 1392 entrance 

of Zekkai Ch shin  (1336–1405) into J tenji , see Tamamura 

1941a:119–121. 
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Presumably, priests would offer incense to their actual teacher, 

but exceptions also existed.
8
  

(3) Ascending the Hall (j d ) records sermons presented 

from atop the platform at the head of the Dharma Hall on 

certain designated days of the year. These days typically 

include: New Years (saitan ; 1.1), the first full moon 

(gansh  ; 1.15), the first day (tan ) and full moon (b  

) of each subsequent month, the Buddha’s Nirv a (nehan 

; 2.15) and birthday (bussh  ; 4.8), the start of the 

summer retreat (ketsuge ; 4.15), mid-summer (tango 

; 5.5), the end of the summer retreat (kaige ; 7.15), the 

harvest moon (ch sh  ; 8.15), the opening of the hearth 

(kairo ; 10.1), Bodhidharma memorial (darumaki 

; 10.5), the Buddha’s awakening (j d  ; 12.8), 

mid-winter (t ji ; 12.22), and New Year’s Eve (joya 

; 12.30), as well as days that are unique to each temple, such 

the founder’s anniversary (kaisanki ).
9
 These sermons 

typically follow a four-part structure: opening remarks which 

note the occasion, responses to questions, the sermon proper, 

and concluding remarks. Frequently the teacher raises (ko ; 

i.e., ‘quotes’) a dialog from a Chinese Zen text and then offers 

alternative responses to the various exchanges. In this process 

the teacher might invite members of the assembly to ask 

questions or to present their alternative responses. Usually the 

records omit anything said from the floor, merely noting that 

‘questions and answers were not recorded’ (mond  furoku 

). When the abbot ‘Ascends the Hall’ at the special 

request of a patron, the ceremony is termed ‘Ascending the 

                                                 
8 A notable early exception is the case of Koh  Kakumy   (1271–1361) who 

received dharma transmission (shih  ) in the S t  Zen lineage from the Keizan 

J kin. Kakumy , however, was invited to become the abbot of Unjuji  temple 

with the support of a patron who wanted to sponsor someone in the Rinzai Zen 

lineage of Shinchi Kakushin  (1207–1298). In 1325, when Koh  Kakumy  

performed his inauguration ceremony at Unjuji temple, therefore, he offered his 

succession incense to Shinchi Kakushin, a priest who had been deceased for some 27 

years. See Bodiford 2007:271. 
9 For a list of annual lecture dates in medieval S t  Zen literature, see Bodiford 

1993:160–161.  
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Seat’ (shinzo ) and includes an expression of thanks and a 

dedication of merit on behalf of the patron.
10

  

(4) Minor Sermons (sh san ) stand in contrast to the ‘great 

sermons’ (daisan ) that are given when the abbot Ascends 

the Hall. In other words, these record sermons given by the 

abbot in other locations and on other occasions. The format 

tends to be less regular than the Ascending the Hall lectures, 

because the occasions can vary so greatly.  

(5) The Abbot’s Retirement (tsuien ) records the final sermon 

before the abbot leaves the temple. In format, it is similar to 

Ascending the Hall, but usually includes a farewell poem in 

Chinese to commemorate the occasion.  

The first five types of records listed above (inauguration, incense, 

ascending the hall, minor sermons, and retirement) comprise the major 

sermons delivered by an abbot. All of them can include answers to 

questions (mond  ) from the floor.  

(6) Taking Up the Staff (hinpotsu ) consist of lectures 

delivered by a senior disciple who acts in place of the abbot. In 

content, these lecturers resemble the Ascending the Hall and 

Minor Sermons discussed above. The performance of this 

ritual constitutes an important step in the training of a disciple 

since, by forcing him to compose and deliver a sermon in 

Chinese, it tests his ability to perform as an abbot and Zen 

teacher. For this reason, one can expect many more questions 

from the assembled audience. If a Japanese Zen recorded 

sayings text includes answers to questions from the floor, most 

likely it includes them from this ceremony.  

(7) Installing Icons (anza ) consists of comments that 

describe the occasion, the identity of the icon, its special 

powers, the patron who provided it, and so forth. New icons 

are installed not just within the temple ground, but also at the 

homes of patrons. Frequently these comments are 

accompanied by a dedicatory inscription (to be placed inside 

the icon) or a poem in Chinese. 

                                                 
10 For a large collection of D gen’s Ascending the Hall sermons translated into 

English, see Leighton/Okumura 2004:75–472. 
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(8) Consecrating Icons (tengan ; literally, ‘dotting the eyes’) 

consist of a sermon that accompanies the ceremony to 

formally bring the icon to life as a deity. Frequently this 

sermon is accompanied by a poem in Chinese. 

(9) Funeral Sermons (ago ) consist of the remarks that 

accompany the conclusion of the funeral ritual, when the 

corpse is interred or cremated. In Japan, these tend to be very 

stylized exhortations of Confucian moral virtues, which 

convey little concrete information about the deceased. The 

Buddhist titles used to refer to the deceased, however, are 

assigned according to very elaborate hierarchy of designation. 

As such, they can reveal important clues as to the occupation, 

gender, and social status of the deceased. The information 

from funeral sermons found in the Recorded Sayings of S t  

Zen teachers, in particular, document how Zen teachings 

spread over time from upper to lower strata of rural Japanese 

society (Bodiford 1993:196–208).  

(10) Ancestral Memorials (sod  ny hai ) consist of the 

remarks that accompany the ceremony to install a memorial 

tablet (ihai ) of a deceased priest or patron in the ancestral 

hall of the temple. Frequently this ceremony includes the 

recitation of a poem in Chinese which alludes to the 

posthumous name or virtues of the deceased. 

The four types of records numbered seven through ten above (icons, 

consecration, funerals, memorials) comprise the so-called minor 

Buddhist services (sh  butsuji ) performed on behalf of the 

temple’s patrons. These are the ceremonies that serve the religious 

needs of lay people and that attract donations. During the times of war 

and civil strive during the late medieval period (ca. 1480–1580) large 

numbers of these types of ceremonies continued to be recorded in 

Chinese even while Chinese-language records of the so-called major 

services (items 1–5) declined in number. The religious significance of 

this shift in numbers can be interpreted in contrasting ways (see 

Bodiford 1993:196–200). 

(11) Poems to Commemorate Path Names (d g  ju ) are 

poems in Chinese that extol the virtues or special qualities of 

the person on whom the Zen teacher has bestowed a path name. 



WILLIAM M. BODIFORD 

 

296

To understand the significance of these poems, first we must 

consider the conventions that govern priestly names. 

      In general, Zen priests tend to possess a basic pair of 

names, each with its own significance.
11

 Their dharma name 

(h ki ) is their most private and intimate designation. It 

usually consists of two glyphs. The first glyph is known as 

‘the upper’ (j  ) and the second glyph as ‘the lower’ (ge ). 

Usually a relationship glyph (keiji ) forms the upper. It 

consists of a common glyph (ts ji ) shared by all 

members of the same generation of disciples in the same Zen 

lineage (Tamamura 1937). The path name (d g  ) is a 

more public and honorific designation, which can be used 

alone or in combination with a dharma name. When used in 

combination, the path name always proceeds the dharma 

name.
12

 It provides a poetic commentary on the dharma name, 

especially on the lower glyph (i.e., the glyph that is not shared 

with other members of one’s lineage). Path names are 

intended to highlight the special nuances of that glyph and, by 

so doing, to reveal the hidden virtues of the person bearing it. 

In this sense, path names are also called ‘expressing virtue 

sobriquets’ (hy toku g  ). For their poetic significance 

to be understood, they must be used in combination with 

one’s dharma name (Tamamura 1941b).  

      Since dharma names literally connect a Zen priest to the 

other members of his lineage, they are not easily changed or 

                                                 
11 Many other types of names also exist, such as: secular cognomen (sei ), given 

names (mei ), adult names (ji ), sobriquets (g  ), alternative names (betsug  

), honorary names (kag  ), toponyms (where one resides), hermitage names 

(ang  ), posthumous names (shig  ), st pa names (t my  ), etc.  
12 There are, of course, exceptions. Neither D gen, nor Enni used path names, but one 

would be hard pressed to know this fact based on the entries in many reference works. 

Most reference works (with the notable exception of the Zengaku daijiten, 1985) 

provide unreliable information on the names of Zen priests. Typically they list their 

alternative names (betsug  ), which should always appear separately, 

side-by-side as in ‘D gen Kigen’  or ‘Enni Ben’en’ . Likewise, 

they combine st pa names and dharma names to produce combinations, such as 

‘Koun Ej ’  (1198–1280). Alternatively, instead of Muj  D gy   

(1226–1312), they combine the path name with a lodge name (Ichienb  ) to 

form the combination ‘Muj  Ichien’ . In these cases, and many others, 

otherwise reliable reference works must be used with caution. 
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discarded. Path names, however, can change freely. Zen 

teachers, therefore, award path names to their students to 

commemorate special events or accomplishments. On these 

occasions frequently they compose a poem in Chinese to 

provide even more context for indicating the special virtues to 

which the name alludes.  

(12) Poetic Comments on Old Episodes (juko ) consist of 

quotations from Buddhist texts—usually from Chinese Chán 

Recorded Sayings (Ch. y lù) but also from canonical 

scriptures—accompanied by a comment in the form of a 

Chinese verse. D gen’s Extensive Record (Eihei k roku 

), for example, devotes fascicle nine to this genre.
13

 

Poetic Comments on Old Episodes can constitute independent 

texts, either by themselves or accompanied by commentary. 

Representative examples of the latter, include the famous k an 

collections known as the Blue Cliff Record (Bìyánlù ) 

and Wúmén’s Barriers (Wúméngu n ; a.k.a. ‘Gateless 

Gate’) attributed to Yuánwù Kèqín  (1063–1135) 

and Wúmén Huìk i  (1183–1260), respectively. 

(13) Inscriptions (san ) consist of Chinese-language comments 

written on paintings and portraits. Since portraits play an 

indispensable role in the monastic funeral and memorial 

services for abbots, the disciples of an abbot frequently 

painted or commissioned portraits of their teacher 

(Foulk/Sharf 1993–1994). Then they would request an 

eminent to add a Chinese comment. If the teacher is still alive, 

he might write a self inscription (jisan ). Although 

Recorded Sayings do not include pictorial works, they 

normally contain transcriptions of the inscriptions authored by 

the Zen teacher. 

In addition to Recorded Sayings, many Zen teachers in Japan also 

compiled collections of their miscellaneous compositions in Chinese. 

These so-called Secular Compilations (gesh  ) might contain 

prose compositions, but the vast bulk consists of Chinese verse. 

Although designated as secular, in content and format these verses can 

                                                 
13 It contains 90 Chinese verses which comment on a slightly fewer number of 

passages from Chinese Buddhist texts. See Leighton/Okumura 2004:537–598. 
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be hardly distinguished from the verses collected in Zen Recorded 

Sayings. In other words, verses in Recorded Sayings are usually 

indistinguishable from secular verse. They rarely address Buddhist 

themes or use overtly Buddhist vocabulary. Except for these rare 

verses with explicit Buddhist elements, only the identity of the author 

and the surrounding context renders one verse as religious and the 

other as secular.  

The Chinese prose and verse composed by Zen priests in Japan 

consists of highly structured, formal compositions. The poems usually 

consist of four parallel couplets, the style known as regulated verse 

(Ch. l sh  )—but double parallel couplets (i.e., simple quatrains; 

Ch. juéjù ) also are common. In both formats, each line has a 

fixed number of glyphs (five or seven), arranged so as to produce 

balanced patterns of level (Ch. píng ) or oblique (Ch. zè ) tones. 

Any tone deflected from level, to rise (Ch. shàng ), fall (Ch. qù ), 

or enter (Ch. rù ; i.e., be cut off with a stop), is oblique 

(Downer/Graham 1963; Birch 1972). The last glyphs of certain lines 

conform to a mandatory rhyme (Ch. y yùn ) scheme. Prose is 

unrhymed, but also very rigidly structured. It invariably consists of the 

‘double harness’ (Ch. piánlì ) style of matched lines in four and 

six glyphs (Ch. sìliù wèn ). These lines must not only follow 

precise patterns of level and oblique tones, but must also display 

semantic balance with verbal contrasts (high-low, old-new, 

Buddhist-Daoist, etc.) drawn by allusions to secular Chinese literature 

(for an example translated into English with detailed exegesis, see 

Mather 1963).
14

 

As can be seen from the survey above, Zen priests could not 

function as Zen priests without the ability to compose Chinese at a 

very high level of skill. They acquired this ability only with great 

effort, since the tones and rhymes of Chinese glyphs could not be 

conveyed within the phonetic of Japanese, but must be ascertained 

either by memorization or by consulting reference works. Thus, 

reference works circulated in great numbers. Zen priests in medieval 

Japan especially valued the Púshíjí  (Hoshissh ), a huge 

collection of poems and parallel prose pieces by the Chinese Chán 

                                                 
14 Tamamura (1941a:142–156) provides a detailed overview of four-six double- 

harness (shiroku benrei ) prose. His explanation constitutes essential reading 

for anyone who studies Chinese literature composed in Japan. 
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priest Xiàoy n Dàx n  (Sh in Daikin, 1284–1344), which 

they used as a model for their own works. It was first published in 

Japan in 1359 (in 21 fascicles) and reprinted repeatedly in abridged 

versions with and without commentary. They also imported many 

composition manuals by Chinese officials, such as the Sìliù huà 

 (2 fasc.) by Wáng Zhì  (fl. 1130).
15

 The Japanese Zen priest 

Kokan Shiren  (1278–1346), though, composed the most 

important composition manual. His Zengi gebunsh   (2 

fasc.), first published in the 14
th
 century, became subject to many 

commentaries. Tamamura (1941a:153–154) cites several more 

manuals, such as the Siroku no h  , by Ch h  En'i  

(1354–1423) and the Siroku no setsu , by K sai Ry ha 

 (1374–1446).  

Later Japanese Zen priests learned how to compose Chinese verse 

by memorizing numerous Chinese poems in many different formats. 

Rather than composing entirely new verses, they would rework 

existing models to fit new circumstances. For this purpose, they 

compiled lists of poems arranged by rhymes, subjects, number of 

glyphs per line (etc.), which they recited and used for calligraphy 

practice. The most well-known example of this classified collection of 

Chinese verse is the Forest of Zen Verse (Zenrin kush  ; 

1688), which is said to be a revised version of an earlier collection 

(the Kuz shi ) attributed to T y  Eich   (1426–1504) 

of My shinji  temple in Kyoto. It is still studied today, 

especially by priests engaged in the formal curriculum of k an study 

who select phrases from it to express their insights (for an English 

translation and introduction, see Hori 2003). 

The Chinese literature composed by Zen priests in Japan has 

attracted relatively little attention aside from a few recent translations 

of so-called Five Mountain poetry.
16

 Scholars of Japanese literature 

usually lack the training in Chinese necessary to fully appreciate these 

works. They cannot evaluate the linguistic skill of the authors and tend 

to regard Chinese compositions as somehow foreign to the literary 

traditions of Japan. Scholars of Japanese religion frequently dismiss 

                                                 
15 X nwènf ng Publishing Company (Taipei) reprinted this work in 1985. In Japan it 

is commonly known as the k  shirokuwa .  
16 Aside from the works of Tamamura Takeji, also see Colas 1991; Pollack 1985; 

Pollack 1986; Ury 1977; Yamagishi 1966.  
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these Chinese compositions as too literary and secular, intellectual 

exercises far removed from the religious sentiments of earnest Zen 

practitioners. Scholars of Japanese history likewise view Chinese 

literary pursuits as too elitist and too intellectual, of interest only to 

the few who lived within the wall of the cloister. Nonetheless, 

Tamamura (1941a:157–162) argues persuasively that regardless of 

their literary appeal (or lack thereof) these Chinese sources contain 

invaluable historical data useful for studying all aspects of medieval 

Japan. They are filled with dated entries in which their authors 

comment on current events, people, weather, food, fashions, politics 

and so forth. All of the comments reveal a great deal of valuable 

information about daily life in medieval Japan. The collection, 

preservation, cataloging, and digital dissemination of these texts are 

an urgent desideratum. 

Chinese Poetics in Contemporary Japanese Zen 

Skill in composing formal literary Chinese remains essential for Zen 

priests even today. Unlike their ancestors, however, Zen priests can 

rely on computer software nowadays to ensure that their Chinese 

compositions conform to the rules for proper tones and rhymes. 

According to one Japanese Internet site that sells such software (Zen 

S rin Net Net; http://www.zensorin.net), the program presents 

separate templates for each type of prose or verse. It is especially 

optimized for funeral sermons (ind  h go ), consisting of 

five main sections, which are frequently likened to the head, body and 

legs:  

(1) initial verse at the head  

(2) posthumous religious designation  

(3) main body  

(4) one-word barrier 

(5) the legs, which consist of the final couplet  

Every section consists of highly stylized, regulated Chinese that 

uses parallelism within and across sections.  

The head consists of Chinese regulated verse, usually in 

seven-glyph lines. The initial line (kiku ) describes the deceased’s 

personality or character. The second line (sh ku ) focuses on his 

religious or spiritual nature. The pivot line (tenku ) mentions his 
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manner of or approach to death. The concluding line (ketsuku ) 

summarizes the significance of his life. This initial verse provides an 

outline for all the dharma words that follow. The posthumous name is 

the one that will be used on the memorial tablet (ihai ) and 

tombstone for the deceased. It is usually a composite designation 

consisting of a cloister name (ing  ), path name (d g ), 

ordination name (kaimy  ), and ecclesiastical rank (ikai ). 

These designations use rather poetic Chinese terms, the full 

significance of which is meaningless to most lay people. In 

posthumous names for lay people, the cloister name traditionally 

reflects the secular social status of the deceased, while the path and 

ecclesiastical names reflect his or her occupation. Nowadays, less 

discriminatory posthumous names are the rule (Bodiford 1996). 

The main body (fukku ) consists of four subsections. It begins 

with an eight-glyph exaltation (hachiji sh  ) of the deceased. 

The exaltation sums up the virtues of the deceased in two parallel lines 

of four glyphs each which rhyme. The rest of the body will expound 

on the significance of the words used in the exaltation. The second 

and third subsections consist of double-harnessed parallel prose. Each 

of these subjections should contain at least four parts to fully express 

the parallel counter points. Longer compositions also are possible. The 

second subsection (kaku ) alludes to some of the key events in the 

life of the deceased. The allusions in the third subsection (ketsuku 

) shift attention from factual events, to their spiritual or religious 

significance. The final subsection (manku ) is composed in 

freestyle Chinese prose (s nwén ). This subsection can express 

additional information or sentiments that otherwise would not easily 

fit into the rigid structure of the previous parallel prose. Typically, it 

indicates how the statements of the parallel prose fit together with the 

terms used in the posthumous name to give spiritual meaning to the 

life and death of the deceased. It concludes with assurances that the 

deceased will attain awakening or reach the land of the Buddha. 

The one-word barrier (ichiji kan ) consists of a Zen k an, 

such as: ‘Shout!’ (katsu ), ‘Look!’ (kan ) or ‘Investigate!’ (san 

), and so forth. This one word reminds us that Zen teachings force 

us to see the land of the Buddha as this land, right here, where neither 

life, nor death really exist as life or death. The legs (kyakku ) 

consist of a final couplet that uses poetic imagery to shift the focus of 
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the funeral service from the narrow circumstances of the deceased to 

the universal mystery of the real nature of life and death. Typically, 

the couplet is selected from an extant poem drawn from the 

voluminous Chán literature of China. 

Once the priest decides on the initial key words, the computer 

software (named ‘Ind  Zen S rin’ ; http://www. 

zensorin.net/indo.html) will ensure that the words used in the rest of 

the composition fit the required Chinese tone and rhyme patterns. 

Once the composition is finished, the software also ensures that it will 

be formatted on the page in the proper layout, so that the line breaks 

within each section occur at the proper position and each line will 

consist of the proper number of glyphs. Then the software will print 

the sermon in two modes. It will print it as Chinese (kanbun ), 

with each line in Chinese word order (e.g., subject, verb, object). It 

will also print it as classical Japanese, with the Chinese words 

rearranged in Japanese order (yomi kudashi ; e.g., subject, 

object, verb). 

Zen priests can present this sermon in three ways. First, they can 

recite it straight (‘like a stick’; b yomi ) in Chinese word order. 

They also can recite it as classical Japanese (yomi kudashi). Or, they 

can use the Chinese text as a point of departure for presenting a 

more-easily understood sermon in normal colloquial Japanese. I have 

observed ceremonies in which the head priest did all three. When 

reciting the words as Chinese, the manner of the ceremony is very 

formal and solemn. The presentation in classical Japanese is more 

relaxed, as the words will be given more slowly or even repeated so 

that the audience might try to follow what they hear. Then, with an 

almost casual manner the colloquial explanation uses contemporary 

idiom to bring the Chinese terms to life and relate them to the present 

circumstances. This progression of rhetorical forms in some ways 

reenacts the transmission of the Zen lineage across the historical ages. 

Initially, it connects the ceremony to Zen’s Chinese roots. It concludes, 

though, by revealing how the present activities embody the words of 

the buddhas and ancestors in a modern Japanese setting. 

Another common Zen ceremony that uses Japanese-style spoken 

Chinese seems to operate according to a similar ritual logic, but in 

reverse. Instead of using spoken Chinese to bring Zen’s past into the 

present, it projects the present moment back into Zen’s past. I am 

referring to the Dharma Combat (hossen shiki ) ceremony 
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performed by the residents of S t  Zen monasteries at the beginning 

of each 90-day training period. In this ceremony, the priest who will 

serve as the Chief Seat (shuso ) first must face the assembly and 

must respond to their questions one-by-one. The questioner is known 

as the ‘master who opens his mouth’ (kaiku jari ) and the 

Chief Seat also is called the First Seat (daiichiza ). The English 

translation of our sample dialog is as follows:  

Leader:  The master who opens his mouth is about to speak. 

Look! 

Question:  Instructor! The dharma-gate’s main points? I beg 

for your venerable view. 

Answer [in verse]:  Fundamental, original dharma nature:  

 The natural self-nature body. 

Question: Quite so. But then for what reason did all the 

buddhas and ancestors arouse their minds, 

cultivate practices, awaken, and [attain] nirv a? 

Answer: A jewel unpolished has no sparkle. 

Question: [Explain] your meaning! [Explain] your meaning! 

Answer: The dharma is part of each person. But though 

abundantly endowed, without cultivation it does 

not appear and without authentication: no 

attainment. 

Question: First Seat! Say something more for me. 

Answer [in verse]: With clasped hands, you depart from your group. 

 With palms together, return to your seat. 

 That’s it! 

Question: Take care! [i.e., Thank you.] 

Answer: Live long! [i.e., You are welcome.] 

The English translation reveals nothing especially noteworthy in 

this dialog. It simply asserts that true religious attainment is possible 

only through Zen training. When the Japanese Zen pronunciation of 

this dialog is heard, though, it sounds quite remarkable.
17

 It goes 

something like the following:
18

  

                                                 
17 There exist at least two widely available audiovisual examples of this ceremony. It 

is depicted in the NHK (Nihon H s  Ky lkai ) documentary Dai Zen 
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Kaiku jari seppo o ko seyo. Min! 

 

Sakusha, h mon daik , k  son’i. 

 

Honrai hon hossh , Tennen jish  shin. 

 

Nakanaka. Shobutsu shoso, isomo hosshin shugy , bodai nehan 

shitamau ya? 

 

H seki fuma muk . 

 

Son’i, son’i. 

 

H  kore nin’nin j . H bi to iedomo, moshu fugen, mosh  mutoku. 

 

Daiichiza, ware ga tame ni sara ni ie! 

 

Shashu shutsuban, Gassh  ki’i. Kore nari! 

 

Chinch ! 

 

Banzei! 

 

Even someone who does not speak Chinese could probably guess 

that this dialog does not resemble spoken Chinese. At the same time it 

                                                                                                         
mondo, hossen: wakaki unsuitachi no Eiheiji 

 (1985), available on VHS video tape. A fictional version also can be seen in the 

theatrical film Fansii Dansu  (Fancy Dance), directed by Su  

Masayuki , released by Daiei Pictures (1989), available on VHS and DVD. 
18 The monasteries prepare printed programs for this ceremony so that the priests can 

practice the appropriate kinds of questions and responses. The words actually spoken, 

though, rarely follow the program exactly as written. And the program does not 

always clearly indicate the pronunciation for every word or which passages are to be 

enunciated in Chinese or Japanese word order. This transcription of the dialog (based 

on a ritual program from S jiji  monastery, Yokohama, 1982), therefore, 

represents my own interpretation of the program.  
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definitely is not Japanese either.
19

 Rather, it is an unusual hybrid 

Japanese-style of imitation Chinese, one in which both classical and 

vernacular expressions appear. Likewise, a casual reader (or auditor) 

without knowledge of what the words mean can easily detect the 

balanced sounds and smooth rhythm of the phrasing in lines such as: 

‘honrai hon hossh , tennen jish  shin’; ‘moshu fugen, mosh  

mutoku’; and ‘shashu shutsuban, gassh  ki’i.’ Although it is not 

Chinese, it evokes the atmosphere of classical Chinese parallelisms. 

When Zen priests perform these words they live the reality depicted in 

the Chinese poetry they study. 

Issues Presented by the Chinese Language in Japanese Zen 

The Chinese literature composed by Japanese Zen monks goes far 

beyond what most scholars refer to as the literature of the Five 

Mountains (gozan bungaku ). It consists not just of Chinese 

poetry, but also of every possible manner of prose, records, legal 

documents, and ritual pronouncements. Although especially vibrant 

during the medieval period (14
th
 through 16

th
 centuries), in many ways 

it continues to be produced even today. Chinese stylistic forms were 

reproduced by Zen priests in such careful adherence to the rules of 

composition that in many cases modern scholars who examine the 

documentary record alone can detect hardly any differences between 

the literary environment of pre-modern Chinese Buddhist monasteries 

and their Japanese Zen counterparts. Reproducing this world of 

written signs was as much a religious activity as it was a literary one. 

Japanese Zen teachers repeatedly touted their faithful adherences to 

these Chinese norms as proof that their Buddhism was more authentic 

and more orthodox than anything heretofore practiced in Japan. For 

this reason, deviation from Chinese rhetorical norms could only be 

seen as signs of weakness or failure, not as creativity or 

self-expression. 

This insistence on faithful reproduction raises many issues, the full 

implications of which are rarely explored. This essay is not the forum 

to address these issues, but, in closing, I do wish to mention the most 

important ones. First, this emphasis on identical literary formats 

obscures the fundamental fact that Zen in Japan is not and never has 

                                                 
19 The NHK documentary mentioned above (note 17) provides subtitles with Japanese 

translations for these kinds of Zen dialogs. 
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been identical to Chán in China (nor S n in Korea). Scholars of 

Japanese Zen, the vast majority of whom are themselves Zen priests, 

rarely examine the larger social context of these rhetorical practices 

and the ways that identical language can serve disparate goals in the 

various historical, linguistic, and political contexts of these lands 

separated by the sea. Despite the admonitions of scholars, like 

Akamatsu and Yampolsky (1977), questions of audience and 

reception are largely ignored.  

Second, as a corollary, many scholars rely on Chinese Chán 

literature to define the key characteristics of Zen in Japan. Texts 

written in Japan, are ignored. This attitude clearly informs the Zenseki 

shi  (2 fasc.), a bibliography survey of Zen literature composed 

and published in 1716 by the Zen priest Seiboku Gitai  (n.d.). 

He describes 244 titles, divided into ten genres. All of the texts have 

Chinese authors, except for one Korean and ten Japanese authors 

whose works are listed in an appendix. Even in the case of these 11 

non-Chinese authors, though, Gitai acknowledges only their works 

written in literary Chinese. More recently, in the 20
th
 century, certain 

Japanese-language works—such as the Sh b genz   (True 

Dharma Eye Collection) by D gen or the colloquial sermons (kana 

h go ) by teachers like Bankei Y taku 

(1622–1693)—have attracted scholarly attention, but these remain the 

exception rather than the rule. Japanese-language texts by less 

important or less famous Zen teachers continue to be ignored. There 

exist vast numbers of so-called Zen sh mono  (i.e., texts written 

in an unlettered style modeled on colloquial speech) that have yet to 

be collected, examined or published. After the untimely death of 

Ishikawa Rikizan  (1943–1997; formerly a professor at 

Komazawa University, Tokyo), no other scholar has devoted 

comparable attention and effort to the collection, preservation, 

cataloging, and analysis of Zen texts written in Japanese (Jaffe 1998). 

As a result, we lack access to the textual sources that will allow us to 

understand how the vast majority of Zen priests ‘used elements of 

Buddhist lore, Zen practices, and Japanese folk beliefs to construct 

religious identities for themselves and for their lay patrons’ (Bodiford 

introduction to Ishikawa 2002:121).  

 Third, editorial standards in Japan among scholars and publishers 

frequently emphasize correct Chinese grammatical and poetic usage 

over historical accuracy. In Seiboku Gitai’s 1716 survey of Zen 
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literature (fasc. 2; p. 47), for example, he states that the K zen 

gokokuron  (Promoting Zen for the Protection of the 

Kingdom; 1198; 4 fasc.) could not possibly have been written by Eisai 

 (a.k.a. Y sai, 1141–1215), who we now know as its author, 

because it is written in an inferior style of Chinese. After it became 

common to publish Buddhist texts (from the 17
th
 century onwards), no 

Buddhist temple or denomination wanted to risk exposing their 

famous patriarchs to charges that they might have made mistakes in 

their Chinese style. For this reason, Japanese Zen texts published 

during the Tokugawa period were extensively edited. Their Chinese 

style was corrected. Quotations from Buddhist scriptures were 

amended to agree with recently published editions of the Buddhist 

canon (such as the 1681 baku edition) instead of the Sòng-dynasty 

publications that would have been known to those patriarchs. 

Punctuation was added so that the Chinese could be read according to 

current methods of kundoku  (i.e., techniques for rendering 

Chinese passages into Japanese word order) instead of earlier modes 

of reading, which were no longer fashionable. The pronunciations of 

names and terms were altered to agree with new standards (which is 

why we now pronounce the glyphs  as ‘Eisai’ instead of as 

‘Y sai,’ as is attested in medieval manuscripts). Modern published 

editions of Buddhist texts, especially of Zen texts, too often rely on 

these late editions without full consideration of earlier manuscripts.  

As a result, in many cases the Zen texts attributed to famous priests 

tell us at least as much about the conditions at the time of the 

publication as they do about their original authors. The standard 

editions of many S t  Zen texts, in particular, must be discarded. The 

Eihei shingi  (D gen’s Regulations) did not exist prior to 

1799 when it was compiled by Gent  Sokuch   

(1729–1807). The Keizan shingi  attributed to Keizan J kin, 

but actually compiled by Manzan D haku  (1636–1714), 

contains quotations from Chinese texts written 13 years after Keizan’s 

death. Likewise, the Denk roku  attributed to Keizan was 

extensively rewritten by Bussh  Sen’ei  (1794–1864) when 

he first published it in 1858 (Bodiford 2005b). Kenzei’s Chronicle 

(Kenzeiki ; written 1452, published 1754) of D gen’s life 

likewise became a completely different text at the hand of its editor, 

Menzan Zuih   (1683–1769). Menzan also rewrote the 
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Sh b genz  zuimonki , attributed to Ej   

(1198–1280), when he published it in 1651. The list goes on and on. It 

is difficult to find a modern edition of an early S t  Zen text that is 

completely free of later emendations. Armed with this knowledge of 

S t  Zen textual history, I can only worry about the texts published in 

other Japanese Buddhist denominations. Without reliable sources, we 

cannot adequately analyze the rhetoric of Chinese language in 

Japanese Zen. 
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D GEN’S APPROPRIATION OF CHINESE CHÁN SOURCES: 

SECTARIAN AND NON-SECTARIAN  
RHETORICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 
STEVEN HEINE 

 
The career of D gen  (1200–1253) is notable for two main 
aspects. The first is that as a young monk he traveled to China in 
the 1220s and helped to bring back and introduce to Japanese 
Buddhism voluminous Song dynasty Chán records which mainly 
deal with the exploits of Táng dynasty masters. The second 
aspect is that D gen was the founder of two important temples, 
K sh ji  outside Kyoto and Eiheiji  in the 
remote Echizen mountains, which became the basis for the 
formation of the S t  sect  (Ch. Cáodòng) as a prime 
example of the new Kamakura era Japanese Buddhism. This 
paper focuses on D gen’s relation to Chán texts while 
recognizing that the two aspects are very much interrelated in 
that D gen used Chinese Chán as a model for his brand of 
Japanese Zen, and in his later years at Eiheiji made his approach 
to religion increasingly dependent on Chinese sources.  

 
Chinese texts and their accounts of Chinese masters, in addition to his 
personal experiences at Chán temples in Zhèji ng province (the 
Hángzh u – Míngzh u – Tàizh u region) were key to the develop-
ment of D gen’s two major writings: the Sh b genz   in 
vernacular (kana ) mainly composed at K sh ji and during nine 
months of his moving into the Echizen area, and the Eihei k roku 

 in Chinese (kanbun , actually a hybrid Sino-Japanese) 
mainly composed at Eiheiji. However, D gen was also actively 
engaged with the texts he cites, often critiquing and/or revising them, 
including the records of his sectarian predecessors in addition to 
masters from rival lineages. 

East Asian training methods generally emphasize that in order to 
succeed as an appropriator of a particular line of teaching, a disciple 
should be able to equal or to surpass his mentor, who must be 
magnanimous enough to acknowledge and encourage the value of the 
comeuppance that is often demonstrated in a dramatic or even 
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combative way. Chán/Zen Buddhism is a tradition particularly known 
for transmitting lineages whereby an advanced current disciple, who is 
an imminent or soon-to-be-realized master, at once pays obeisance to 
and severely criticizes the patriarch, often through an exchange of 
ironic insults or physical blows, and receives disingenuously faint 
praise in response. The locus classicus for this trope is found in the 
legends of successive generations of Táng dynasty Hóngzh u School 

 leaders, including the transmission from the patriarch M z  
 to his foremost disciple B izhàng , whose ears are 

screamed in and nose tweaked by the teacher; from B izhàng to 
Huángbò , who slaps his mentor and is called a ‘red-bearded 
barbarian,’ thus evoking Bodhidharma, as a form of admiration; and 
finally from Huángbò to Línjì  (J. Rinzai), the founder of the 
Línjì School who is both the striker and the one being struck in their 
complex, dynamic set of edifying interactions.1 

A sense of the power of rhetoric based on purposeful 
understatement in highlighting yet somehow distancing from or 
breaking with a predecessor is prevalent in Chán discourse. This is 
evident in an anecdote cited in D gen’s ‘Gy ji’  fascicle, which 
is a transmission of the lamp style essay recounting the patriarchs of 
the Chán lineage. According to this passage, Yuánzhì  delivers 
an unconventional eulogy by casually summing up his relationship 
with his senior colleague, Gu sh n , a disciple of B izhàng who 
helped Yuánzhì oversee a temple: ‘I lived on Gu sh n’s mountain for 
30 years, eating Gu sh n meals and shitting Gu sh n shit. But I did not 
learn the way of Gu sh n. All I did was take care of a castrated water 
buffalo’ (DZZ I:53). Of these remarks featuring the mentor’s 
disingenuous self-deprecation filled with ironic praise for the senior 
partner, D gen comments that the junior’s training was characterized 
by ‘20 years of sustained practice (gy ji).’ 

Rather than relying on physical slaps or blasphemous taunts, 
D gen’s literary works epitomize the process of using language 
indirectly, yet forcefully, in vernacular sermons as an effective 
rhetorical means for challenging and going beyond his illustrious 
predecessors whom he also admires and praises for their positive 

                                                 
1 A collection of the records of the four masters, the Sìji  y lù  (J. Shike 

goroku), is a Sòng text with materials culled from various transmission of the lamp 
records. 
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influence on developing his thought and practice. Throughout his 
writings, especially in the vernacular sermons of the Sh b genz  that 
was primarily composed in the late 1230s and early 1240s, D gen 
dutifully cites several dozen Chinese Chán masters whose works he 
had first studied while visiting China and training at Mt. Ti ntóng 

 (J. Mt. Tend ) a decade before. While dependent on their 
insight and creativity, he almost always deviates from their 
interpretations in order to establish his individual perspective, and 
often quite adamantly criticizes their views or attitudes.  

D gen is even so scathing in some of his comments that, according 
to one theory of interpretation, a different version of the Sh b genz  
was created in order to eliminate some of the fascicles that contained 
offensive language. From the standpoint of this theory, either D gen 
himself or one of his early followers were aware of the partisan, 
sectarian tone of some of his criticisms and decided to delete passages 
from the standard 75-fascicle Sh b genz  by creating an alternative 
60-fascicle Sh b genz  text. He was trying to establish his sectarian 
identity in light of pressures from the Japanese government and 
contests or conflicts with the Tendai sect and other emerging religious 
movements in connection with the teachings of Rújìng  (J. 
Nyoj ), his Chinese mentor at Mt. Ti ntóng, and the Cáodòng (J. 
S t ) school more generally.  

Of the deleted fascicles, nine were composed during the first three 
quarters of a year after D gen’s move to Echizen province in the 
Summer of 1243.2 Just before this phase as he was struggling to move 
his monastery to the mountains and to hold together and possibly 
expand a small but intense band of followers, he received a copy in 
1242 of the Recorded Sayings (Ch. y lù , J. goroku) of Rújìng 
that was sent from China and also began to focus on delivering 

                                                 
2 It was long believed that the 60-Sh b genz  was compiled by Giun, who wrote a 
preface and verse commentary in 1329 that was handed down in his lineage through 
the 15th century. However, a recent theory proffered by Kawamura K d  maintains 
that this version consists of D gen’s first draft arrangements of the fascicles included 
in the 75-Sh b genz , whose order and wording were later revised. According to 
Kawamura, there are interlinear notes in manuscripts of the 60-fascicle version that 
disclose how at least some of these fascicles were altered for inclusion in the 75-
fascicle version. Kawamura maintains that Ej  edited this edition years later based on 
D gen’s own selection of fascicles before he died. This theory suggests that the 60-
Sh b genz  is the ‘real’ text and the 75-fascicle edition is secondary, but it is not 
clear whether this claim is also meant to imply that D gen himself excised the 
controversial fascicles. See Kawamura 1986. 
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sermons in Chinese, rather than the vernacular sermons of the 
Sh b genz . While supporting the axis of Cáodòng masters including 
founder Dòngsh n  and Rújìng’s two-generation predecessor or 
‘grandfather,’ Hóngzhì  (J. Wanshi), the eminent patriarch at Mt. 
Ti ntóng, as representatives of authentic lineal transmission,3 D gen 
sharply attacks Dàhuì , Hóngzhì’s Línjì School rival. However, 
just half a decade earlier in Sh b genz  zuimonki  
6.19 he said he admired Dàhuì’s commitment to continuous, diligent 
practice of zazen  while having hemorrhoids (the same 
scatological passage in which D gen notes that diarrhea prevented 
him from entering China when the ship first docked) (Ikeda 
1993:330–331). Yet, now he harshly criticizes the Sòng master, 
particularly in ‘Jish  zanmai’ , one of the fascicles excluded 
from the 60-fascicle Sh b genz  that was written in Echizen in the 
Winter of 1244. 

Chán Masters and the Cáodòng School 

Table 3 shows that D gen cites Rújìng and Hóngzhì far more 
extensively than other Chán figures in order to establish a sense of 
lineal affiliation with a particular Chinese stream for the sake of 
expanding his movement in Japan. However, the citations of the Sòng 
Cáodòng School masters must be seen in the context of his extensive 
citing of Línjì school masters primarily from the Táng dynasty. The 
next main figure dealt with by D gen is Zhàozh u , who is 
featured in innumerable k an cases, and this referencing occurs with 
greater frequency than citations of Dòngsh n. This highlights that one 
of the important aspects of D gen’s writing is the major role it played 
in introducing and disseminating Chán literary sources to Japanese 
monks without bias.  

                                                 
3 D gen referred to Rújìng as ‘former teacher’ (  senshi) and Hóngzhì as ‘old 
buddha’ (kobutsu). 
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Table 1: D gen’s Most Frequently Cited Chinese Chán Masters4 

MASTER      # CITATIONS MASTER      # CITATIONS MASTER      # CITATIONS 

Rújìng  74* 

Hóngzhì  45 

Zhàozh u  33 

kyamuni** 17 

B izhàng  13 

Yúnmén  13 

Huìnéng  12 

Xuánsh   12 

Dòngsh n  12 

Yuánwù  12 

M z   11 

Xu f ng  10 

Gu sh n  10 

Nánquán  10 

Yuèsh n  10 

F y n   9 

Huánglóng   9 

Huángbò   9 

Bodhidharma  8 

Línjì   8 

  

* Excludes Allusions Only, Memorials, and H ky ki;  ** = Indian Buddha 

In the sermons contained in the Eihei k roku, D gen incorporates 
praise with criticism of Chan masters. He is especially critical of 
Zhàozh u, one of the patriarchs along with Hóngzhì whom he refers 
to as an ‘ancient master’ (kobutsu ), as in record nos. 1.140, 
4.331 and 4.339, in addition to no. 2.154. In the last example, D gen 
appears to be defending the Chinese master in citing a passage from 
his recorded sayings against a critique proffered by a disciple, but 
concludes by overturning Zhàozh u’s standpoint: 

Consider this: ‘A monk asked Zhàozh u: “What is the path without 
mistakes?” Zhàozh u said: “Clarifying mind and seeing one’s own 
nature is the path without mistakes.”’ Later it was said: ‘Zhàozh u only 
expressed 80 or 90 per cent. I am not like this.’ If someone asks: ‘What 
is the path without mistakes?’ I would tell him: ‘The inner gate of every 
house extends to Cháng’ n  [the capital, lit., ‘long peace’].’ 

The teacher [D gen] said: ‘Although it was said thus, this is not 
worth considering. The old Buddha Zhàozh u’s expression is correct. 
Do you want to know the clear mind of which Zhàozh u spoke?’ 
[D gen] cleared his throat, and then said: ‘Just this is it. Do you want to 
know about the seeing into one’s own nature that Zhàozh u 
mentioned?’ [D gen] laughed, then said: ‘Just this is it. Although this is 
so, the old Buddha Zhàozh u’s eyes could behold east and west, and his 
mind abided south and north. If someone asked me [Daibutsu ]: 
“What is the path without mistakes?,” I would say to him: “Do not go 
anywhere else.” Suppose someone asks: “Master, isn’t this tuning the 

                                                 
4 Kagamishima 1985. 
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string by gluing the fret?,” I would say to him: “Do you fully 
understand tuning the string by gluing the fret?”’ (DZZ III: 98)5 

The phrase ‘Do not go anywhere else’ refers to appropriating 
enlightenment through concrete manifestations of phenomenal reality, 
rather than conceptual abstractions, while ‘gluing the fret’ suggests a 
misunderstanding of the function of spiritual experience. 

In Eihei k roku 3.207, D gen criticizes Yúnmén  and the 
whole notion of the autonomy of a ‘Zen School,’ which should not 
take priority over the universality of the Buddha Dharma: 

[D gen] said: Practitioners of Zen should know wrong from right. It is 
said that after [the Ancestor] Upagupta, there were five sects of Buddha 
Dharma during its decline in India. After Q ngyuán  and Nányuè 

, people took it upon themselves to establish the various styles of 
the five houses, which was an error made in China. Moreover, in the 
time of the ancient buddhas and founding ancestors, it was not possible 
to see or hear the Buddha Dharma designated as the 'Zen School', which 
has never actually existed. What is presently called the Zen school is 
not truly the Buddha Dharma.  

I remember that a monk once asked Yúnmén: "I heard an ancient 
said that although the [patriarch of the Ox Head School] expounded 
horizontally and vertically, he did not know the key to the workings of 
going beyond. What is that key to the workings of going beyond?" 
Yúnmén said: "The eastern mountain and the western peak are green." 
If someone were to ask Eihei [D gen]: "What is that key to the 
workings of going beyond?" I would simply reply to him: "Indra's nose 
is three feet long." (DZZ III: 140)6 

Note that in D gen’s rewriting of Yúnmén’s response, neither of 
their expressions directly addresses the question although each has its 
merits as a reflection of Zen insight. Yet, D gen seems to suggest that 
Yúnmén’s phrasing is deficient and that his own saying is on the mark, 
perhaps because it is at once more indirect and absurd, yet concrete 
and down-to-earth. 

The key point is that Línjì School citations which are cast in a 
positive vein are primarily from the period before D gen’s move to 
Echizen. During this early phase of his career, he does not deal very 
much with either Rújìng or Hóngzhì, surprisingly enough, but during 

                                                 
5 The translations of the Eihei k roku are largely taken from Leighton/Okumura: 
2004:180–181. Note that in quoting the translation, the wording is sometimes slightly 
altered. 
6 Leighton/Okumura 2004:219–220. 
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the transitional stage he becomes at times excessively negative 
regarding the Línjì School as be begins to develop a sectarian focus on 
Cáodòng patriarchs. Beginning with the Echizen period, especially in 
the Eihei k roku, a pattern emerges whereby D gen cites eminent 
masters from both the Línjì and Cáodòng schools in his vernacular 
and Chinese-style sermons, yet also is willing to challenge, revise, and 
rewrite their sayings to express his own unique understanding and 
appropriation of Buddhist teaching. D gen clearly relishes his role as 
a critical commentator and revisionist of leading Chinese masters. A 
common refrain in many of the sermons is: ‘Other patriarchs have said 
it that way, but I [Eihei] say it this way […].’ Part of his theme is that 
with the possible exception of Rújìng, nearly all the teachers and 
followers he met during his travels in China were disappointing in that 
they lacked some essential element of authenticity in the pursuit of the 
Dharma. 

Once the move to Echizen is completed and he is fully ensconced 
in Eiheiji temple, D gen turns increasingly to Hóngzhì and Rújìng as 
models for kanbun sermons contained in the Eihei k roku, while 
continuing his criticism of the Línjì School and also remaining willing 
to critique the Cáodòng patriarchs, when appropriate, in what can be 
referred to as a ‘trans-sectarian’ fashion. This means that his approach 
cuts across lines of sectarian division as part of an ongoing quest for 
personal integrity, authenticity, and autonomy. In accord with the style 
of transmission-as-transgression, for D gen, individuality is more 
highly prized than blind devotion or loyalty to the lineage.  

It may seem that D gen is driven primarily by sectarian concerns 
to use a high-pitched and, in some cases, vituperative rhetoric against 
rival schools. However, at times he is pan-sectarian in citing masters 
from all Chán schools, as well as non-sectarian in that he also denies 
the existence of an independent ‘Chán sect’ altogether. In Bukky  (

, Buddhist S tras) he attacks ‘stupid, ignoramus skinbags’ who 
either highlight Chán at the expense of basic Buddhism more 
generally or blur Buddhist doctrine as one of the ‘three teachings’ 
along with Daoism and Confucianism. 

Influence Yet Critique of Hóngzhì 

D gen’s supposed sectarian-based outlook is tempered by an 
innovative rhetorical approach, that is, the way he shows little 
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reluctance in revising or even rejecting the Cáodòng School leaders 
with a creative use of language. In some cases, D gen cites the source 
text nearly verbatim as a sign of reverence but is then quick to critique 
the Cáodòng sages, whom he feels have misread or misinterpreted a 
key notion or citation from the Chán classics. For example, in Eihei 

k roku 4.296 delivered on the occasion of the Winter solstice in 1248, 
D gen cites Hóngzhì as he had on several of these seasonal occasions, 
including nos. 135 and 206. D gen says: ‘“My measuring cup is full 
and the balance scale is level,” but in the marketplace I buy what is 
precious and sell it for a low price,’ thereby reversing the statement in 
Hóngzhì’s sermon, ‘Even if your measuring cup is full and the balance 
scale is level, in transactions I sell at a high price and buy when the 
price is low’ (DZZ III:194).7 Perhaps D gen is demonstrating a 
bodhisattva-like generosity or showing the non-dual nature of all 
phenomena that only appear to have different values. 

Table 2: Classical Chán Texts Cited in the Eihei k roku 

 TEXT                            EIHEI K ROKU # CITATIONS 
1 J ngdé chuánd ng lù (J. Keitoku dent roku)  68 
2 Hóngzhì lù (J. Wanshi roku)  43 
3 Z ngmén t ngyào jí (J. Sh mon t y sh )  25 
4 Z ngmén liánd ng huìyào (J. Sh mon rent ey )  24 
5 Rújìng lù (J. Nyoj  roku)  10 
6 Ji tài p d nglù (J. Katai fut roku)  7 
7 Yuánwù lù / sòng g  (J. Engo roku / juko) 9 
8 Ti nshèng gu ngd ng lù (J. Tensh  k t roku)  9 
9 Dàhuì lù (J. Daie roku)  2 
10 Huángbò lù (J. baku roku)  2 
11 Xù chuánd ng lù (J. Zoku dent roku)  2 

TOTAL  211 
 

A close look at Vols. 2–4 of the Eihei k roku, which contains 
kanbun sermons from the early years at Eiheiji, delivered in the mid-
1240s as edited by Ej  , shows that D gen asserts the primacy of 
the discursive style of the recorded sayings of Song predecessors, 
especially Hóngzhì.8 He wages a campaign to identify himself with 

                                                 
7 Ibid.:278. 
8 For example, the Hóngzhì gu nglù (J. Wanshi k roku, in Taish  48:1–121) consists 
of nine volumes: (1) j d   (‘Ascending the Hall’) and sh san; (2) juko  
(‘Appraisals of Cases of Old’) and nenko  (‘Taking up Cases of Old’); (3) 
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the Hóngzhì-Rújìng axis that occupied the abbacy days in the 12th and 
early 13th centuries during the glory of Mt. Ti ntóng’s monastic 
institution, which was also directed intermittently by Línjì School 
masters. This enables D gen to distinguish his lineage from rival Zen 
movements in Japan, and to support the rejection of Dàhuì because his 
lineage in China gave sanction to the fledgling Daruma School that 
was led by Dainichi N nin .  

Unlike Rújìng, who remained obscure except for his connection to 
D gen, Hóngzhì was widely recognized as one of the premier 
sermonizers and poets during the peak of the Cáodòng School, which 
had undergone a period of revival inspired by Fúróng Dàok i 

 (J. Fuy  D kai) two generations before. Whereas Rújìng appears 
with great frequency in the Sh b genz , Hóngzhì’s role is quite 
prominent only in the Eihei k roku.9 While D gen sees Rújìng as a 
charismatic and inspirational teacher who deeply touched his life as 
well as that of other disciples, he admires Hóngzhì, whom he never 
had a chance to meet, mainly for his ceremonial role. Particularly 
during 1245–1246, D gen frequently turns to Hóngzhì as a model for 
ritual occasions at a time when he also begins to rely heavily on the 
monastic rules text, the Chányuán q nggu   of 1103. D gen 
cites Hóngzhì three or four times on the occasion of the Buddha’s 
birthday between 1246 and 1249. He also evokes Hóngzhì on other 
occasions, such as New Year, the beginning of the Summer retreat, the 
Boys’ Festival, and the Winter solstice. A major consequence of 
overlooking the Eihei k roku would be to neglect the importance of 
Hóngzhì’s influence, where he is cited over 40 times. 

It is clear that references to Hóngzhì, which are primarily 
concerned with ritual occasions when the master’s words serve as a 
model D gen emulates yet generally revises, reach a peak in the late 
1240s and seem to fade just as those to Rújìng begin picking up again 
in the early 1250s. The reliance on Hóngzhì for the most part does not 
continue in the later sections (Vols. 5–7) of the Eihei k roku recorded 
by Giin a former Daruma School monk who ten years after 
D gen’s death took the text to China to have it certified at Mt. 

                                                                                                         
nenko; (4) j d  and jishu  (‘Instructing the Assembly’); (5) sh san; (6) h go 

 (‘Dharma Talks’); (7–9) poetry; see Sakai 1980:75–118. 
9 With the prominent exception of the ‘Zazenshin’  and ‘Jinshin inga’ 

 fascicles where D gen critiques and rewrites his views of meditation and 
causality.  
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Ti ntóng and returned with a controversial abbreviated version, the 
Eihei goroku . Ishii Sh d   finds that the main 
change in the kanbun sermons edited by Gien, which cover the final 
years at Eiheiji, is that D gen is no longer as heavily influenced by 
Hóngzhì’s recorded sayings, which are far less frequently cited. There 
also seems to be a greater emphasis on karmic causality based largely 
on the citation of early Buddhist scriptures, rather than Mahayana 
sutras or conventional Chán sources, but not any significant alteration 
in ideology regarding zazen or k an interpretation that is supposedly 
based on the teachings of Rújìng (Ishii 1991). 

As mentioned, D gen’s reverence does not prohibit Zen-style 
rhetoric to critique the masters he favors though generally this falls 
short of blasphemy. In citing Hóngzhì, D gen rarely loses the 
opportunity to dispute or one-up him. A main example is Eihei k roku 
2.135, a sermon for the Winter solstice at Eiheiji (when it was still 
called Daibutsuji until the name was changed in 1246): 

When the old buddha Hóngzhì was residing at Mt. Ti ntóng, during a 
Winter solstice sermon he said: ‘Y n reaches its fullness and Yáng 
arises, as their power is exhausted conditions change. A green dragon 
runs away when his bones are exposed. A black panther looks different 
when it is covered in mist. Take the skulls of all the buddhas of the 
triple world and thread them onto a single rosary. Do not speak of 
bright heads and dark heads, as truly they are sun face, moon face. Even 
if your measuring cup is full and the balance scale is level, in 
transactions I sell at a high price and buy when the price is low. Zen 
worthies, do you understand this? In a bowl, the bright pearl rolls on its 
own without being pushed.’ 

‘Here is a story,’ [Hóngzhì continued]. ‘Xu f ng  asked a 
monk: “Where are you going?” The monk said: “I’m going to do my 
communal labor.” Xu f ng said: “Go ahead.” Yúnmén said [of this 
dialogue]: “Xu f ng judges people based on their words.”’ Hóngzhì 
said: ‘Do not make a move. If you move I’ll give you 30 blows. Why is 
this so? Take a luminous jewel without any flaw, and if you carve a 
pattern on it its virtue is lost.’  

The teacher [D gen] then said: ‘Although these three venerable ones 
[Hóngzhì, Xu f ng, Yúnmén] spoke this way, I, old man Daibutsu, do 
not agree. Great assembly, listen carefully and consider this well. For a 
luminous jewel without flaw, if polished its glow increases [...].’ With 
his fly-whisk [D gen] drew a circle and said: ‘Look!’ After a pause 
[D gen] said: ‘Although the plum blossoms are colorful in the freshly 
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fallen snow, you must look into it further to understand the first arrival 
of yang [with the solstice]’ (DZZ III:80–82).10 

Table 3: D gen’s Citations or Allusions to Hóngzhì 

 
Here, D gen is indebted to Hóngzhì’s original passage, which cites 

M z ’s famous saying: ‘Sun face [or eternal] buddha, moon face [or 
temporal] Buddha’ as culled from Cóngróng lù  (J. 
Sh y roku) case 36, and he also includes a saying about the bright 
pearl that appears in the fourth line of Hóngzhì’s verse comment on 
this case. But D gen challenges all the masters. After making a 
dramatic, well-timed demonstration with the ceremonial fly-whisk as 
a symbol of authority, he evokes the image of plum blossoms in the 
snow to highlight the need for continually practicing zazen meditation. 
This is reinforced by his rewriting of the jewel metaphor to put an 

                                                 
10 Leighton/Okumura 2004:162–164. 

EIHEI K ROKU 

CITATIONS 

Winter Solstice 

EK 2.135, 1245 
EK 3.206, 1246 
EK 4.296, 1248 
New Year 

EK 2.142, 1246 
EK 3.216, 1247 
EK 4.303, 1249 
5.5 Day 

EK 3.242, 1247 
EK 4.261, 1248 
EK 4.326, 1249 
Bathing Buddha 

EK 3.236, 1247 
EK 3.256, 1248 
EK 4.320, 1249 
Summer Retreat 

EK 3.257, 1248 
EK 4.322, 1249 
EK 4.341, 1249 

Mid-Autumn 

EK 4.344, 1249 

OTHER EXAMPLES 

EK 3.203, 1246 (full) 
EK 3.246, 1247 (full) 
EK 4.269, 1248 (full) 
EK 7.498, 1252 (full) 

ALLUSIONS ONLY 

EK 2.180, 1246 
EK 3.186, 1246 
EK 3.187, 1246 
EK 3.222, 1247 
EK 3.223, 1237 
EK 3.227, 1247 
EK 4.264, 1248 
EK 4.285, 1248 
EK 4.329, 1249 
EK 4.337, 1249 
EK 4.340, 1249 
EK 4.341, 1249 
EK 4.344, 1249 
EK 4.397, 1250 

EK 5.400, 1250 
EK 5.403, 1250 
EK 5.418, 1250 
EK 7.481, 1252 
EK 7.494, 1252 
EK 7.514, 1252 
EK 8.s.13, 1240s 
EK 8.s.20, 1240s 
EK 9.25, 1236 
EK 9.88, 1236 

SH B GENZ  

Gy butsuigi, 1241 
Zazenshin, 1242 
Gy ji, p. 1, 1242 
Kobusshin, 1243 
Shunj , 1244 

sakusendaba, 1245 
Jinshin inga, 1253? 

SBGZ ZUIMONKI 
3.10, 1237 

BEND WA (1231) 
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emphasis on the process of polishing. Here we see evidence of D gen 
using a variety of rhetorical styles to make his case regarding sectarian 
perspectives, including silence and body language, natural imagery 
and rhetorical flourish, and paradox and reversal. 

Rújìng as Chán Model 

While serving as the centerpiece of the S t  sect’s transmission 
mythology, modern scholars have questioned D gen’s eulogizing of 
Rújìng, who was generally not so well known or highly regarded in 
the setting of Chinese monastic life, especially compared to Hóngzhì’s 
illustrious reputation as a highly accomplished literary figure 
(Kagamishima 1983). But D gen considers his mentor an ideal Chán 
teacher, not so much for his feats as a literati, but for combining 
spontaneous sermonizing at all times of the day, rather than only 
during regularly planned ritual occasions, with a deep sense of 
integrity in terms of adhering to codes of discipline and maintaining a 
rigorous disdain for any form of corruption. Rújìng was committed to 
the sustained practice of zazen as the premier form of Buddhist 
training, and was also willing to acknowledge and support the 
dedication of young D gen, an outsider to the Chinese Buddhist 
system who had been poorly treated by the previous abbot at Mt. 
Ti ntóng. 

In D gen’s Manuals of Zen Meditation, which overturns 
conventional theories about the dating of the Fukanzazengi 

, an important meditation manual long considered one of D gen’s 
earliest writings composed in the year of his return to China in 1227, 
Carl Bielefeldt points out: 

Not until the 1240s, well over a decade after his return from China and 
at the midpoint of his career as a teacher and author, does D gen begin 
to emphasize the uniqueness of Rújìng and to attribute to him the 
attitudes and doctrines that set him apart from his contemporaries. Prior 
to this time, during the period when one would expect D gen to have 
been most under the influence of his Chinese mentor, we see but little 
of Ju-ching or, indeed, of some of those teachings now thought most 
characteristic of D gen’s Zen (Bielefeldt 1988:28). 

This comment indicates that the emphasis on Rújìng became 
intensified and reached fruition fully 15 years after the trip to China, 
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at the time of D gen’s move to Echizen and the challenge of accepting 
erstwhile Daruma School followers.11 

In numerous Sh b genz  fascicles from the first several months 
after the move, when he and a small band of dedicated followers were 
holed up over the long first Winter in a couple of temporary 
hermitages before settling into permanent quarters, D gen provides 
his followers with a strong sense of lineal affiliation by identifying 
with Rújìng’s branch. He claims this was the only authentic Chán 
school. The high estimation of Rújìng expressed during the ‘midpoint 
of his career’ was not apparent in D gen’s writings before this 
juncture. While praising and elevating the status of his mentor, D gen 
also embarks on a devastating critique of rival schools, which he 
referred to as ‘filthy rags’ and ‘dirty dogs’ that defame the Buddha 
Dharma.  

D gen notes receiving Rújìng’s Recorded Sayings on the sixth day 
of the eighth month of 1242 in Eihei k roku 1.105 (DZZ III:69).12 But 
the first indication of renewed interest was in Sh b genz  ‘Gy ji’ 
(Part 2), which was written several months earlier and contains four 
citations as part of a lengthy discussion of Rújìng, which comes at the 
end of a survey of the biographies of monks who represent the 
pinnacle of Chán practice.13 Although there were some references to 
Rújìng in writings dating back to the early 1230s, the full 
acknowledgment and celebration—or possibly idealization and 
exaggeration—of the mentor come at this time. The citation of 
Rújìng’s attack on Dàhuì follower Dégu ng  seems to highlights 
the contrast between Rújìng’s brand of rigorous monasticism and the 
antinomianism that typified the Daruma School’s rejection of the 
precepts. The list in Table 4 shows that, apart from ‘Gy ji’ (Part 2), 
which was a year or so earlier, all the Sh b genz  fascicles containing 
multiple citations of Rújìng stem from the time of the move to 
Echizen. 

                                                 
11 At the time of the move, D gen began citing Rújìng with great frequency, but 
some of the passages are not found in the Chinese master’s recorded sayings.  
12 Senne, the compiler of this volume of the Eihei k roku, notes in this passage: 
‘Many words were not recorded.’ Presumably, D gen spoke more, but Senne only 
wrote down what is included here. This sermon is also notable for D gen’s emphasis 
on the role of language in relation to silence in communicating the Dharma.  
13 DZZ I:196–202. 
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Table 4: Sh b genz  Fascicles Citing Rújìng Multiple Times 

DATE FASCICLE PLACE # CITATIONS 

1243.09.16 
1243.09 
1243.09 
1243.11.06 
1243.12.17 
1243.12.17 
1244.02.12 

Butsud  
Bukky  
Shoh  jisso 
Baika 
Ganzei 
Kaj  
Udonge 

Kipp ji 
Kipp ji 
Kipp ji 
Kipp ji 
Yamashibudera 
Yamashibudera 
Kipp ji 

2 
2 
2 
8 
7 
5 
2 

As seen in Table 5, reliance on allusions to Rújìng expressed in 
Sh b genz  fascicles from the 1240s continued to proliferate 
throughout the later stages of D gen’s career in Eihei k roku sermons 
from the 1250s. Note that memorials for Rújìng were not begun until 
1246, but were then continued for seven years until the end of 
D gen’s career when illness forced him to stop preaching. Generally, 
these are brief and cryptic. 14 In Eihei k roku 2.184 from 1246, for 
example, D gen expresses self-deprecation in celebrating Rújìng’s 
wisdom:  

When I entered China, I studied walking like someone from Hánd n 
. I worked very hard carrying water and hauling firewood. Do not say 

that my late teacher deceived his disciple. Rather, Ti ntóng [Rújìng] 
was deceived by D gen (DZZ III:122–124).15 

The abundance of citations of Rújìng at certain periods—and their 
lack at other times—suggests a delayed reaction and retrospective 
quality. As demonstrated by recent Japanese scholarship, D gen’s 

                                                 
14 For example, no. 4.274 (DZZ III:183; Leighton / Okumura 2004:263) says: ‘On 
this day Ti ntóng [Rújìng] mistakenly made a pilgrimage. He did not travel to Mt. 
Ti ntái or Mt. W tái. How sad that for 10,000 miles there is not an inch of grass. The 
old master Guishan became a water buffalo and came here.’ The phrase ‘inch of 
grass’ and the mention of Guishan as water buffalo are obscure references to old Chán 
sayings that highlight D gen’s veneration of Rújìng.  
15 Leighton/Okumura 2004:203. ‘Walking like someone from Hánd n’ refers to a 
story by Zhu ngz   in the chapter on ‘Autumn Water,’ in which someone from 
the countryside went to the city of Hánd n and imitated the fashionable walking of the 
townspeople, but before mastering this he lost his native ability and had to crawl 
home on hands and knees; see Watson 1968:187. Memorial day for Rújìng was 7.17; 
other memorial sermons are nos. 3.249, 4.274, 4.276 (out of sequence), 5.342, 5.384 
and 7.515. 
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citations and evocations of Rújìng are at times at variance with the 
recorded sayings, the Nyoj  goroku  (Ch. Rújìng y lù), 
even though Tokugawa era S t  scholar/monks heavily edited this 
text precisely in order to prove such a consistency (Kagamishima 
1983; Nakaseko Sh d  1997; He 2000). This raises basic questions 
about D gen’s portrayal of his mentor and use of Chán sources, as 
well as why his approach seemed to have changed despite claims of 
unwavering continuity by the sectarian tradition. On the other hand, 
more frequently than one might suppose, an evocation of Rújìng’s 
authority is not far removed from critique and revisionism of the 
master.  

Table 5: D gen’s Citations or Allusions to Rújìng 

SH B GENZ  

MAKAHANNYAHARAMITSU,  
1233-1 

 Senj , 1239-1 
 Shisho, 1241-1 
 Kankin, 1241-1 
 Gy ji 2, 1242-4 
 Gaby , 1242-1 
 Kobusshin, 1243-1 
 Katt , 1243-1 

AFTER MOVE TO ECHIZEN 

*Butsud , 1243-2 
*Shoh  jiss , 1243-2 
*Bukky  (S), 1243-2 
*Muj  sepp , 1243-1 
*Kenbutsu, 1243-1 
 Baika, 1243-8 
 Hensan, 1243-1 
 Ganzei, 1243-7 
 Kaj , 1243-5 
 Udonge, 1244-2 
 Tenb rin, 1244-1 
 Ho-u, 1245-1 
 Ango, 1245-1 
 saku sendaba, 1245-2 
 Kok , 1245-1 

REFERENCES/ALLUSIONS ONLY 

 Bend wa, 1231 
 Sh b genz  zuimonki, 1236 
 Senmen, 1239 
 Busso, 1241 
 Bussh , 1241 
 Zazenshin, 1242 
 Darani, 1243 
 Menju, 1243 
 Jipp , 1243 
 Zanmai zanmai, 1244 

OTHERS 

 Tenzoky kun, 1234-2 
 Chiji shingi, 1246-1 
*Shury  shingi, 1249-1 

EIHEI K ROKU 

MEMORIALS 

 EK 2.184, 1246 
 EK 3.249, 1247 
 EK 4.274, 1248 
 EK 4.342, 1249 
 EK 5.384, 1250 
 EK 4.276, 1251 
 EK 7.515, 1252 

CITATIONS 

 EK 2.147, 1246 
 EK 2.179, 1246 
 EK 3.194, 1246 
 EK 4.318, 1249 
*EK 4.319, 1249 
 EK 5.379, 1250 
*EK 5.390, 1250 
*EK 5.406, 1250 
 EK 6.424, 1251 
 EK 6.432, 1251 
 EK 6.437, 1951 
 EK 6.438, 1951 
 EK 6.469, 1951 
 EK 9.086, 1235 
 EK 7.502, 1252 
*EK 7.503, 1252 
*EK 7.522, 1252 
 EK 7.530, 1252 
 EK 10.80 (3) 
 EK 10.84 

REFERENCES 

 EK 1.048, 1236 
 EK 1.105, 1241 
 EK 1.118, 1241 
 EK 2.128, 1245 
 EK 2.148, 1245 

(* indicates that the passage is not in Rújìng’s record, Nyoj  goroku/Rújìng y lù) 
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Rújìng the Master and D gen the Transmitter 

There are several main aspects of Rújìng’s influence on D gen which 
are embodied in creative examples of rhetoric that help demonstrate 
his allegiance and loyalty, as well as longing for autonomy and 
independence. Perhaps the best known example of master-disciple 
interaction is the transformational experience of shinjin datsuraku, or 
‘casting off body-mind,’ as depicted in the Kenzeiki and the 
Denk roku . D gen’s enlightenment was triggered by the 
strict manner of training, whereby Rújìng insisted on the total 
commitment and dedication of disciples to the practice of meditation. 
The moment of shinjin datsuraku occurred when the monk sitting next 
to D gen was scolded by Rújìng for dozing off while doing zazen 
during a sesshin held as part of the Summer retreat, although 
according to a theory it may have transpired earlier than this as a 
‘satori at first sight’ when the master and disciple first met.  

Perhaps an even more important influence than the specific 
occasion of his personal breakthrough in shaping D gen’s overall 
religiosity is his sense of awe at Rújìng’s teaching style. Of the 
compositions from the early 1240s, the ‘Baika’  and ‘Ganzei’ 

 fascicles consist almost entirely of commentary on Rújìng’s 
teachings. ‘Baika,’ a sermon delivered on the sixth day of the eleventh 
month of 1243 during the year of D gen’s move to Echizen when he 
was still struggling, evokes lyrical imagery as a symbol for 
enlightenment. It is dedicated to remembrances and citations of the 
sayings of the mentor, who apparently spoke frequently about the 
symbolism of the plum tree, whose fragrant blossoms appearing at the 
end of the Winter season are a harbinger of spring and, thus, spiritual 
renewal. According to the colophon, three feet of snow fell that day, 
and we can only imagine that D gen was perhaps a bit despondent and 
seeking out sources of inspiration.16 In addition to reflecting on the 
natural image, D gen recalls his feelings during the time of his studies 
in China when he realized how fortunate he was as a foreign novice, 
since not many native Chinese had the ability or opportunity to take 

                                                 
16 In a waka  verse composed on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month of 
1244, D gen writes: ‘Crimson leaves / Whitened by the season’s first snow— / Is 
there anyone / Who would not be moved / To celebrate this in song?’ (in DZZ 
VII:154). 
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advantage of their contact with such an eminent teacher (DZZ II:71–
72). 

D gen also admires and appreciates the qualities of openness and 
flexibility that afforded him a unique avenue for accessibility to the 
abbot. In H ky ki , a record of D gen’s conversations with 
Rújìng that was discovered posthumously and whose authenticity has 
been questioned by modern scholars, he reports that Rújìng invited 
him to come to the abbot’s quarters on demand and without 
reservation, which would have been a rare privilege, indeed. 
According to a passage in the Sh b genz  zuimonki, Rújìng offered 
D gen the slot of head monk but he declined in deference to native 
seekers.  

Part of the image of Rújìng that emerges in the writings of the 
transitional period is that of a master with great rhetorical skills, at 
least during one-on-one meetings or public orations, who breaks out 
of the mold of a formal monastic setting to deliver dynamic, 
spontaneous sermons. D gen considers Rújìng’s approach uniquely 
compelling for the charismatic appeal and sincere authenticity he 
projected. Unlike many Chán masters who stuck to regulations and 
schedules, even for informal sermons, Rújìng was inspired to preach 
in different places of the temple compound at odd times of the day, 
including late hours. He gave lectures not only in the Dharma Hall on 
a fixed schedule, but any time of day or night when the inspiration 
struck. 

Sh b genz  ‘Shoh  jiss ’  was presented by D gen in 
1243 after ‘18 years had swiftly passed’ since a remarkable occasion 
of mystical exaltation during the fourth watch of the night in the third 
month of 1226 (DZZ I:457–470). At that time, Rújìng gave a midnight 
sermon in the abbot’s quarters, when D gen heard the drum beating, 
with signs hung around the temple announcing the event. Monks were 
burning incense and waiting anxiously to hear, ‘You may enter [the 
abbot's room].’ The sermon concluded with the saying: ‘A cuckoo 
sings, and a mountain-bamboo splits in two’ (DZZ I:467–468). D gen 
says that this was a unique method of intense, personal training not 
practiced in other temple districts. In several other passages in the 
Sh b genz  and Eihei k roku, D gen describes the excitement and 
thrill of studying with someone of Rújìng’s stature who attracted 
followers from all over China. In addition to D gen, Rújìng invited 
disciples to approach his quarters at various times when he or they felt 
the need for instruction. Therefore, Rújìng demonstrated supreme 
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discipline along with ingenious innovation. It is interesting to note that 
the Sh b genz  fascicle ‘K my ’  from the sixth month of 1242 
was delivered at two o'clock in the morning, as D gen proudly 
declares in the colophon, while the monks listened attentively as a 
heavy storm poured down during the rainy season (DZZ I:144). 

There are several important passages in the Eihei k roku which 
express D gen’s view of the powerful and popular role of kanbun 
sermons based on Rújìng’s model. A prominent example is the second 
passage in the second volume, Eihei k roku 2.128 from 1245, which 
reveals D gen working through the complex stages of transition from 
informal vernacular to formal Chinese lectures and thus provides a 
good indication of why the kana style of the Sh b genz  was phasing 
out (DZZ, III:72–74). The passage is especially interesting, not 
because it repudiates kana in favor of kanbun sermons, but because it 
highlights the significance of lecturing in general as the key function 
of a monastic community. It explains D gen’s admiration for Rújìng 
who was skillful at delivering several styles of informal lectures, 
including evening sermons (bansan ), general discourses (fusetsu 

) and provisional lectures (sh san ). Technically, no. 2.128, 
though in kanbun, is different than the typical style of Chinese sermon 
because it was delivered in the evening, the typical time for informal 
lectures; it is one of a handful of evening sermons which appear at the 
beginning of the second volume of the Eihei k roku, that is, in the 
earliest phase of the Echizen period. 

The main feature that D gen admires of Rújìng’s creative use of 
language is his ability to offer numerous spontaneous, off-the-cuff 
lectures any time of day that the inspiration struck for eager band of 
followers who must have shared in the excitement and charisma of the 
occasion: ‘Regardless of what the regulations in monastic rules 
manuals actually prescribed, at midnight, during the early evenings or 
at any time after the noon-day meal, and generally without regard to 
the time, Rújìng convened a talk.’ D gen then declares: ‘As a disciple 
of Rújìng, I [Daibutsu ], am also conducting evening meetings 
that are taking place for the very first time in our country’ (DZZ 
III:72).17 D gen describes the excitement that was so unique in his 

                                                 
17 Leighton/Okumura 2004: 153–154. The text also says: ‘He either had someone 
beat the drum for entering the Abbot’s Quarters (  ny shitsu) to give an open talk 
(fusetsu) or he had someone beat the drum for small meetings (sh san) and then for 
entering the Abbot’s Quarters. Or sometimes he himself hit the wooden clapper in the 



D GEN’S APPROPRIATION OF CHINESE CHÁN SOURCES 

 

333

Chán teacher’s approach and also sets the standard for introducing 
various styles of sermons to Zen temples in Japan.  

D gen as Transgressor 

The reverent tone of a dutiful follower that is so apparent in the 
H ky ki, which deals with D gen’s days as a disciple, is not 
necessarily duplicated in the Eihei k roku, where he subjects Rújìng’s 
interpretations of Chán k ans and other sayings to a process of 
revision and rewriting. D gen summons his rhetorical facility to 
distance himself from all predecessors, and mentor Rújìng is not 
immune to this revisionism, as in Eihei k roku 3.194: 

[D gen] said, I remember a monk asked an ancient worthy: ‘Is there 
Buddha Dharma or not on a steep cliff in the deep mountains?’ The 
worthy responded: ‘A large rock is large; a small one is small.’ My late 
teacher Ti ntóng [Rújìng] said: ‘The question about the steep cliff in 
the deep mountains was answered in terms of large and small rocks. 
The cliff collapsed, the rocks split, and the empty sky filled with a noisy 
clamor.’  

The teacher [D gen] said, ‘Although these two venerable masters 
said it this way, I [Eihei] have another utterance to convey. If someone 
were to ask: “Is there Buddha Dharma or not on a steep cliff in the deep 
mountains?,” I would simply say to him: “The lifeless rocks nod their 
heads again and again. The empty sky vanishes completely. This is 
something that exists within the realm of the buddhas and patriarchs. 
What is this thing on a steep cliff in the deep mountains?”’ [D gen] 
pounded his staff one time, and descended from his seat (DZZ 
III:132).18 

The phrase ‘The lifeless rocks nod their heads again and again’ is a 
reference to Dàosh ng , Kum raj va’s great disciple and early 
Chinese Buddhist scholar, who, based on a passage in the Mah -

parinirv a s tra that all beings can become buddha, went to the 

                                                                                                         
Monk’s Hall (s d  ) three times and gave an open talk in the Illuminated Hall 
(  sh d ). After the open talk, the monks entered the Abbot’s Quarters (h j  

). At other times, he hit the wooden block hanging in front of the Head Monk’s 
Quarters (shuso ) and gave an open talk in that room. Again, following the open 
talk the monks entered the Abbot’s Quarters. These were extraordinary, truly 
exceptional experiences!’ 
18 Ibid.:210–211. 
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mountain and preached the Dharma to the rocks, which nodded in 
response.19 

In Eihei k roku 2.179, D gen uses rhetoric to critique five 
prominent figures, kyamuni and four Chinese Chán masters 
including Rújìng, who respond to a statement of the Buddha in the 

ra gama s tra, Chapter 9, as also cited and discussed with the 
same conclusion in Sh b genz  ‘Tenb rin’: 

[D gen] said, The World-Honored One said, ‘When one person opens 
up reality and returns to the source, all space in the ten directions 
disappears.’ Teacher W z  of Mt. F y n  said: ‘When one 
person opens up reality and returns to the source, all space in the ten 
directions crashes together resounding everywhere.’ Zen Master 
Yuánwù of Mt. Ji sh n  said: ‘When one person opens up reality 
and returns to the source, all space throughout the ten directions flowers 
are added on to brocade.’ Teacher Fóxìng F tài  said: ‘When 
one person opens up reality and returns to the source, all space in the 
ten directions is nothing other than all space in the ten directions.’  

My late teacher Ti ntóng [Rújìng] said: ‘Although the World-
Honored One made the statement: “When one person opens up reality 
and returns to the source, all space in the ten directions disappears,” this 
utterance cannot avoid becoming an extraordinary assessment. Ti ntóng 
is not like this. When one person opens up reality and returns to the 
source, a mendicant breaks his rice bowl.’ 

The teacher [D gen] said, ‘The previous five venerable teachers 
said it like this, but I, Eihei, have a saying that is not like theirs. When 
one person opens up reality and returns to the source, all space in the 
ten directions opens up reality and returns to the source’ (DZZ 
III:118).20 

Another key example of D gen’s creative rewriting of Rújìng’s 
words is Eihei k roku 2.147, which displays some of the qualities of 
the honkadori  poetic technique in terms of how revisions 
are made based on extensive quoting of the original passage: 

D gen held up his monk’s staff, pounded it once on the floor, and said: 
This is the staff of Daibutsu. Buddhas and lands as numerous as the 
sands of the Ganges River are all swallowed up in one gulp by this staff. 
All the living beings in these lands do not know and are not aware of it. 
All you people, where are your noses, eyes, spirits, and headtops? If 
you know where they are, within emptiness you can place the staff 

                                                 
19 Ibid.:211. 
20 Ibid.:198–199. 
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vertically or hold it horizontally. If you do not know, there is rice and 
gruel for you on the sitting platforms [in the meditation hall]. 

I remember that a monk asked Zen Master B izhàng Dàzhì 
: ‘What is the most remarkable thing [in the world]?’21 B izhàng 

said, ‘It is sitting [or practicing zazen] alone atop Great Hero Peak [of 
Mt. B izhàng].’22 Moreover, my late teacher Ti ntóng [Rújìng] said, 
‘If someone asks the venerable Rújìng: “What is the most remarkable 
thing?” I would simply reply to him: “What remarkable thing is there? 
Ultimately, what is it? I moved my bowls from Jìngcí temple to 
Ti ntóng and ate rice.”’23  

What these two venerable teachers said expresses it pretty well, and 
yet they cannot avoid the laughter of observers. If someone asked me, 
Daibutsu, ‘What is the most remarkable thing [in the world]?’ I would 
answer by raising high my staff at Daibutsuji temple in Japan, and he 
then puts the staff down and stepped off the dais.  

The source record evoked by the sermon, Bìyán lù  (J. 
Hekiganroku) case 26,24 seems a bit surprising in its emphasis on 
meditation, as B izhàng is known primarily for his emphasis on rules 
expressed in the first (and probably apocryphal) Zen monastic code, 
the Zenmon kishiki  (Ch. Chánmén gu shì). This text 
stresses the role of the charismatic abbot’s sermons that are supposed 
to be held twice a day, before and after the midday meal, far more 
than the practice of zazen, which is left up to discretion of the disciple 
rather than being strictly confined by a uniform schedule.25 When 
Rújìng rewrites the response as, ‘It is just eating rice in a bowl at 
Jìngcí temple on Mt. Ti ntóng’ (DZZ IV:280), he shifts the focus from 

                                                 
21 Dazhi, literally ‘Great Wisdom,’ was an honorific posthumous name given to 
B izhàng by the emperor. 
22 ‘Great Hero’ Peak (Dàxióng ) was the name of the summit above B izhàng’s 
monastery where the master and other monks would hold special meditation retreats 
withdrawn from the monastery. 
23 Jìngcí Temple , where Rújìng resided as abbot before Mount Ti ntóng, was 
the fourth-ranked of the five mountains, or major temples of the country. Ti ntóng 
was ranked third among the five mountains, so Rújìng’s move was an elevation in 
status. 
24 This saying can be taken to mean that B izhàng went on retreat to one of the main 
mountain peaks located behind the temple to practice zazen, or that he is 
characteristically identifying himself with the name of the mountain and thus saying, 
in effect: ‘I sit alone.’ In the k an cited in Bìyán lù  no. 26, the disciple 
claims to understand the comment, and B izhàng slaps him. 
25 T. 51:250c–251b. 
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zazen to everyday praxis and from Mt. B izhàng to his own mountain 
temple. 

D gen reflects on this case at least five times in his works. He cites 
Rújìng’s revision approvingly in ‘Kaj ’  (1243), but in Eihei 

k roku 2.147 from the same year as ‘Ho-u’  (1245) he rewrites 
the concluding statement. In the context of discussing the value of 
wielding the Zen staff, 26  which metaphorically encompasses all 
aspects of reality, D gen cites Rújìng’s response but this time he says: 
‘I would answer by raising high my staff at Daibutsuji temple in 
Japan,’ and he then puts the staff down and steps off the dais (DZZ 
III:92–94).27 D gen shows both a willingness to challenge his mentor 
and a ritual use of the staff as a means of proclaiming the legitimacy 
of his approach. Similarly, in Eihei k roku 2.145, D gen refers to his 
lineage as ‘a diverse amalgamation […] horns grow on the head, 
dragons and snakes mix together, and there are many horses and cows 
[…] they all discern the monk’s staff and complete the matter of a 
lifetime.’ To mention a few of the many other instances, in no. 2.150 
he holds up the staff and pounds it on the floor saying: ‘Just this is it,’ 
and in no. 2.168 he asks rhetorically: ‘Is there a dragon or elephant 
here who can come forth and meet with Daibutsu’s staff?’ 

To summarize, D gen employs rhetoric innovatively as a double-
edged sword to highlight either admiration and veneration or criticism 
and condemnation of both his rivals and predecessors. Much of 
D gen’s eulogizing of Rújìng can be accounted for as a way of using 
Chán as a rhetorical device for creating a sectarian identity in Japan 
grounded exclusively in Cáodòng/S t  teachings. However, D gen is 
also always eager to distance himself from his mentor in order to 
establish his own sense of integrity, and in that context rhetoric serves 
as criticism. These trends are not necessarily problematic because they 
are very much in accord with the tradition of transgressing while 
transmitting, as D gen navigates his path through sectarian, pan-
sectarian, non-sectarian, and trans-sectarian positions in establishing 
his movement in early Kamakura Japan. In this sense, D gen seeks to 
master Chán rhetoric paradoxically as a means of undermining what it 
was designed to accomplish and, thereby, to perfect it.  

                                                 
26 B izhàng was particularly known for carrying a ceremonial fly-whisk (hossu), 
which also figures prominently in the gestures and demonstrations D gen uses in his 
sermons. 
27 Leighton/Okumura 2004:175. 
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Appendix: Texts 

Note: All source passages cited below from the Eihei k roku are from 
DZZ Vols. III and IV. 
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POJO CHINUL  AND KANHWA S N : 

RECONCILING THE LANGUAGE OF MODERATE AND 

RADICAL SUBITISM 

 

ROBERT E. BUSWELL, JR. 

 
Among the many contributions Pojo Chinul  

(1158 1210) made to Korean Buddhism, perhaps none is more 

important to the subsequent history of the tradition than his role 

in introducing the new technique of meditation on the ‘critical 

phrase’ or ‘keyword’ (kanhwa S n, Ch. kànhuà Chán ) 

into its practice (Buswell 1989:20 44). Chinul was the first 

Korean Buddhist teacher to write about the kanhwa technique 

and to actively promote its use. Even though kanhwa S n was but 

one among a whole panoply of meditation styles that Chinul 

taught, his championing of the technique late in his life 

eventually led to its predominance in Korean Buddhist praxis. 

However, the approach to kanhwa S n that Chinul outlines in his 

writings differs in some important respects from that which 

becomes normative within the Chinese Línjì/Imje  tradition. 

The most crucial of these differences is the accommodation 

Chinul achieves between his preferred soteriology of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation (tono ch msu, Ch. dùnwù jiànxi  

)—what I term a ‘moderate subitism’—and kanhwa 

practice.  

 

The interpretation of kanhwa S n that is generally accepted in the 

Línjì School views the technique as involving what I have elsewhere 

termed ‘radical subitism,’
1
 that is, the soteriological stratagem of 

sudden awakening/sudden cultivation (tono tonsu, Ch. dùnwù dùnxi  

). Where kanhwa S n is viewed as radical subitism, the 

technique is claimed to focus exclusively on the enlightenment 

experience itself, the presumption being that a full and complete 

awakening would automatically perfect any and all forms of 

                                                 
1 I have examined the evolution of this meditation technique in Chinese Chán 

Buddhism in Buswell 1987:321 377; I include there references to relevant works in 

both Japanese and Western scholarship. For kanhwa practice in Korea, see Buswell 

1986:199 242, and especially 216 226. I draw freely on these and other of my works 

in this chapter. 
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cultivation, thus rendering both awakening and practice as ‘sudden.’ 

In order to reconcile this new system of kanhwa S n with his 

preferred soteriology of moderate subitism, Chinul has to negotiate a 

quite considerable divide in the Chán use of language, between the 

more accommodative stance toward the scholastic argot found in the 

writings of Gu f ng Z ngmì  (780 841) and the more 

radically iconoclastic Línjì use of language. It is this negotiation that 

will be the subject of this chapter.  

Chinul’s Preferred Soteriology of Moderate Subitism 

Chinul discusses the sudden/gradual issue in several of his writings, 

including his earliest work, Kw n su Ch nghye ky lsa mun 

 (Encouragement to Practice: The Compact of the Sam dhi and 

Prajñ  Community), written in 1190, and, Susim ky l  (Secrets 

on Cultivating the Mind), composed between 1203 and 1205 and 

arguably his most popular treatise. However, his most extensive 

examination of this question appears in his magnum opus, P pchip 

py rhaengnok ch ryo py ngip sagi   

(Excerpts from the Dharma Collection and Special Practice Record 

with Personal Notes; hereafter Excerpts), completed in 1209, one year 

before his death. Excerpts was intended to present a comprehensive 

accounting of earlier analyses of Buddhist soteriology in Chinese 

sources. His treatment includes copious quotations from relevant 

sources on the subject, accompanied by an exposition (his ‘personal 

notes’) that sought to resolve the discrepancies in those variant 

interpretations. Chinul’s purpose in Excerpts was not solely 

theoretical, however. Fearing that an improper understanding of the 

regimen of praxis would hinder spiritual development, Chinul meant 

for his account of soteriology to serve as a vade mecum for students of 

meditation. Hence, his explication of this issue was always 

accompanied by an examination of the practical applications of the 

theory. Unlike many Chán and S n masters, then, Chinul strongly 

advocated that even S n practitioners required a firm grasp of 

Buddhist doctrine if their practice was to succeed.  
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As I have discussed at length elsewhere,
2

 the soteriological 

approach Chinul most consistently advocated in his writings is termed 

sudden awakening/gradual cultivation (tono ch msu, Ch. dùnwù 

jiànxi  ). In this approach, which Chinul derived from the 

Chinese Huáyán/Chán exegete Gu f ng Z ngmì, practice was to begin 

with a sudden, initial insight into the structure of the person’s 

relationship with the world. This type of insight was termed an 

‘understanding-awakening’ (haeo, Ch. ji wù ). The functional 

equivalent of the ‘path of vision’ (Skr. dar anam rga) in Indian 

Abhidharma systems, understanding-awakening grounded the student 

in a correct intellectual comprehension of the nature and 

characteristics of both himself and his universe. Chinul, following the 

Chinese Huáyán patriarch Chénggu n  (738 840), defines this 

kind of awakening as ‘the clear comprehension of nature and 

characteristics […in which one has] clearly apprehended the 

mind-nature.’
3
 But while the student might at that point have the 

understanding of a buddha, his practice would still be much too 

immature for him to consistently act enlightened. Interminable latent 

propensities (Skr. v san , K. s pki, Ch. xíqì ) would continue to 

buffet his mind, infecting his action and inhibiting his ability to 

express the enlightenment he now knew to be inherent in his mind. 

Consequently, while making that initial awakening the basis of his 

                                                 
2 See my study and translation of Chinul’s works in Buswell 1983:56 61; this book 

has been reprinted in abridged paperback form as Buswell 1991. I am currently 

preparing a revised English edition of Chinul’s collected works for two new series of 

translations of seminal Korean Buddhist materials sponsored by the Chogye Order 

and the Academy of Korean Studies. For Chinul’s conception of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation, see Buswell 1986:203 207. Z ngmì’s preferred 

soteriology, which so inspired Chinul, has been studied in Gregory 1987:279 320. 

Material relevant to this topic may also be found in Hee-Sung Keel 1984, Chapter 2. 

Citations to Chinul’s works in this article are to my translation in Buswell 1983. For 

ease of reference, I also cite the standard Korean editions of Chinul’s works most 

commonly used in Korean scholarship (see An Chin-ho 1957), and followed by page 

and line number, where relevant (see also Pang Hanam/Kim T'anh  1937/1975). 
3 Chénggu n’s Huáyán j ng xíngyúan p n sh   (Commentary to the 

‘Original Vows’ Chapter of the Avata sakas tra), in ten rolls; Xùzàngj ng ( , 

Supplement to the Canon) ZZ. 227.5.48b-198a; the passage in question appears in roll 

2, section five, ZZ. 227:5.64b 64c and is translated in Excerpts, Buswell 

1983:287 288 (see An Chin-ho 1957:45.10 48.2). Chinul always refers to this text as 

the Zhenyuan Commentary, after the Tang dynasty reign-period during which this last 

translation of the Huáyán j ng was made. For bibliographical references to this text, 

see Buswell 1983:350, n. 92. 
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training, the student had then to continue on to develop his awakening 

through ‘gradual cultivation’ (ch msu, Ch. jiànxi  ), counter- 

acting the inevitable defiled tendencies of mind and cultivating 

wholesome qualities. This would be the equivalent of the Indian ‘path 

of practice’ (Skr. lokottara-bh van m rga). Once this cultivation was 

perfected, there would then be a final ‘realization-awakening’ (ch ngo, 

Ch. zhèngwù ), the equivalent of the Indian ‘path of completion’ 

(Skr. ni h m rga), in which the student’s initial intellectual 

understanding was confirmed through direct realization. At that stage, 

the person becomes a buddha in fact, as well as in potential: As Chinul 

says, again following Chénggu n, realization-awakening is ‘the mind 

that reaches the mysterious ultimate.’
4
  

Problems with Radical Subitism 

As a consistent advocate of sudden awakening/gradual cultivation, 

Chinul usually is fairly critical of approaches involving sudden 

cultivation—e.g., sudden awakening/sudden cultivation (tono tonsu, 

Ch. dùnwù dùnxi  )—in which cultivation was said to be 

perfected instantly along with the insight generated through sudden 

awakening. In his treatment in Excerpts of four Chán schools, for 

example, Chinul criticizes the Hóngzho   School, which is 

claimed to have advocated a sudden awakening/sudden cultivation 

approach, for encouraging insouciance among S n practitioners. 

Chinul presumed this to occur because the Hóngzho  School’s 

exclusive emphasis on the awakening experience might foster the 

mistaken notion that cultivation had no role to play in spiritual praxis. 

After all, if, as the Hóngzho  School claimed, all beings are inherently 

endowed with the buddha-nature and all the defilements and 

discriminatory phenomena present in our ordinary world are 

inherently void, there then are really no wholesome qualities to be 

developed (for they are all present congenitally), no defilements to be 

counteracted (for they are all void), and no liberation to be achieved 

(for one is already enlightened). Chénggu n’s hierarchy of 

soteriological stratagems, which culminate in sudden 

awakening/sudden cultivation, implied too that radical subitism was 

the supreme approach to practice. Indeed, this view of the superiority 

                                                 
4 Chénggu n, ibid. 
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of sudden awakening/sudden cultivation is prominent also in the later 

Chán School, especially through the influence of teachers in the Línjì 

line and its collateral Yángchí  and Mì' n  branches. 

Chinul instead demands that an ideal soteriological stratagem 

should perfect both passive and sequential approaches to practice. 

Exclusive attention to passive forms of practice, which emphasized 

the absolute reality of principle, could lead to complacency and 

nihilism, resulting in the student grasping at a state of calmness and 

aloofness. This is the principal danger with radical subitism: No 

provision is made for counteracting the unwholesome tendencies of 

mind that, Chinul claimed, will habitually arise even after the initial 

understanding-awakening. Equally virulent, however, would be the 

problem created by presuming that negative character traits and 

mental attitudes must be counteracted and that wholesome states of 

mind must be developed—positions taken by advocates of what we 

might call ‘radical gradualism’ (viz., gradual cultivation/gradual 

awakening). This approach could sustain the mistaken belief that there 

really were qualities external to oneself that needed be practiced and 

goals not yet realized that needed to be achieved. Students then would 

never be able to lessen their grasp on the phenomenal world, for their 

whole worldview would be founded on the mistaken belief that 

dharmas do indeed exist in reality and that enlightenment really is 

something external to oneself. They, therefore, would be unable to 

advert to their own inherent nature, which was considered to be the 

vivifying source of all those phenomena. The moderate subitism of 

sudden awakening/gradual cultivation, Chinul claims, addressed both 

concerns.  

Perhaps the most devastating critique that can be made of radical 

subitism, which Z ngmì first raised and Chinul repeats, is that it 

actually is nothing more than a truncated vision of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation. From the standpoint of the present 

lifetime only, sudden awakening/sudden cultivation might seem to be 

the most uncompromising interpretation of practice. From the 

standpoint of past lives, however, it is clear that people who have 

successfully followed a sudden awakening/sudden cultivation 

approach in this lifetime already had experienced the sudden 

understanding-awakening in a past life. After that initial 

under-standing-awakening, they continued to cultivate their insight 

gradually through many lifetimes, until finally in this present life they 

suddenly experienced realization-awakening and their cultivation was 
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apparently perfected instantaneously. But, in such a case, sudden 

awakening/sudden cultivation was in fact nothing more than a 

matured form of sudden awakening/gradual cultivation; for Chinul, 

there could be no sudden perfection of the understanding of the 

phenomenal world that is accrued through persistent practice. 

This collapse of sudden awakening/sudden cultivation into sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation is summarized nicely by Chinul in his 

Secrets on Cultivating the Mind, where he confirms his previous 

judgment that virtually all soteriologies eventually end up being 

sudden awakening/gradual cultivation:  

   

      

  

Although some have advocated sudden awakening/sudden cultivation, 

this is the access for people of the highest faculties. If you were to 

probe their pasts, you would see that their cultivation has been based for 

many lives on the insights gained in a previous awakening. Now, in this 

life, after sustained gradual permeation, they hear the dharma and 

awaken: In one instant [their practice is brought to] a sudden conclusion. 

But if we try to explain this according to the facts, then this capacity 

[for sudden awakening/sudden cultivation] is also the result of an initial 

[sudden] awakening and its subsequent [gradual] cultivation. 

Consequently, this two-fold approach of sudden awakening and gradual 

cultivation is the track followed by thousands of saints. (Buswell 

1983:143; Pang Hanam / Kim T’anh  1937/1975:41b)  

Sudden awakening/sudden cultivation is, therefore, relevant only 

for those few advanced bodhisattvas whose spiritual faculties—the 

wholesome roots (Skr. ku alam la)—have already fully matured. For 

the great majority of Buddhist adepts, sudden awakening/gradual 

cultivation is the only viable approach to practice. 

The Kanhwa Technique 

Kanhwa meditation is a uniquely S n form of practice that comes into 

ascendance during the Sòng Dynasty in China, about one generation 

before Chinul, in which the student is taught to contemplate (kan, Ch. 

kàn ) the ‘critical phrase’ or ‘keyword’ (hwadu, Ch. huàtoú ) 

of a S n ‘precedent’ or ‘case’ (kongan, Ch. g ngàn, J. k an ). In 

the Chinese Línjì School of Chán, which became the major proponent 



POJO CHINUL AND KANHWA S N 351

of this meditative technique, kanhwa S n is presumed to follow a 

sudden awakening/sudden cultivation approach to soteriology, 

because it focuses exclusively on the awakening experience, not on 

such progressive practices as morality (Skr. la), concentration (Skr. 

sam dhi) and wisdom (Skr. prajñ ). Through the radical 

disentangle-ment from the conceptual processes of thought created by 

investigating the hwadu, the student recovers his enlightened source of 

mind and is thereby able to act out his enlightenment spontaneously. 

Hence, Línjì Chán adepts of the kanhwa technique claim that 

cultivation is perfected simultaneously with awakening. One of the 

most trenchant summaries of this Chinese view of kanhwa meditation 

appears in a verse by the Yuán Dynasty monk Zh ngf ng Míngb n 

 (1263 1323), writing two generations after Chinul: 

       

 

Investigating Chán (ch’ams n/ Ch. c nchán ; viz., observing the 

keyword) does not involve any progression,  

The ultimate essence is free from all extremes and representations. 

It is difficult to use the limited mind,  

In cultivating the unconditioned path.  

In one realization, all is realized.  

In one flash of cognition, all is cognized.  

(Zh ngf ng Míngb n  1965:1 jì , 10 jí , 75 cè : 

32168b25 26 (juàn  17); Zh ngf ng Míngb n 1977, roll 17: 96b.)  

Because of this emphasis on generating an instantaneous 

awakening instead of developing a sequential series of practices, 

kanhwa S n is therefore termed a ‘short-cut’ (ky ngj l, Ch. jìngjié 

) to enlightenment.  

Sudden Awakening/Sudden Cultivation and the Kanhwa Technique 

In the context of kanhwa meditation, Chinul is much more favorably 

disposed towards the radical subitism of sudden awakening/sudden 

cultivation. Although Chinul’s funerary stele mentions that the master 

had his third and final awakening as a direct consequence of reading 

the Discourse Records of Dàhuì Z ngga   (1089 1163), a 

seminal figure in the Línjì School of Chinese Chán Buddhism, during 

a three-year long sojourn at Sangmujuam between 1197 1200, Dàhuì 
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hardly registers in Chinul’s earlier writings and there is no mention 

whatsoever of kanhwa practice. There is, for example, not a single 

citation to Dàhuì’s writings in Chinul’s first composition, the 

Encouragement to Practice (Kw nsu Ch nghye ky lsa mun 

), written in 1190; only two in Secrets on Cultivating the Mind 

(Susim ky l ), written between 1203 and 1205, one a quotation 

(Buswell 1983:148), the other a quotation from a scriptural passage 

that Dàhuì also cites (Buswell 1983:143, n. 10); and none in his 

Admonitions to Beginning Students (Kye ch’osim hagin mun 

), written in 1205. These data suggest that Chinul had not yet 

been exposed to Dàhuì’s Records or its treatment of the kanhwa S n 

technique until sometime between 1190 and at least 1197 (but perhaps 

as late as 1205). It is only in the concluding portions of his 1209 

magnum opus, Excerpts, that kanhwa S n is first recognized as a 

unique system of meditative training and given detailed explication. 

Even there, however, Chinul is hesitant to prescribe the technique to 

any but the most exceptional of meditators. Indeed, the coverage of 

kanhwa S n in Excerpts is hardly in keeping with the remainder of 

that treatise and, as I have suggested elsewhere, looks somewhat 

incongruous (Buswell 1989:20 44). Chinul almost implies as much in 

his brief introduction in Excerpts to his section on kanhwa S n, where 

he states that his detailed examination of different soteriological 

strategies has shown that Z ngmì’s approach of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation is adequate for the needs of most 

students. To guard against students becoming too attached to 

Z ngmì’s words, however, Chinul decides to present some brief 

excerpts about kanhwa S n at the end of the treatise, showing how 

this new meditation technique can lead beyond words to liberation. 

Perhaps tellingly, this section includes none of the trenchant analyses 

Chinul offered in all earlier portions of his treatise: Here, he merely 

strings together without comment a few quotations from the Records 

of Dàhuì Z ngga . The structure leaves the reader with the distinct 

impression that Chinul had still not fully reconciled himself to the 

kanhwa technique and had yet to fully work it into his preceding 

analysis of soteriology.
5
 

In the Chinese Línjì School of Chán, which, as we saw above, 

became the major proponent of this meditative technique, kanhwa S n 

                                                 
5 For this section, see Buswell 1983:334 338 (An Chin-ho 1957:125.2 135); the 

introductory comments appear in Buswell 1983:334 (An Chin-ho 1957:125.2). 
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is presumed to follow the soteriological schema of sudden 

awakening/sudden cultivation. In Excerpts, however, Chinul still tries 

to fit kanhwa meditation into his preferred soteriological stratagem of 

sudden awakening/gradual cultivation. Chinul notes at the conclusion 

of Excerpts that kanhwa meditation is actually intended only for the 

most advanced of practitioners. For the average person to succeed in 

practice, he must instill in himself correct understanding of nature and 

characteristics and of truth and falsity—in other words, generate the 

understanding-awakening. Only after such a sudden awakening should 

the hwadu then be used (Buswell 1983:338 339; An Chin-ho 

1957:135 136). In this interpretation, generating correct under- 

standing constitutes sudden awakening, while kanhwa S n would be 

the subsequent gradual cultivation. Hence, in Excerpts, Chinul 

continues to advocate his preferred soteriology of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation, despite his new interest in kanhwa 

S n. 

In Excerpts, Chinul even raises some suspicions about the true 

efficacy of kanhwa meditation. Although a gifted meditator might be 

able to gain sudden awakening through investigating the hwadu, 

awakening for him would merely mean that he was totally absorbed 

internally and thus free from any conceptual understanding. While he 

was in that state he might appear to be fully enlightened, but as soon 

as he withdrew from his meditation and began to use his mind he 

would once again become immersed in conceptualization. His sensory 

contacts would be colored by value judgments (Skr. sa jñ ), 

producing in turn passion and anger, and in all respects he would 

show himself to be still subject to the defiling tendencies of mind. 

Hence, his awakening remains deficient in the understanding that 

should precede cultivation according to Chinul’s preferred strategem 

of moderate subitism. This deficiency occurs because kanhwa practice 

was not based on the correct doctrinal understanding generated 

through the sudden understanding-awakening, which should have 

initiated the meditator’s training. Such mastery of doctrine would have 

familiarized the student with the true nature of the conditioned world, 

so that defiling tendencies would not pressure him after the rejection 

of conceptualization that occurs through hwadu practice. Hence, right 

view, as generated through the initial understanding-awakening, was a 

crucial factor even for meditators investigating the hwadu. In fact, 

Chinul is so intent on incorporating kanhwa practice into sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation that he recommends the more 
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conventional techniques of the dual cultivation of sam dhi and prajñ , 

which he had discussed earlier in Excerpts, to kanhwa meditators who 

find themselves still subject to defilement. Although the hwadu may 

thus be a more refined technique than such conventional approaches, 

those approaches could just as readily lead to the same rarified stages 

of the path as achieved through kanhwa practice (Buswell 

1983:338 339; An Chin-ho 1957:135 136).  

But Excerpts posits still another way of interpreting the 

soteriological process followed in kanhwa practice. Chinul suggests 

that the hwadu may also be viewed as a special kind of ‘shortcut 

expedient,’ (Buswell 1983:334; An Chin-ho 1957:125.10) which 

transcends all the soteriological schemata discussed previously in 

Excerpts. Kanhwa S n specifically targeted ‘accomplished meditators 

[...] who have the capacity to enter the path after leaving behind 

words,’ who would then come ‘to know the one living road that leads 

to salvation’ (Buswell 1983:334; An Chin-ho 1957:125.8-9, 126.1). 

Kanhwa S n was a supplementary technique, designed to help skilled 

meditators overcome the conceptual understanding based on their 

knowledge of dharmas and their attributes, understanding that was a 

product of the sudden awakening/gradual cultivation approach as 

taught by Z ngmì. While especially adept meditators may be able to 

work directly on the hwadu, in their case the so-called ‘shortcut’ 

constituted an entirely separate approach from the radical subitism 

presented in the soteriological schemata treated previously in Excerpts. 

Hwadu investigation was just too advanced for most people, who 

would still need the correct understanding developed through sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation if they were to have any chance of 

overcoming attachment and defilement. Only ‘truly an outstanding 

person [...] [who is] not pressured by words and speech or by 

intellectual knowledge and conceptual understanding’ would be able 

to succeed while using just the hwadu (Buswell 1983:339; An Chin-ho 

1957:136.8 9). Hence, despite the affinities Chinul has for the 

kanhwa technique, he concludes in Excerpts that Z ngmì's approach 

of sudden awakening/gradual cultivation still remains the most 

appropriate soteriology.  

Why is there this ambivalence in Excerpts as to how to analyze the 

soteriological program of kanhwa S n? Excerpts is the culmination of 

a series of treatises by Chinul providing analytical treatments of S n, 

which go back to his earlier Encouragement to Practice and Secrets on 

Cultivating the Mind. In that series of works, written between 1190 
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and 1205, Chinul sought to prove the superiority of sudden 

awakening/gradual cultivation as a soteriological stratagem and to 

vindicate the S n School’s approach to praxis. When, for the first time 

in his writings, Chinul treats in Excerpts the technique of kanhwa 

meditation, he simply appends passages from Dàhuì’s Records to this 

complex soteriological discussion with little esprit de synthèse. While 

Chinul reveals obvious sympathies in Excerpts with this new style of 

S n practice, he has yet to synthesize it fully with his treatment of 

Buddhist soteriological systems. Hence, he treats kanhwa S n in two 

different ways in Excerpts: (1) an approach that can be incorporated, 

albeit hesitatingly, into sudden awakening/ gradual cultivation, or (2) 

as a separate technique that has nothing at all to do with previous 

Buddhist scholastic accounts of the different schemata of awakening 

and cultivation. 

This ambivalence is almost resolved in Chinul’s posthumous work, 

Kanhwa ky r iron  (Resolving Doubts about Observing 

the Hwadu; hereafter Resolving Doubts), the first account of kanhwa 

S n written by a Korean. In this treatise, Chinul accepts Chinese 

views about the kanhwa technique, portraying it as a sudden 

cultivation/sudden awakening approach that produces the 

realization-awakening. The second attitude toward kanhwa S n still 

inchoate in Excerpts—kanhwa S n as a completely separate 

technique—is fully formed in Resolving Doubts and justified 

conceptually. This interpretation is upheld because meditators who are 

investigating the hwadu need not ‘pass through their views and 

learning, their understanding and conduct’ (Buswell 1983:250; Pang 

Hanam/Kim T’anh  1937/1975:134b) before achieving realization, as 

does one who follows other soteriological approaches. Instead 

practitioners of the ‘shortcut’ approach of kanhwa S n, from the very 

inception of their meditation, are:  

   

     

   

‘[…] unaffected by acquired understanding in regards to both dharmas 

and their attributes. Straight off, they take up a tasteless hwadu and are 

concerned only with raising it to their attention and focusing on it. For 

this reason, they remain free of ratiocination via mind or consciousness 

along the way of speech or the way of meaning, and stay clear of any 

idea of a time sequence in which views, learning, understanding, or 

conduct are to be developed. Unexpectedly, in an instant they activate 
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one moment of realization concerning the hwadu and, as discussed 

previously, the dharmadh tu of the one mind becomes perfectly 

consummate and clear’ (Buswell 1983:250; Pang Hanam/Kim T’anh  

1937/1975:134b).  

Resolving Doubts was compiled by Chinul’s successor, Chin’gak 

Hyesim  (1178 1234), from material remaining after 

Chinul’s death in 1210, and was first published in 1215. As I have 

suggested elsewhere (Buswell 1986:218 219), Chinul’s thought 

seems to have rapidly crystallized around kanhwa practice toward the 

end of his career, a process we see beginning one year before his death 

in the concluding portions of Excerpts, but which is fully realized in 

Resolving Doubts. In this last work, Chinul no longer acts as the S n 

apologist, attempting to defend the S n school by demonstrating its 

parallelisms with the teachings of the Buddhist scriptures. Here, he 

fully embraces the Línjì presentation of Chán, as enunciated by Dàhuì, 

and points out its superiority to all other forms of Buddhist praxis in 

purity of technique, speed of consummation, and orthodoxy of outlook. 

In scant few other places in his oeuvre does Chinul display such 

vehement displays of S n partisanship as found in the following quote, 

cited in Resolving Doubts:     

‘The separate transmission outside the teaching [viz., S n] far excels 

the scholastic vehicle. It is not something with which those of shallow 

intelligence can cope’ (Buswell 1983:250; Pang Hanam/Kim T’anh  

1937/1975:134b).
6
 

Even in this most polemical of his treatises, however, Chinul has 

not entirely abandoned his interest in incorporating kanhwa S n into 

the moderate subitism of sudden awakening/gradual cultivation. 

Unwilling to jettison his preferred soteriological schema, he backs 

away from claiming that kanhwa S n perforce is exclusively a sudden 

awakening/sudden cultivation approach by also interpreting kanhwa 

practice in such a way that it would be appropriate for students at all 

levels of meditative development, not simply for advanced meditators. 

That is, kanhwa S n too could be placed within the framework of 

sudden awakening/gradual cultivation, as is the case with all other 

approaches to meditation taught by Chinul. This task Chinul is able to 

                                                 
6 One of the few other displays of S n partisanship appears in Excerpts, where Chinul 

discusses some of the shortcomings of doctrine and notes laconically that 

 ‘the separate transmission [of S n] that is outside the teachings is not 

subject to the same limitations’ (Buswell 1983:296; An Chin-ho 1957:2.1 2). 
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accomplish by distinguishing between two distinct ways in which the 

hwadu may be observed: Investigation of its meaning (ch’am i, Ch. 

c nyì ) and investigation of the word (ch’amgu, Ch. c njù ).
7
  

In the case of the famous ‘no’ keyword (mu hwadu, Ch. wú huàtoú

 ) ascribed to Zhàozh u Cóngsh n  (778  897), for 

example, the student is to start his investigation by examining the 

question: ‘With what intent in mind did Zhàozh u say “no” (lit. [a dog] 

‘does not have’ [buddha-nature]) (mu, Ch. wú )?’ The purpose of 

this type of investigation of the meaning (ch’am i) is to generate 

intense inquiry into the hwadu. Such inquiry is possible because this 

type of investigation has ‘taste’ (mi, Ch. weì )—that is, intellectual 

interest. But while such intellectual interest helps the student to 

maintain enthusiasm for his practice, it also impedes him from 

abandoning altogether discriminative processes of thought. Hence, 

students who investigate the meaning of the hwadu:  

    

‘[…] are the same as those following the complete and sudden approach 

[of the scholastic schools] who have been enlightened through right 

understanding. When such people use their minds in contemplation 

practice, they still retain the efficacy of views and learning, 

understanding and conduct’ (Buswell 1983:252; Pang Hanam/Kim 

T’anh  1937/1975:137b). 

In other words, investigation of the meaning generates the 

understanding-awakening, which retains an element of conceptual 

understanding that must be overcome if the student is to progress 

toward the ultimate realization-awakening. 

Such conceptual understanding is surmounted through the more 

advanced approach of kanhwa meditation: Investigation of the word 

(ch’amgu). The student finally recognizes that to make any further 

progress in his practice he must abandon all latent concern he may 

have with Zhàozh u’s motives in saying ‘no’ and just look directly at 

the word ‘no’ itself. Since this non-discursive form of meditation no 

longer includes the conceptual component present in the investigation 

of the meaning, the student is ultimately able to overcome the 

obstruction of knowledge (Skr. jñey vara a), resulting in the 

realization-awakening. Chinul, thus, leaves us with a progressive 

regimen of kanhwa S n, starting with the understanding-awakening 

                                                 
7 I have discussed these two types of hwadu investigation in Buswell 1986:220 223. 
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catalyzed through the investigation of the hwadu’s meaning and 

culminating in the realization-awakening that results from 

investigating the word. This is, of course, precisely the regimen 

posited by sudden awakening/gradual cultivation. But even though 

Chinul lauds the investigation of the word in Kanhwa ky r iron, he 

despairs at the ability of present-day practitioners to cultivate that 

style of meditation and at the end of the treatise comes out in favour of 

the investigation of the meaning:  

    

 

‘Those in whom such realization-wisdom [through investigating the 

word] has been made manifest are seldom seen and seldom heard of 

nowadays. Consequently, we should value the approach that 

investigates the meaning of the hwadu and thereby produces right 

knowledge and vision [viz. sudden awakening/gradual cultivation]’ 

(Buswell 1983:253 (with slight changes); Pang Hanam/Kim T’anh  

1937/1975:137b).  

Elsewhere in Resolving Doubts, Chinul reiterates this accom- 

modation between kanhwa S n and sudden awakening/gradual 

cultivation through his doctrine of the three mysterious gates 

(samhy n mun, Ch. s nxuán mén ), a hermeneutical principle 

developed by Chinul to clarify the connection between kanhwa S n 

and the synthesis between Chán and the scholastic schools (especially 

the Huáyán, or Flower Garland, School) found in Z ngmì (and most 

of Chinul’s own works as well). To summarize these gates briefly, 

Chinul posits that the most basic level of S n discourse uses rhetoric 

similar to that found in the doctrinal schools of Buddhism, such as 

Hwa m/Huáyán, to explain the fundamental identity between 

enlightened buddhas and ignorant sentient beings. This first 

mysterious gate Chinul terms the ‘mystery in the essence’ (ch’ejung 

hy n, Ch. t zh ng xuán ). In order to disentangle the student 

from the doctrinal concepts employed in the first gate, S n next 

pushes the student toward kanhwa S n, which keeps the meditator 

from stagnating at a purely intellectual level of understanding. This 

second gate Chinul calls the ‘mystery in the word’ (kujung hy n, Ch. 

jùzh ng xuán ). Ultimately, however, even the words of the 

hwadu must be abandoned in favour of completely non-conceptual 

forms of pedagogy, such as striking, beating, and pregnant pauses. 

These peculiarly S n forms of expression Chinul terms the ‘mystery 
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in the mystery’ (hy njung hy n, Ch. xuánzh ng xuán ).
8
 These 

three mysterious gates thus portray kanhwa S n as a natural outgrowth 

of the mystery in the essence—for our purposes here, Z ngmì’s 

approach to Chán, as followed closely by Chinul in all his previous 

works—and culminating itself in the still more profound teaching 

styles personified by such classical masters as M z  Daòy   

(709 788) and Línjì Yìxuán  (d. 867). Hence, despite the 

polemical character of much of this posthumous treatise, Chinul 

continues to treat kanhwa S n both within his preferred system of 

moderate subitism and as a new and truly innovative form of radical 

subitism, as do later Chinese Línjì exponents.  

There is some chance that the intensity with which Chinul 

champions S n in Resolving Doubts may reflect the editorial hand of 

his successor, Chin’gak Hyesim  (1178 1234), who became 

a strong advocate of kanhwa practice. Still, it is clear that Chinul was 

himself moving toward a more sympathetic appraisal of the sudden 

awakening/sudden cultivation regimen and its iconoclastic use of 

language as advocated by the Línjì School. By the time Hyesim 

succeeded Chinul as abbot of Sus nsa /  (the present-day 

Songgwangsa ), this new leader had all but abandoned the 

other meditation techniques taught by his predecessor, such as the 

dual cultivation of sam dhi and prajñ , in favour of kanhwa 

meditation, with its implicit agenda of radical subitism.
9
 This growing 

emphasis on kanhwa S n during the mid- to late-Kory  period led to 

an increasing domination of Korean Buddhism by Línjì Chán views 

on philosophy and praxis. Soon after Chinul’s time, Korean S n 

practice came to be based almost entirely on the kanhwa technique. 

Chinul’s eclectic approach to Buddhist training could readily 

accommodate variant styles of thought and practice, including both 

Hwa m and S n. But the coalescence of Korean Buddhism around the 

Línjì Chán technique of kanhwa meditation resulted in a drastic 

narrowing in the scope of the tradition. As a byproduct of this process, 

the more accommodative attitude toward language found in the 

                                                 
8 See my earlier treatments of the three mysterious gates in Buswell 1986:223 226 

and 1988:245 246. 
9 How much of this emphasis on kanhwa S n came as a direct result of Chinul’s 

influence is unknown. Since Hyesim left Sus nsa in 1208 and then returning to 

assume the mantle of leadership only after his master’s death, Chinul may not have 

played much of a personal role. 
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‘mystery in the essence’ and the ‘mystery in the word’ are eclipsed in 

favor of the radical iconoclasm of the ‘mystery in the mystery.’ 

Ultimately, it is a matter of some irony that Chinul’s own preferred 

soteriology and rhetorical strategies were undermined by the tacit 

accommodation toward radical subitism found in his last writings.  
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FROM APOLOGETICS TO SUBVERSION:  

SOME INITIAL OBSERVATIONS ON  
S LCHAM’S  

CHODONG OWI YOHAE  
 

JÖRG PLASSEN 
 

While Literati S n was imported from China to the Korean 
peninsula already during the Kory  Dynasty, in the wake of the 
gradual repression of Buddhism in Chos n from the 15th century 
onwards Buddhist exegetes authored several apologetic treatises 
which sought to demonstrate nothing less than the ultimate unity 
of Buddhism and Confucianism. The Chodong owi yohae 
(Essential explanations on the five positions of the Tsao t’ung 

[lineage]), written by the monk S lcham (1435–1493, better 
known as Confucian literate Maew ltang Kim Sis p), equates 
S n Buddhist and Neo-Confucian thought in a most radical 
fashion. The text provides a bold integration of the well-known 
Chán/S n dialectical scheme of the Five Positions (w wèi) and 
Zh u D nyí’s (1017-1073) ‘Tàijí tú,’ as well as Zh  X ’s 
commentary. Perhaps even more intriguing than the 
argumentative basis underlying this equation are the subversive 
rhetorical techniques applied. 
 

1. Introduction 

When it comes to the relations between Buddhism and Confucianism 
from the late 14th to the late 15th century, among the first terms coming 
to one’s mind would be ‘repression’ or ‘conflict.’ Thus, under the 
influence of the anti-Buddhist polemics of Neo-Confucian scholars 
like Yi Saek  (Mog n , 1328 1396) and Ch ng Toj n 

 (Sambong , 1342 1398), the new ruling house soon would 
issue a series of repressive measures against the Buddhists.  

Under the rule of T’aejong  (r. 1400 1418) the number of 

temples and tradition lineages were drastically reduced and Sejong 
 (r. 1418 1450) further reduced the remaining seven tradition 

lineages to just two. Only after the death of his beloved queen, did he 
seek consolation in Buddhism and attempted to transfer merit by 
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publishing the vernacular lives of the Buddha. The usurper Sejo  
(r. 1455 1468), by contrast, was overtly favorable towards Buddhism 
and even established the Kan’gy ng to’gam , a court office 
responsible for the publication of Buddhist texts. His successor 
S ngjong  (r. 1470 1490), however, abolished this institution 
and the tyrant Y nsan’gun  (r. 1454 1506) had the 
headquarters of the two remaining tradition lines closed down. After a 
short period of detente, Chungjong  (r. 1506 1544) in 1508 
went so far as to wipe out the monastic examination system. Chos n 

 Buddhism did not recover from this series of blows and found 
itself marginalized within the mountains until the late 19th century.  

While, from the institutional point of view, this textbook narrative 
of repression, restoration and ultimate abolishment may give a rough 
account of the general trends during the 15th century, more recently it 
has been subject to criticism because the historical processes were 
more complex (cf., e.g., Kim Jongmyung 2007; Plassen forthcoming). 
For one, the individual rulers’ actions were not consistently pro- or 
anti-Buddhist. To raise but one example, King T’aejong followed the 
Confucian and early Neo-Confucian scholars’ stereotype that the 
monastic system harms the state as it leads to tax evasion and, as 
mentioned above during the 6th year of his reign, he reduced the 
number of monasteries. This, however, did not prevent the same ruler 
from promoting the printing of Buddhist scriptures. In 1413, he had 
the governor of Ky ngsang-do  send paper manufactured in 
three provinces to the monastery of Haeinsa  in order to 
facilitate a reprint of the Buddhist canon. For another, the textbook 
account focuses exclusively on the role of the king, evoking the 
impression of a static antagonism between two monolithic blocks, 
Neo-Confucian officials on the one side and Buddhist monks on the 
other. Evidently, even before the rise of the zealous Sarimp’a faction, 
influential Neo-Confucian ideologists, such as Ch ng Toj n or 
Sejong’s ‘pain in the neck’ Ch’oe Malli  (? 1445), harbored a 
fiendish attitude towards Buddhism. And yet, the case of the early 
Neo-Confucian Yi Saek (1328–1396), who already in the middle of 
the 14th century (1352) lamented about a too high number of 
monasteries and monks from a fiscal point of view but also considered 
Buddhism ideologically compatible with a Confucian state (Chung 
Chai-sik 1985; T’oegye ch ns  : 1157b 1158b), entails that 
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even among the paragons of the new ideology the relationship with 
Buddhism could be of a more complex nature.  

Correspondingly, after the establishment of the new dynasty, there 
were also attempts at developing a unifying perspective on 
Confucianism and Buddhism. In the following section, we will discuss 
one of the most radical and, hence, perhaps most intriguing among 
these philosophical blueprints in greater detail. Before doing so, 
however, we should draw some attention to some lesser known 
Buddhist activities of the ruling house, thus shedding some light on 
the general background. 

2. Buddhism in the Ruling House and Among the Literati 

As mentioned above, in mourning for the queen, King Sejong himself 
published two vernacular lives of the Buddha, W rin s kpo and W rin 

ch’ n’gang chi kok. While these texts appear to have been intended 
for a somewhat broader audience, his son King Sejo ordered the 
production of highly specialized editions of several s tras and 
pertaining standard commentaries which were quite evidently 
intended for monastic use.1 During Sejo’s rule, all 11 of these nhae 
(lit.: ‘explanations in ordinary language’) were completed and from 
1482 to 1496 another seven texts were published under the patronage 
of the widows of Sejo, T kchong and S ngjong. The impulse towards 
the production of these arguably most specialized S n  Buddhist 

nhae editions, however, appears to have been given by no-one other 
than Sejong himself: For one, in a preface by Sejo, we find a remark 
detailing that his deceased father “[…] always regretted not to be able 
to look into the commentaries on the Zhèngdào g  ,” and a 
postface written by Han Kyeh i  (1423 1482) in 1482 states 
that Sejong wanted to “translate this and other S n texts into the 
language of the country (i kug ),” handing the unfinished task over to 
his sons, the later kings Munjong and Sejo. Quite obviously, we have 
to be reluctant to adopt the widespread propagandistic image of 
Sejong as a Neo-Confucian ruler. Apparently, his interest in and 

                                                 
1 The majority of these editions contained at least one essential Chinese language 
commentary, at times followed by several sub-commentaries. The basic text was at 
least interspersed with Korean language particles and verb markers as reading aids 
and translated into Korean. 
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official ambitions concerning Buddhism went far beyond the issues of 
grievance and the transfer of merit (cf. Plassen forthcoming). 

As the participation of Han Kyeh i suggests, much the same holds 
true for some of the most influential 15th century court officials. In 
fact, besides monks, a number of important scholar officials were also 
involved in the production of Buddhist nhae text projects. Thus, in 
the colophons besides the name of Han Kyeh i we find those of Kang 
H imaeng  (1424 1483), No Sajin  (1427 1498) or 
Sin Sukchu  (1417 1475), all personalities better known by 
their leading roles in projects, such as the production of the judicial 
codex Ky ngguk taej n , the edition of the geographic 
compendium Tongguk y ji s ngnam , historical works 
or King Sejong’s linguistic projects.  

No Sajin and Kang H imaeng also appear to be responsible for 
some oddities in the literary anthology Tongmuns n  (1478): 
Although we would not find poems or prose by influential monks, 
such as Hyesim  (1178 1234), Iry n  (1206 1289) or Pou 

 (1301 1382), among the 4,302 works assembled in the 
collection we nevertheless encounter 82 Buddhist pieces, including six 
tae i  sections ascribed to the famous exegete W nhyo  
(617 686), very likely intentionally masked as prefaces (s ) to fit 
them into one of the categories of the collection.2 As this example 
indicates, even under the increasing Neo-Confucian dominance after 
Sejo’s reign, scholars would still manage to subvert the Confucian 
norms and to some extent carry on Buddhist agendas. 

3. The Approach Towards Confucian Literacy 

A tendency towards silent assimilation for obvious reasons can be 
noticed especially on sides of the Buddhist clergy. The beginnings of 
this accommodation of ‘Confucian’ norms, however, predate the 
repression by at least two centuries. Thus, a certain assimilation of 
S n Buddhist writings towards the literary norms of the Confucians 

                                                 
2 The absence of another strand of transmission and the case that the hy n i  
type texts containing these tae i sections but no prefaces are listed in ich’ n’s  
(1055 1101) catalogue seem to corroborate the assumption that the editors of the 
Tongmuns n themselves cut out these sections. 
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can be traced back towards the founding times of Chogye-jong 
, more specifically to Chinul’s predecessor Hyesim (1178 1234). 
It was the latter who initiated the compilation of the S nmun 

y msongjip  in 30 scrolls, a monumental collection of 
poems, dialogues and kongans by Chinese and Korean Chán  and 
S n masters. Hyesim’s disciples again compiled not only the 
Recorded Sayings of the Chogye Great Master True Awakening 
(Chogye Chin’gak Kuksa rok ), ironically 
apparently for reasons of authenticity formulated in Sòng-Chinese 
colloquial, but also a collection of poems and prose of their master 
under the very Confucian title (Collected Poems of the Master 

‘Without Leaning,’ Mu ija sijip ). This work would set 
the precedent for a series of similar collections of Buddhist masters’ 
poetry written since the 13th century AD.  

The reasons for this move towards the literati style of writing 
should be sought less in a heightened appreciation of Chinese culture 
due to the Mongol threat and eventual dominance, but rather in the 
gradually spreading influence of Chinese munja S n  (Ch. 
wénzì Chán: ‘Letters Chán,’ cf. Gimello 1992), a movement which 
began in Sòng China in the 10th and 11th centuries AD in reaction to 
positions fiendish towards literature. Above all, this movement— 
beginning in Sòng-China, but, as evidenced by the amount of sijip 

 produced, the continuation of the ‘classicist’ commentarial 
traditions in the nhae genre or rok  (Ch. y lù) written not in 
Korean, but in Sòng colloquial—was even more vigorous in Korea 
and has to be seen on the backdrop of the composition of the 
S n-Buddhist clergy: As we know from Choe By nghon’s work on 
the relationship of the emerging Chogye-jong with the royal family 
and the military rulers, as well as Sem Vermeersch’s recent research 
on the selection of the abbots of important monasteries near Kaes ng 

, the S n-Buddhist clergy at the times of Hyesim was dominated 
by the offspring of influential clans. Quite naturally, the officials’ 
writings and Confucian literary norms and practices would have a 
lasting impact on monastic life.  
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4. Apologetic Reconciliation of Teachings 

This rather uncontrolled process, which led to the import of forms of 
discourse and a philologically-oriented mindset, was to be followed at 
the beginning of the 15th century by a calculated attempt at reconciling 
the teachings described by Charles A. Muller as the “The Culmination 
of the East Asian Confucian-Buddhist Debate in Korea.”3  

The immediate reason for this must have been the anti-Buddhist 
polemics of Ch ng Toj n’s infamous ideological treatise Diverse 

Criticisms against the Buddhists (Pulssi chappy n ). 
Covering 19 vastly different topics, Ch ng calls to account all kinds of 
presumed logical fallacies and immoral aspects of Buddhist teachings. 
Thus, topics as different as the theory of rebirth, mind and nature, 
concrete things (to ki ), the destruction of human bonds and 
‘sympathy’ are treated. In addition, we find sections on ‘The Real’ 
and ‘The Provisional,’ hells, misfortunes and blessings, begging for 
food, S n teachings, sameness and difference between Buddhism and 
Confucianism, Bodhidharma’s coming to China, deviation from the 
heavenly Way, vain talk on Buddha-nature, the negative effects of 
Buddhism on the duration of several dynasties, and discarding 
heterodoxy.  

Without ever mentioning Ch ng’s work openly, the eminent S n 
scholar Kihwa  (Hamh  T kt’ong , 1376 1433) 

addresses in his Hy n ch ng non  (Treatise on Manifesting 

What is Correct) several of Ch ng’s accusations against the 
Buddhists.  

In this thoroughly apologetic treatise (showing resemblances to the 
Sòng scholar Qìs ng’s  F  jiào bi n ), Kihwa tries to 
devalidate Ch ng’s moralistic complaints, among them the classic 
criticism that leaving one’s family means a lack of piety to one’s 
parents, by means of at times somewhat forced argumentations. Thus, 
he insists that the Buddha may have left his family but only in order to 
come back later and present it with the incomparable gift of the 
Dharma. At the same time, he points out the inconsequences within 
contemporary Confucianism, claiming that contemporary 
Confucianism did not understand the teachings of Confucius and 
Mèngz  . Thus, he tries to demonstrate that true humaneness (in 

                                                 
3 Cf. the title of Muller 2005. The following summary is very much indebted to 
Muller’s helpful introductions and translations (Muller 2005, 2007).  
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, Ch. rén) entails mercy for all creatures and, thus, also vege- 
tarianism, to this end adducing passages saying that the sage is at one 
with the 10,000 things and a passage from the Mèngz , according to 
which the j nz   remains out of the kitchen because he cannot 
bear the cries of the animals being slaughtered. 

Of special interest in our context, however, are the 14th section of 
Ch ng Toj n’s treatise and the closing part of Kihwa’s treatise: Under 
the rubrics of ‘Criticism concerning sameness and difference of 
Confucianism and Buddhism,’ Ch ng Toj n points out that ‘these’ 
and ‘those’ may use the same expressions but do so with different 
intentions. Thus, in Confucianism, emptiness and differentiation, 
stillness and movement are inseparable, while Buddhism amounts to 
the pure annihilism of emptiness only. 

As to be expected, Kihwa in his apologetic attempt to reconcile the 
teachings also involving Taoism, comes to a totally different 
conclusion (HPC 7.225: b1ff.): While, for Ch ng Toj n, the 
simultaneous presence of emptiness and differentiation, stillness and 
stimulus were a peculiar characteristic of Confucianism, from 
Kihwa’s standpoint precisely the simultaneous presence of activity 
and non-activity, stillness and mental activity are the basic message 
underlying all three teachings. As we will see shortly, only a few 
decades later a similar evaluation would become the basis for an even 
more radical conception.   

4. An Uncommon Instance of Doctrinal Cross-fading:  

S lcham’s Interpretation of the ‘Five Positions’ 

In 1979, the Korean scholar Min Y nggyu disclosed a transcript of the 
Chodong owi yohae (Essential Explanations on the Five Positions of 

Cáodòng). Apart from the contributions by Ch’oe Kwimok—in 
particular, his helpful partial translation of the text into the Korean 
language (2006)—not too much research on this text has subsequently 
been done. 

The author of the Chodong owi yohae is none other than S lcham 
, better known as the compiler of the Siphy ndam yohae s  

, and even better known under his worldly name Kim Sis p 
 (Maew ltang , 1435 1493). One of the ‘surviving six 

subjects’ (saeng yuk sin ), he was renowned during the 
Chos n dynasty for his superb poetry and since the beginning of the 
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20th century even more widely known as the author of the K mo 

sinhwa , which is said to mark the beginning of fictional 
prose in Korea. After King Sejo’s usurpation of power, he withdrew 
from the court and became a monk. Later in his life, he returned to the 
laity and married, only to become a monk again after the death of his 
wife.  

As the title indicates, the Chodong owi yohae is a compendium 
of—in all ten—different expositions on the w wèi/owi (Five 
Positions) of the Chán-Buddhist Cáodòng  (Jap. S t ) tradition. 
The w wèi are perhaps best characterized as different modes of 
perception combined into a dialectical formula, which shows different 
perspectives on the opposites of the ‘straight’ (Ch. zhèng, K. ch ng 

) and the ‘slanted’ (Ch. pi n, K. p’y n ), i.e., the absolute and the 
phenomenal, which ultimately coincide. The formula as such has been 
transmitted in a didactical poem, which commonly is attributed to 
Dòngsh n Liángjiè  (807 869) and Cáosh n B njì 

 (840 901). Each of the five stanzas of the poem consists of a short 
three-character formula and three cryptic lines of explanation, the 
formulae being ascribed to Dòngsh n, whereas the explanations seem 
to go back to Cáosh n.4   

Within S lcham’s compilation, the commentary on the Tanha 

Chisun S nsa owi s   (The Preface to the Five 

Ranks by Chán Master D nxiá Z chún , 1064 1117) is the 
most interesting part. From the very first line onwards, Buddhist 
contents are woven into each other with Confucian terms, such as the 
‘Greatest Ultimate’ (Ch. tàijí, K. t’aeg k ), ‘Heaven’ (Ch. ti n, 
K. ch’ n ) and ‘Y n and Yáng’: 

   

Now, black and white not yet having been separated, 
they hardly make up for ‘that’ or ‘this’. 

                

Black and white are the two [kinds of] vapour.
 belongs to Y n,  belongs to Yáng. 

                                                 
4 Perhaps the most detailed and insightful discussion on the w wèi in Western 
languages written so far can be found in Plempe (1998). I should acknowledge my 
indebtedness to Michael Friedrich for alerting me to the existence of this important 
dissertation. 
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The association with Y n and Yáng comes as no surprise as the 
w wèi were indeed already related to the Book of Changes (Zh uyì 

).   
Soon afterwards a sentence in the preface which is clearly related 

to this work:  

 
After grey and yellow, 
directions and positions, self and others 

is explained through a well-known corresponding passage in the 
Zh uyì and interpreted in the way that after the division of the 
Great Ultimate into Heaven and Earth the five forms of ether 
harmonically follow each other and that the seasons change, 
nothing escaping this law. Almost disjointly, we find the 
following sentence again referring to ‘this’ and ‘that’: 

       

Now I rely on Master Zh u’s diagram and Master Zh ’s explanations, 
in order to explain the origins and at the same time to demonstrate that 
‘that’ and ‘this’ (i.e., their and our teachings) are on the same track.   

What follows is a depiction of Zh u Dùnyí’s  (1017  
1073) ‘Diagram of the Greatest Ultimate’ (Tàijí tú ); however, 
in a highly unusual form: Combined with the basic formulae of the 
W wèi tú into one diagram: 
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While the reader would in vain hope for a more detailed 
explanation of this daring synthesis, S lcham instead proceeds by 
extensively quoting Zh  Zh ’s  (1130 1200) explanations on 
Zh u’s original diagram, and then resumes with:   

  
 

To the right, I lean on Master Zh u’s diagram and Master Zh ’s 
explanations in order to induce the practitioners to recognize that the 
five circles of Y n and Yáng and the five circles of ‘the crooked’ (the 
slanted) and ‘the right’ match each other. 

 

Only if one recognizes their inclinations, one does not have to become 
muddied by (or: get stuck in) names and phrases. How blessed! 

To the contrary, explaining the sentence: 

 

Here, one avails oneself of the [color] ‘black’ in order to alternatively 
[designate what is] ‘right,’ and borrows the [color] ‘white’ in order to 
display [what is] crooked (or: slanted).  

Kim Sis p, in his comments, resorts to a totally different strategy: 

    
    

 The right is the body of true nature;
 The crooked (slanted) is the function of true nature. 

 
 
  

True nature is [in a] round [way] fused; 
body and function are both complete;  
structure and event are both manifest. 

 
  

It dwells in the ten thousand [things] having [features] and yet is not 
broad; it contains a single particle of dust and yet is not narrow. 
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That the ten thousand characteristics suddenly come to a rest and yet 
are not hidden is [due to the fact] that it (true nature) is not identical 
with the stillness of Y n.  

   

That the thousand differences characteristics form luxuriant classes and 
yet are not exposed is [due to the fact] that it (true nature) is not 
identical with the movements of Yáng. 

  
  

It precedes Heaven and Earth and yet has no beginning; 
it follows Heaven and Earth and yet has no ending. 

  
  

[If] it is not what names and sentences could quantify,  
it is not what words or thoughts could reach up to,  

 

then it also is not the designation of ‘The Way’ or the ‘Great Ultimate’ 
discussed in the classics (‘warps’) and the books. 

As can be easily discerned, the wording of the first part of the 
above section draws upon Buddhist terminology and imagery (with an 
emphasis on Hwa m, cf. w llyung, i sa  ‘structure and event,’ il 
chin  ‘a single particle’), while the second part resorts 
exclusively to terms related to Zh u Yì exegesis. The transition occurs 
almost indiscernibly with the phrase man sang ton ch k I pul m 

: While ton ch k  ‘suddenly come to a rest’ 
reminds of Chán Buddhist soteriology, m  leads over to Zh u Yì 
cosmology. 

Employing the intricate rhetorical device of blending the 
vocabularies into each other by means of cross-fading, S lcham does 
not argue for the identity of the two teachings, but instead most 
skillfully persuades the reader into presupposing it. 

Somewhat later on, the reader is confronted with yet another 
diagram:  
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Again, the commentary does not really give any insight as to why 
Kim Sis p with such nonchalance may bring together such disparate 
things as the dynamic cosmology of Zh u Dùnyí and Zh  X  and the 
rather soterio-phenomenological descriptions of the meditation 
positions in the house of Cáodòng. A question bothering in particular 
because the Confucian predecessors also explains the process of the 
unfolding of the tàijí into Y n und Yáng, five phases and ten thousand 
things mentioned in the Xìcí zhuàn  appendix to the Zh uyì.  

5. The Interpretatory Background of S lcham’s Equation 

The suggested unity of the diagrams, therefore, may seem somewhat 
forced and yet it is not arbitrary. It is the expression of Kim Sis p’s 
understanding of the Great Ultimate, which dwells exclusively on the 
identity of Y n and Yáng with the T’aeg k. This tendency can be seen, 
for instance, in a text in the Maew ldangjip, Kim Sis p’s collected 
works, titled Exposition of the Greatest Ultimate (T’aeg k s l):  

  
  

The Great Ultimate is the ultimate of not-having. 
The Great Ultimate is the ultimate of original non-having. 

 

 

The Great Ultimate is Y n and Yáng. 
Y n and Yáng are the Great Ultimate. 
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[If] one calls it ‘Great Ultimate’ and there is a separate ‘Ultimate,’ then 
it is not the ultimate. 

  

  

As for the ‘ultimate’: this has the meaning of the ‘utmost ultimate,’ it 
means that it is the utmost ultimate of the structure and it cannot be 
increased. 

As for the ‘great’: this has the meaning of ‘encompassing,’ it means 
that it is the utmost greatness of the Way and nothing can be compared 
to it.  

  
  

[If] there separately were a ‘Great Utmost outside of Y n and Yáng,’ 
then it (or: they) could not act as Y n and Yáng.  
[If] there separately were a ‘Y n and Yáng inside the Great Utmost,’   
then it (or: they) could not be called ‘Great Utmost.’  

  
  

It acts as Y n and yet acts as Yáng;  
it acts as Yáng and yet acts as Y n. 
It moves and yet is still;  
it is still and yet moves.  

  

That its structure has no ‘utmost’ (i.e., an end) is [precisely] the ‘Great 
Utmost.’  

Although the identification of the Greatest Ultimate with the 
movements of Y n and Yáng, as shown in the secondary literature (cf. 
Choe 2006), is again based on quotations from the Tàijí tú shu  

 and can hence be justified on the basis of the text, one 
nevertheless cannot escape the impression that Kim Sis p’s reading of 
the Tàijí tú shu  tends to emphasize this ultimately atemporal identity 
at the expense of due consideration of another aspect present in the 
text: The temporal unfolding of the world into increasingly complex 
forms. 5  S lcham’s attention is exclusively directed towards the 
                                                 
5 I would like to express my gratitude to Christian Mularzyk for patiently leading me 
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identity relation between the aspects of the atemporal absolute and the 
temporal manifestations as Y n and Yáng, or stillness and movement. 
Thus, he later dwells upon the change of day and night and the four 
seasons, but only in order to point out the one line (il kwan ) 
immanent in a series of phenomena which is conceived of as merely 
cyclical. 

The assumption that, for Kim Sis p, this ultimate identity of both 
stillness and movement with the goal of liberation is, in fact, the actual 
content of the S n way is corroborated by a passage in an untitled text 
contained in the ‘Chaps l’  (‘Assorted explanations’) at the end 
of the Maew ltangjip:  

 

What one speaks of as ‘S n’:   

     

Movement and stillness, speech and silence harmoniously allow for 
each other without force; the crooked has been exhausted, and the 
occasion is being conformed with. 

              

—Just like as in the circulation of the primordial vapor day and night, 
the first and the last [day] of the month, fullness and emptiness vanish 
and come to a rest and [again] are [re]born and grow, hence and forth.   

  
   

In the end there is no haste and also there is no idleness; 
[The iterations of] pulse on pulse are not interrupted, and the thread also 
does not come to an end.  

 

 
 
 

[If] one ought to be joyful, then one is joyful;  
[If] one ought to be angry, then one is angry; 

                                                                                                         
towards a somewhat more nuanced understanding of the Tàijí tú shu  and, thus, also 
to the validity of Kim Sis p’s interpretation. 
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[If] one ought to be kind, then one is kind;  
[If] one ought to be respectful, then one is respectful. 

  

Until [the point] that sitting and lying down, getting up and abiding in 
one sequence change according to the [proper] time.  

 
 

 

One calls it the ‘one thread;’ 
one calls it the ‘middle and constant;’  
one calls it the ‘middle [within] time.’ 

 

The Changes say: “Thunder and wind are constant; the gentleman by 
this establishes the method of not changing.” 

  

Well, this is called ‘S n.’ [...]  
 

Interestingly, except for the introductory line, the whole section is 
clad in purely Confucian wordings. Nevertheless, by its contents it 
effectively only rediscovers the Buddhist idea of the Middle (chung 

) within the provisional (ka ), i.e., the phenomenal, also at the 
heart of the Confucian texts.  

6. Conclusion 

While for Kihwa the stillness in or, rather, beyond movement was the 
bridge between the teachings. For S lcham, it is the atemporal middle 
present within both punctual movement and its complement stillness.  

In as much as S lcham focuses exclusively on the relation between 
the phenomenal to the underlying middle, he reveals himself as a 
Buddhist; and yet in his oscillating moves between ontology and 
phenomenology/psychology again as a Neo-Confucian. In fact, what 
perhaps distinguishes S lcham/Kim Sis p from his predecessor most 
is that he masterfully utilizes both the Buddhist and the Confucian 
code, dissolving them into each other by means of inconspicuous 
rhetoric. 
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On the surface, approaching the matter from both angles, in the last 
resort he adheres to the Buddhist pattern of the middle within the 
phenomenal, which, however, he appears to rediscover also in the 
Confucian texts. It might not necessarily be an exaggeration to state 
that the ‘Great Buddho-Confucian debate’ found resolution in the 
subversive dialogue between S lcham and Kim Sis p.  
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HYUJ NG’S S N’GA KWIGAM AND ITS HISTORICAL 

SETTING AND SOTERIOLOGICAL STRATEGIES 

 

JONGMYUNG KIM 

 
The purpose of this paper is to inquire into the historical setting 

of and soteriological strategies in Hyuj ng’s  (1520–1604) 

S n’ga kwigam  (Speculum on the S n [Meditation] 

School), which was published in 1564 and was his response to 

contemporary historical and intellectual milieus. With this in 

mind, this article focuses on an examination of his strategies in 

the historical context and his soteriological approaches for people 

of inferior spiritual faculty, including the recitation of the 

Buddha’s name and the incantation of spells.1 
 

Hyuj ng, better known in Korea as S san taesa  (Great 

Master S san), was one of the most highly venerated S n  (Ch. 

Chán, J. Zen) monks in the history of Korean Buddhism. He was also 

emblematic of Buddhist leaders during the Chos n  Dynasty 

(1392–1910) who sought to respond to Confucian pressures. He was 

also the man from whom much of the rest of the subsequent lineage of 

Chos n Buddhism derives, thus having served as the grandfather of 

modern Korean Buddhism (Buswell 1999:135–46). 

In his treatment of Hyuj ng, Robert Buswell sought to explore how 

Hyuj ng attempted to respond to the ideological critiques of his 

religion by rival Confucians and what forms of Buddhist thought and 

practice Hyuj ng believed would be the most appropriate in the 

suppressive environment within which Buddhism was forced to exist 

(Buswell 1999:134–159). I have previously discussed Hyuj ng’s 

approaches to enlightenment in terms of Buddhist soteriology in the 

Korean context based on the Speculum on the S n School (Kim 

2006a:78–108); however, despite a plethora of extant materials, 

                                                      
1 This article was originally presented at an International Conference on Chán 

/S n/Zen Buddhism with the Theme ‘Zen Texts as ‘Public’ Documents: Zen 

Rhetoric in a Diachronic and Comparative Perspective,’ University of Oslo, 

Oslo and Rosendal, Norway, 25 August to 1 September 2008. I am grateful to 

those who made comments on this paper, and, in particular, to Robert Mihalik, 

who proofread this paper, and William Bodiford, who corrected some diction 

in my presentation paper. 
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Korean Buddhism after Hyuj ng remains one of the most 

under-researched areas in Korean Buddhist studies and deserves much 

more attention than it has so far gleaned from scholars (Buswell 1999: 

159). 

Based on the text-based approach, this paper is composed of three 

sections. The first section of this paper discusses Hyuj ng’s works and 

the major contents of his Speculum on the S n School. An 

examination of the references of Hyuj ng’s Speculum on the S n 

School, the ontological basis of his soteriology, and the issue of the 

sanction of spiritual achievement manifests that his soteriology was a 

product of the historical setting in which he lived, rather than that of 

his philosophical reasoning (Kim 2006a:99). Then, the second section 

of this paper discusses Hyuj ng’s strategies in the composition of his 

most important work in the historical context. Hyuj ng’s soteriology 

starts with his understanding of human existence of his time (Kim 

2006a:84). And finally, the third section investigates his soteriologcal 

strategies, in particular, for people of dull faculty. The unity of the 

Three Religions, i.e., Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism, and the 

harmonization of S n and Kyo  (‘Doctrine’) constitute the essence 

of Hyuj ng’s thought in his Speculum on the S n School.
2
  

Hyuj ng’s Buddhist thought is classified into the following three 

categories: ontology, phenomenology and soteriology. His discussion 

of soteriology
3
 in the Speculum on the S n School is much longer 

than that of ontology and phenomenology, demonstrating that his 

primary concern was with soteriology (Kim 2006a:104–105).
4
 

Hyuj ng emphasizes the significance of self-awakening. However, 

he views that skillful means are also necessary because there are both 

                                                      
2 For a concise guide to the ideas of Hyuj ng, see Kim 1995:418–421. For a 

more detailed discussion of this subject, see Buswell 1999 and Kim 2006a: 

81–84. 

3 Ontology refers to the theory of existence, phenomenology to that of 

phenomena, and soteriology to that of salvation. Buddhism does not view any 

existence as a substantial entity. Therefore, the terms of ontology and 

phenomenology are not appropriate for Buddhism. However, these two terms 

were employed in this paper to designate the original mind-nature of human 

beings and human reality, respectively, for the sake of convenience. Though 

derived from Christianity, the notion of soteriology is in use in Buddhist 

academe to refer to paths towards the Buddhist goal. 
4 For the process of Hyuj ng’s soteriology, see Kim 2006a:84–94; for a 

comparative analysis of Hyuj ng’s soteriology with W nhyo’s  (617–686) 

and Chinul's  (1158–1210), refer to Kim 2006a:95–98. 
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the changing and the unchanging aspects of mind and people are 

different in terms of spiritual faculty. Hyuj ng was primarily 

interested in the salvation of people of medium and lower spiritual 

faculty and proposed the recitation of the Buddha’s name and dh ra  

for them.
5
 

Hyuj ng’s Works and the Contents of the Speculum on the S n School 

Hyuj ng’s Works 

Hyuj ng’s works are representative of the Buddhist response to the 

growing influence of Neo-Confucianism in Korea
6
 and his works are 

also among the best-known products of Chos n Buddhism (Buswell 

1999:135). His works are as follows: Samga kwigam  

(Speculum on the Three Religions); Speculum on the S n School; 

Simb p yoch’o  (Essential Excerpts from the Dharma of 

Mind); S n’gyo s k  (Explication of Meditation and Doctrine); 

S n’gyo ky l  (Secret of Meditation and Doctrine); Ch’ ngh  

chip  (Collected Works of Ch’ ngho [Hyuj ng]), S ls n i 

 (Ritual of Expounding Meditation); Unsudan kasa 

 (Lyrics on the Altar of Cloud and Water); and Samno haengj k 

 (Conduct of Three Elders). All of these works are included in 

Volume 7 (616a–758b) of Han’guk Pulgyo ch ns   

(Collected Works of Korean Buddhism, hereafter HPC). Among these, 

the Speculum on the S n School is his magnum opus. Hyuj ng’s major 

ideas in these works are that the essential teachings of Buddhism, 

Confucianism, and Daoism are the same; that Meditation is the 

                                                      
5 Dh ra  (K. chin n  or ‘true words’) has been used in Korean Buddhist 

circles since the introduction of Buddhism to Korea in the 4th century. In 

particular, the recitation of dh ra  and the Buddha’s name constituted an 

important part of Buddhism during the latter period of the Chos n dynasty (An 

2006:114). Emphasis on the recitation of the Buddha’s name has been a tradi- 

tion since the Three Kingdoms period until the 7th century. The addition of 

dh ra  to the recitation of the Buddha’s name was a characteristic of 

Buddhism during the Chos n dynasty (Hong 1988:290). This tradition continues 

today (Song 1999:82) and dh ra  still constitutes a major part of the current 

daily Buddhist rituals (Kim 2006b:150–151; Kim 2007:25–27). 
6 For Hyuj ng’s response to Confucian domination, refer to Buswell 1999: 

134–159. 
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Buddha’s mind and the Doctrine is the Buddha’s words; that 

Meditation is better than Doctrine as a way of finding truth; and that 

everyone possesses the potential for salvation (Kim 1995:418).  

Contents of the Speculum on the S n School 

The Speculum on the S n School was widely used both at home and 

abroad. In Korea, this text has played a significant role in the survival 

of Korean Buddhism since the Chos n dynasty and translations of this 

text have been published since the 1940s.
7
 In particular, the popularity 

of this text was greater in Japan than in Korea. Approximately 80 

versions of this text, including its copies and annotations, were 

published in Japanese and the Japanese Rinzaish   (Ch. Línjì 

z ng) is said to have revived based on this text.
8
  

The main contents of the Speculum on the S n School are 

composed of Hyuj ng’s discussion of the significance of meditation 

and mind, the mental attitude of a practitioner, the contents of study, 

the essence of cultivation, a man of freedom, the methods of 

self-study, the process of study, the right and wrong attitude of study, 

the Chinese Chan lineages, and the correct recognition of the true 

nature of existence.   

Hyuj ng emphasizes the importance of Meditation over Doctrine 

and develops the theory of one’s mind. He explicates the mental 

attitude of a true practitioner, which is a sincere mind, a faithful mind, 

a strenuous mind, a doubtful mind, the mind of neither yielding, nor 

self-conceit, and a pure mind. The content of learning that Hyuj ng 

emphasizes is the removal of ignorance and bifurcated thought of the 

subject and the object. With regard to the process of study, Hyuj ng 

stresses sudden awakening followed by gradual cultivation and the 

importance of instruction from the master. As for the right attitude of 

study, Hyuj ng emphasizes the observance of precepts, the abolition 

of craving, conduct of giving, not to get angry, and patience. He 

criticizes those who study for self-praise while lacking sincerity 

towards learning. He also denounces harshly those monks who were 

                                                      
7 S n’ga kwigam (1948); S n’ga kwigam (1962); P pch ng (1972); S  Jaeha 

(1995); Yi Chongik and Sim Jaey l (1998); and Beop Joeng (2003). 
8 Yi and Sim 1998:iii, xv; research on the background of the popularity of the 

Speculum on the S n School in Japan and its role in Japanese Buddhist circles 

remain for further studies. 
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attached to their riches and honors. In addition, Hyuj ng discusses the 

dharma lineages and family customs of the five Chinese Chán schools, 

including Línjì z ng, which were active in 9
th
 to 10

th
-century China. 

However, Hyuj ng also argues that none of the schools practice 

proper soteriological methods because such methods are limited by 

their dependence on a system of words and letters. Moreover, 

Hyuj ng discourages clinging to intellectual understanding, and 

instead he encourages an understanding of the true nature of existence 

(Kim 1999:850–881).  

In particular, Hyuj ng’s major concern in his Speculum on the S n 

School is with the process of study, which constitutes sudden 

enlightenment, the need for attaining recognition from one’s master 

after sudden enlightenment, followed by gradual cultivation. 

According to him, sudden awakening refers to the intellectual 

recognition acquired through the genuine teaching in words that the 

nature of one’s mind is unchanging, but its attributes are changing in 

accordance with environmental factors. Hyuj ng also says that one 

should practice gradually after attaining sudden enlightenment and 

what matters most is to cultivate meditation without intellectual 

reference to doctrinal understanding.  

His thought in the Speculum on the S n School is best represented 

by his discussion of various soteriological approaches to attain 

enlightenment. Hyuj ng’s soteriology was characteristic of his 

thought, thus distinguishing himself from other scholar-monks of both 

Korea and China. The most distinctive feature of Hyuj ng’s 

soteriology lies in his proposal of easier ways to enlightenment, 

including the chanting of the Buddha’s name (y mbul ), to his 

fellow monks of medium and lower spiritual faculty. In particular, his 

soteriology is best characterized by his harmonization of S n 

(meditation) and y mbul, but with some limitations (Kim 2006a:99).  

Hyuj ng’s Strategies in the Historical Context 

Hyuj ng intensely defended the survival of Buddhism (Buswell 

1999:146) during the time when it was harshly suppressed by the 

Confucian Chos n government. Among the monks, unorthodox 

[Confucian] texts were more popular than orthodox [Buddhist] texts 

and the compilation of Buddhist ritual texts was in vogue. To respond 

to such a historical setting, Hyuj ng composed the Speculum on the 

S n School.  
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Buddhism in Korea peaked during the Unified Silla  

(668–935) and Kory   (918–1392) dynasties and became a 

virtual state religion. However, Buddhism was heavily suppressed 

during the Chos n dynasty.
9
 As the suppression intensified, Buddhist 

intellectuals sought to mitigate the erosion of Buddhism by seeking 

concessions with the increasingly dominant Neo-Confucian ideologies. 

During Hyuj ng’s lifetime, Neo-Confucianism flourished and such 

representative Confucian scholar-officials as Yi T’oegye  (Yi 

Hwang , 1501–1570) and Yi Yulgok  (Yi I , 

1536–1584) were active. The Neo-Confucian literati entered 

government service in the capital and dominated the political process. 

The social position of monks declined as Buddhism withered in the 

wake of Confucianism (Kim 1995:418). By the beginning of the 16
th
 

century, the Neo-Confucian dominance of Korea was uncontested. In 

particular, Yi T’oegye was the quintessential anti-Buddhist ideologue 

whose radical views on Buddhism exacerbated anti-Buddhist 

sentiments among members of Chos n Confucian circles since his 

time and thereafter.
10

  

One of the few respites from this continued persecution occurred 

during the reign of King My ngjong  (1545–1567), when the 

queen-mother Munj ng  (1501–1565) served as regent to the 

juvenile king. The queen-mother was a devout Buddhist and supported 

the efforts of the eminent monk Pou  (1515–1565), who 

attempted to revive Buddhism by unifying it with Confucianism 

(In’gy ng 2000:69–71). In 1552, the monastic examinations were 

reinstituted as a means of recruiting new monks into the order. During 

this period, Hyuj ng passed the examination and was appointed 

prelate of Chos n Buddhism (Buswell 1999:140). 

Part of Hyuj ng’s strategy to preserve Buddhism in his time was to 

compose a basic primer on Buddhist praxis and doctrine entitled 

Speculum on the S n School, wherein both contemporary publishing 

circles and the Buddhist intellectual milieu influenced its 

development. 

                                                      
9 For the Chos n compression of Buddhism, see Buswell 1999:135–140. 
10 For Yi T’oegye’s view on Buddhism, refer to Kim 2005:121–146. 
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The Need for a Primer on Buddhist Doctrine and Praxis 

In both the preface and the postscript to the Speculum on the S n 

School, Hyuj ng describes the motivation that prompted him to write 

this basic primer on Buddhism. He said:  

Those who trained in Buddhism in the past never said what the Buddha 

did not say, and never practiced what the Buddha did not practice [...] 

But nowadays what those who train in Buddhism transmit and intone 

are the phrases of the [Confucian] literati; what they solicit and retain 

are the poems of the literati [...] No matter how many [literati texts] 

they have, it is never enough... Although I am unworthy, I have aspired 

to the training of the ancients and have treasured the precious leaves 

and numinous clauses [of Buddhist texts]. However, their phrases are 

quite prolix; the sea of the canon is wide and vast. There will be few 

disciples of similar aspiration later who will not have to go to make 

their own compilations. Therefore, I chose several hundred of the most 

important passages from this literature and wrote them down on sheets 

of paper that I titled Speculum on the S n School. Though terse in 

expression, they are comprehensive in meaning. If, taking these words 

as your awesome teacher, you study them deeply and understand their 

subtlety, then in each and every word there would be a living 

kyamuni. Be diligent in this! (HPC 7:619a).
11

 

This preface reveals that Hyuj ng composed the Speculum on the 

S n School to teach Buddhist doctrine and S n praxis to his junior 

monks who were actually more interested in the study of secular 

learning, Confucianism, and the composition of [Confucian] poetry 

than in Buddhist canonical texts (Kim 2006a:104).  

An epilogue to the Speculum on the S n School, which was written 

by Yuj ng  (1544–1610), one of Hyuj ng’s disciples, indicates 

that Hyuj ng compiled this book to teach his disciples who were 

ignorant, young, and in conflict in terms of Meditation and Doctrine. 

The book to your right was composed by our master T’oe n [Hyuj ng]. 

He was an elder monk of the Chogye School.
12

 Sadly, the Master’s 

[Buddha’s] teachings have gradually disappeared over the past 200 

years and consequently, monks of Meditation and Doctrine have 

opposing views. Monks who emphasize Doctrine, only indulge in dregs 

while counting grains of sand in vain and, as such, they do not 

                                                      
11 I followed the translation of Buswell 1999:147. 
12 For the history and development of the Chogye School, see Kim 2004: 

158–159. 
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understand how to become enlightened or that enlightenment is superior 

to the five doctrinal teachings. Conversely, monks who advocate 

Meditation boast their own original nature rather than cultivate 

themselves or understand the theory of sudden enlightenment and 

subsequent gradual practice. [Therefore,] Meditation and Doctrine 

became ambiguous and [they] do not distinguish gold from sand [...] 

Alas! The Way is in unprecedented danger of disappearing from sight, 

just as a brook murmurs along and a strand of hair draws 10,000 hooks, 

so too is the tenuous nature of The Way. Today, few people follow The 

Way. It has been ten years since our master resided in Mt. West [Mt. 

Myohyang]. During his breaks from whipping the cow, [i.e., cultivating 

one’s mind], he read 50 volumes of s tras, treaties, and recorded 

sayings. He took notes and excerpts from them, often discussed them 

with two to three of his disciples, and even taught them to his junior 

monks. His teaching method was like raising a flock of sheep [...] Our 

master sympathized with his young and ignorant disciples. Therefore, 

he added annotations to each word or phrase and interpreted them in 

order [...] The essence of 10,000 scriptures and the root of the five Chán 

schools are comprised in this work. Truth was expressed in every word 

of this work and every phrase of it conformed to the teachings of its 

respective school. Consequently, people’s perverse views underwent a 

transformation, as recalcitrance gave way to understanding. [Therefore, 

this book] is most worthy of its title, Speculum on the S n School. 

Indeed, it is a recipe for understanding and practice (HPC 7:646a–c). 

Influence of Contemporary Publishing Circles 

The time of Hyuj ng witnessed many publication projects of Buddhist 

ritual texts, and contemporary publishing circles probably influenced 

the increasing focus on the recitation of dh ra  in the Speculum on 

the S n School.  

Texts on Buddhist rituals during the Three Kingdoms of Korea (57 

BC–935 CE) and the Kory  period (918–1392) were few. In contrast, 

they were published in greater numbers during the Chos n dynasty. 

The publication of texts on Buddhist rituals continued from the 15
th
 to 

the 19
th
 centuries. A large number of publications of dh ra  texts 

(Hong 1988:285) and emphasis on esoteric elements were the 

prominent characteristics of Buddhism during the period (Sørensen 

2006:97), indicating that Buddhist ritual occupied a very important 

position in contemporary Buddhist circles (Nam 2004:71–98).  

Overall, the number of Buddhism-related woodblock prints from 

the Chos n dynasty is five in the 15
th
 century, 63 in the 16

th
 century, 
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and 130 in the 17
th
 century (Park 1987:465–487). These figures show 

a rapid increase in the number of Buddhist ritual texts during the time 

of Hyuj ng. In addition, many Buddhist ritual texts are included in 

Volumes 7 to 12 of Han’guk Pulgyo ch ns  (Collection of Korean 

Buddhist Texts). There are also 72 works on Buddhist rituals (pp. 

379–98) in Han’guk Pulgyo ch’ansul munh n mongnok 

 (Catalog of Compiled Texts on Korean Buddhism) 

(Dongguk taehakkyo Pulgyo munhwa y n’guso p’y n 1976:397). 

Furthermore, more than 40 texts on esoteric Buddhist rituals were 

published over 130 times during the Chos n dynasty (Nam 2004:8). In 

particular, dh ra  text compilations (chin n chip ) were 

popular publications. Their publications increased rapidly after the 

16
th
 century and continued until the 18

th
 century (Nam 2004:i). 

Hyuj ng’s Lyrics on the Altar of Cloud and Water, a collection of 

daily events for S n monks, is a good example (Nam 2004:71–2l). 

Hyuj ng’s liturgical manuals have had a continuous influence on the 

subsequent development of ritual and esoteric practices within Korean 

S n, which persists in the present century (Sørensen 2006:90–91).  

Impact of Contemporary Buddhist Intellectual Milieu  

The unity of Meditation and Doctrine was a prominent feature during 

the Sòng (960–1279) and Yuán (1206–1367) dynasties. This trend 

towards unity transferred to the Míng (1368–1644) dynasty where it 

became even stronger. Additionally, public cases (Ch. g ngàn ) 

that were in harmony with the recitation of the Buddha’s name (Ch. 

niànfó ) were developed in the Sòng dynasty and remained 

popular during the Míng dynasty (Ibuki Atsusi 2005:243–244). 

Similarly, in China, during the Chos n dynasty when Hyuj ng was 

active, the movement of harmonizing Meditation and Doctrine was in 

vogue. Moreover, as in China, and even before Hyuj ng’s time, the 

Three Religions of Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism were 

already popular in Chos n Korea. Major thought of Hyuj ng in his 

works constitutes the unity of the Three Religions and that of 

Meditation and Doctrine.
13

 The Speculum on the Three Religions
14

 

represents the former, while the Speculum on the S n School portrays 

                                                      
13 For the discussion of these issues, refer to Buswell 1999. 
14 For explanatory notes of the Speculum on the Three Religions and it’s the- 

matic essence, refer to Kim 1999:850–81. 
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the latter. In particular, the close relationship between S n and the 

recitation of the Buddha’s name in the Speculum on the S n School 

was an outcome of the Buddhist intellectual setting of his time (Kim 

2006a:104).  

Soteriological Strategies of Hyuj ng 

It is said that Hyuj ng revealed the two major concerns that pervaded 

his writing: why Buddhists should accept an accommodation with 

Confucianism; and why the bifurcation in the Buddhist church of his 

time between Meditation and Doctrine was obsolete and inappropriate 

(Buswell 1999:147–149). However, Hyuj ng was not just a S n 

master in the narrow sectarian sense of the word, but he encompassed 

both Pure Land and esoteric practices in his monastic career. In 

particular, his Speculum on the S n School puts an emphasis on 

discussing various soteriological approaches to enlightenment, in 

particular, for people of dull faculties. 

Hyuj ng’s Thought in the Speculum on the S n School 

The contents of the Speculum on the S n School are neither syllogized 

like modern-day academic articles, nor clear. However, his thought in 

it is classified into the following three categories: ontology, 

phenomenology, and soteriology (Kim 2006a:82), among which his 

greatest concern was with soteriology.  

In Buddhist history, there have been two major types of approaches 

to enlightenment: doctrinal teaching and meditative praxis. Hyuj ng 

views these approaches as shortcuts to enlightenment for people of 

higher spiritual faculty and he emphasizes the simultaneous 

cultivation of the two. According to Hyuj ng, the majority of 

practitioners attain sudden enlightenment through doctrinal teaching. 

However, he gives primacy to the investigation of the live word 

(hwalgu ) through meditation as the fastest way to complete 

enlightenment (Kim 2006a:89–92).  

Hyuj ng’s soteriology begins with the practitioner’s attainment of 

sudden enlightenment to the original nature whereby the practitioner 

must gain sanction for his sudden enlightenment from an enlightened 

master. Only then should he proceed to gradual cultivation.
15

 This 

                                                      
15 Hyuj ng’s soteriology of sudden enlightenment followed by gradual culti- 
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schematic theory of gradual cultivation constitutes the essence of 

Hyuj ng’s soteriology (Kim 2006a:86).  

Hyuj ng interprets human existence in terms of mind and person. 

He argues that there are two types of mind: one is the original mind, 

which is perceived as pure, clean, bright and numinous; and the other 

is the ignorant mind of phenomenological attachment. Hyuj ng’s view 

is that the Buddha acts in accordance with his original mind and 

sentient beings are identical to the Buddha in essence. Therefore, he 

emphasizes the significance of one’s mind and the self-awareness of it. 

However, he also argues that sentient beings act in accordance with 

their deluded mind. This is the reason why the Buddha and sentient 

beings are not the same in the phenomenal world. Hyuj ng’s 

soteriology is grounded on this point. Hyuj ng also considers that 

each person has accumulated unique proportions of the precursors to 

human suffering, ignorance, and craving. This phenomenal difference 

among people also became a point of departure of Hyuj ng’s 

soteriology.  

Hyuj ng argues that because everyone is originally endowed with 

Buddha-nature, he can become a Buddha. However, he says that the 

level of an individual’s attachment to craving determines the duration 

of their quest for enlightenment. That is, people who crave less can 

attain awakening faster than those with greater craving can. Therefore, 

Hyuj ng suggests two types of soteriology: salvation by self-power 

and salvation by other-power. The former is for people of sharp 

spiritual faculty; the latter is for people of medium and dull spiritual 

faculty. In other words, he proposes that the attainment of 

enlightenment by self-power, which means the cultivation of hwadu 

 (‘critical phrase’), is for the former, while the attainment of 

enlightenment by other-power, which includes the recitation of the 

Buddha’s name and dh ra , is for the latter. Of these two 

soteriological methods, Hyuj ng preferred the self-power method. 

According to him, this method is a faster way to attain enlightenment 

than other-power method is. 

Hyuj ng also proposes the simultaneous cultivation of Meditation 

and Doctrine for people of higher spiritual faculty. The ideological 

basis for Hyuj ng’s argument for the unity of Meditation and Doctrine 

lies in the Buddha’s teaching. For him, the Buddha’s words are 

                                                                                                                  
vation appears to have been heavily influenced by that of Chinul, for which 

refer to Buswell 1983:36–71, 1991:57–71. 
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doctrine and his mind is meditation. Accordingly, Hyuj ng argues that 

both Meditation and Doctrine are critical to attaining enlightenment. 

Even though Hyuj ng was a S n monk, he views that as far as 

doctrinal teachings are not attached to words and letters, they are also 

useful for spiritual cultivation. However, it does not mean that he 

values Meditation and Doctrine equally. He distinguishes Meditation 

from Doctrine and discusses the differences between the two as 

follows. Since Doctrine depends on words and letters, it cannot fully 

recognize truth, and since meditation is a soteriological way to 

awaken to the essence and function of existence intuitively and 

independent of the linguistic limitations of words and letters, he puts 

greater priority on Meditation than on Doctrine. Ultimately, Hyuj ng 

emphasizes the attainment of enlightenment to one’s mind and he was 

primarily interested in cultivating S n as the best way to this goal.
16

 

He says:  

On one’s death bed, one should observe that five aggregates are all 

empty in nature, four great elements have no self, and true mind, which 

has no feature, is neither produced, nor annihilated. (Human) nature is 

neither produced at one’s birth, nor destroyed at one’s death. It is clear, 

round, and serene and mind and the world are the same. If one can 

attain sudden enlightenment to this, he will be no longer bound from the 

three time periods [of past, present and future]. He who rose up to this 

stage is none other than a man of freedom beyond the secular world. 

Although he encounters all Buddhas, he will not be attached to them. 

Although he is in hell, he will not be scared. Only when he is free from 

discursive thought, will he be in accordance with the realm of 

phenomena. What matters most is this (HPC 7:643b).  

Hyuj ng asserts that not all sentient beings function the same. Thus, 

he conveys the need to adopt ‘skillful means’ (Skt. up ya) as tailored 

to people’s unique spiritual constitutions. He admits the method by 

other-power is easier than the cultivation of meditation for people of 

inferior spiritual faculty (Kim 2006a:84–6).  

Hyuj ng’s Soteriology for People of Inferior Spiritual Faculty 

Hyuj ng addresses the need for skillful means for two reasons: 

because of the multiple meanings in the Dharma and differences 

among people in spiritual capacity.  

                                                      
16 For Hyuj ng’s views on Meditation and Doctrine, see Buswell 1999:152– 

155. 
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NEED FOR SKILLFUL MEANS 

There are multiple meanings in the Dharma and there are many people 

with different dispositions. Therefore, skillful means are necessary. 

Here the Dharma refers to one thing and people mean sentient beings. 

The Dharma has both the changing and unchanging aspect and people 

have the faculty of sudden enlightenment and gradual cultivation. 

Therefore, skillful means in words and letters are necessary. This means 

that even a needle is not allowed officially, but a cart can pass through 

personally.
17

 Sentient beings are originally born good, but they are 

subject to suffer transmigration due to lack of wisdom. Who can prick 

the thick membrane of ignorance without a golden knife, i.e., wisdom, 

that emerged in the world? The merciful instructions of the Buddha and 

patriarchs enabled sentient people to climb a joyful hill beyond the sea 

of suffering. Therefore, it is difficult for even them with as many bodies 

and lives as sands in the Ganges to repay even one ten thousandth of 

their debts to their Buddha and patriarchs (HPC 7:635a).  

Therefore, Hyuj ng strongly warns people of medium and lower 

faculty not to advance straight to the practice of meditation without 

depending on the genuine teaching in words and letters.  

Hyuj ng suggests three types of easier ways in words to 

enlightenment for people of dull faculty: the incantation of spells 

(chiju ); salvation by divine power (silly k ); and the 

chanting of the Buddha’s name.  

Hyuj ng proposes the recitation of dh ra
18

 as one of the easier 

ways to enlightenment. According to him, current karma can be 

controlled by reciting spells. He also argues that because past karma is 

difficult to remove, divine power is necessary. He says: 

Recitation of true words enables people to repress their karmic effects 

easily in their lives and correct their conduct. However, it is difficult to 

get rid of action in their previous lives. Therefore, they have to depend 

on miraculous power (HPC 7:640a).  

In particular, among these three soteriological approaches, the third 

approach, the recitation of the Buddha’s name, attracted Hyuj ng’s 

greatest attention.  

                                                      
17 This metaphor refers to that everyone is originally endowed with Buddha- 

nature, but each individual functions differently. 
18 In his Lyrics on the Altar of Cloud and Water, Hyuj ng also emphasizes 

the recitation of dh ra . 
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RECITATION OF THE BUDDHA’S NAME 

The essence of Hyuj ng’s thought lies in his soteriology through the 

harmonization of meditation with the chanting of the Buddha’s name 

for his fellow monks of medium and lower spiritual faculty (Kim 

2006a:80). Regarding the recitation of the Buddha’s name, Hyuj ng 

says:  

Recitation of the Buddha’s name with the mouth is called songbul 

 and recitation of the Buddha’s name in the mind is named y mbul. 

Recitation of the Buddha’s name using only the mouth is not at all 

useful for cultivating The Way. The six-letter dharma teaching, ‘Na mu 

A mi t’a bul’ (‘to take refuge in Amit bha Buddha’), is a shortcut to 

free oneself from metempsychosis. One should recite the Buddha’s 

name without forgetting the Buddha’s teaching. What is called y mbul 

means the unity of mouth and mind [...] ‘While a dull figure attempts to 

lead his life by recitation of the Buddha’s name, an enlightened one 

purifies his mind by himself,’ and ‘Sentient beings in general save 

themselves by awakening to one’s mind and the Buddha can’t save 

them.’ [...] What they actually did was to get rid of the root of all 

[discursive thought] with one dharma. Forty-eight wishes of Amit bha 

Buddha in the Pure Land are just skillful means [...] If one who wants to 

cross the sea [of suffering] makes a boat, it will be slow. This is 

compared to self-power. If he crosses the sea on a rented boat, it will be 

fast. This is compared to the Buddha’s power [...] Someone said, ‘My 

mind is pure land. Therefore, no body can be reborn into it. My 

disposition is Amit bha. Thus, no-one can see him.’ These words seem 

to be correct. However, they are wrong to believe that like a Buddha, 

they lack avarice and hatred. Don’t they have avarice and hatred like 

him? They are also wrong to believe that like a Buddha, they can 

change hell into lotus flower more easily than turning the hand. I am 

always fearful of karmic power and falling into hell. However, how can 

I change hell into lotus flower, [i.e., the land of the Buddha]? That 

Buddha sees infinite worlds as they are before his eyes. In contrast, I 

cannot see what happened even with a partitioned wall. How can I see 

the worlds in the ten directions just as if they are in front of my eyes? 

Therefore, even though everyone is the same as the Buddha in nature, 

he is a sentient being in conduct. The feature and function of the two 

are as far as heaven and earth (Kim 2006a:93).  

Hyuj ng argues that there are two types of the recitation of the 

Buddha’s name: the recitation with the mouth and the recitation in 

mind. He prioritizes the latter over the former. For Hyuj ng, the 

recollection of Amit bha Buddha’s name is a skillful means to lead 
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people of inferior faculty to wholesome conduct and eventually to 

enlightenment. For him, the salvific ground of the chanting of the 

Buddha’s name rests in Amit bha Buddha’s whole-hearted 

compassion toward all sentient creatures. Hyuj ng compares the 

efficacy of self-power and other-power in attaining enlightenment. He 

argues that self-power is a slower approach to awakening while 

otherworldly power is a shortcut (Kim 2006a:92–95).  

Conclusion 

Hyuj ng’s Speculum on the S n School was a product of the historical 

and intellectual setting in which he lived. In particular, his work gave 

primacy to praxis, primarily for people of inferior spiritual faculty. 

Hyuj ng composed his magnum opus as a simple primer on Buddhist 

thought and practice for Buddhist neophytes in the context of the 

anti-Buddhist policy of the Chos n government. He focused on 

soteriological ways by other-power, which was represented by the 

recitation of the Buddha’s name and the incantation of spells, in his 

work.  

It is said that Hyuj ng seemingly hoped to restore the past glory of 

an effective, and uniquely Korean, approach to Buddhist thought and 

praxis (Buswell 1999:157–158). However, this argument warrants 

further discussion as evidenced in the following issues. Chinese Chán 

monks in the 7
th
 century regarded the idea of the Western Paradise 

after death as a skillful means for people of dull spiritual faculty and 

negated it directly (Ibuki Atsusi 2005:66). Chinese elites became civil 

servants with the strengthening of kingship during Sung China and 

those who failed in the civil service examination were often ordained 

as Chán monks (Ibuki Atsusi 2005:146–148) which was exactly the 

case with Hyuj ng. Chinul, the remote spiritual mentor of Hyuj ng, 

did not emphasize the chanting of the Buddha’s name as a viable way 

to the Buddhist goal. Hyuj ng composed his Speculum on the S n 

School while hiding deep in the mountains to engage in religious 

cultivation. Hyuj ng’s magnum opus was aimed at serving as a simple 

primer on Buddhist thought and practice for Buddhist neophytes 

during his time, which means that his work did not play such a 

significant role as Martin Luther’s (1483–1546) ‘Die 95 Thesen’ (The 

Ninety-five Theses) did in the history of religion.  

In addition, Hyuj ng’s soteriological strategies had limits in terms 

of its reference, his criteria of gradating the spiritual faculty of 
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practitioners, his pedagogical tool (Kim 2006a:103–105), his neglect 

of the early teaching of the Buddha, dependence of the Sinitic 

Buddhist tradition, unclear interpretation of an enlightened master, 

prohibition from studying non-Buddhist texts, metaphysical ontology, 

and soteriology based on other-power.  

Therefore, the influence of his literary strategies on the 

composition of his Speculum on the S n School seems to have been of 

little consequence in Korean society of his time. Scholars of Korean 

Buddhism both at home and abroad have devoted themselves to 

analyzing the thoughts of such eminent Buddhist thinkers as W nhyo 

and Chinul.
19

 However, Hyuj ng’s thought was not a product of his 

concrete philosophical reasoning, but that of the historical setting in 

which he lived. This result justifies a historical reexamination of the 

thoughts of prominent Buddhist thinkers of Korea.  

In spite of the limits of Hyuj ng’s thought in the Speculum on the 

S n School, its impact on Korean Buddhism has been significant. 

Thanks to his efforts, Doctrine was eventually restored to nearly equal 

footing with Meditation within the Korean Buddhist tradition 

(Buswell 1999:158–159).
20

 Furthermore, Hyuj ng’s emphasis on an 

intuitive understanding of the true nature of existence, his positive 

view on human existence, and his presentation of soteriology for 

people of diverse spiritual faculties will be able to provide the 

moderns, whose thoughts are bifurcated by a logocentric paradigm, 

with a new view on man and the world.  

 

                                                      
19 For overseas trends in research on Korean Buddhism, refer to Jorgensen 

2006:9–26; McBride 2006:27–48; Mohan 2006:49–68; Sørensen 2007:21–34. 
20 For distinctive characteristics of Korean S n tradition from many of the 

shibboleths concerning the nature of the Zen religious experience found in 

Western writing on the school, see Buswell 1992:215–223. 
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MANHAE HAN YONGUN’S ATTEMPT AT PRODUCING AN 
ALL-INCLUSIVE MODERN BUDDHIST COMPENDIUM: 

PULGYO TAEJ N 

 

VLADIMIR TIKHONOV (PAK NOJA) 
 

Han Yongun  (pen name: Manhae , 1879–1944) is
rightfully considered one of the most representative Buddhist 
thinkers and activists of 20th century Korea. This article 
concentrates on one of his works which have not received much 
scholarly attention so far, the Pulgyo Taej n, his attempt to 
produce a comprehensive Buddhist compendium aimed at 
adapting Buddhism to the modernization efforts of Korea. 
Although Han was associated with a S n style of Buddhism his
work mainly consists of a large amount of citations from the 
canonical literature. Through the method of restructuring and re-
interpreting the canonical materials the author pursues his 
rhetorical and polemic objectives of presenting Buddhism as an 
universal religion suited for modern times, as well as creating an 
image of Buddhism apt to provide superior solutions for dealing 
with modernity as compared to the Confucian and Christian 
rivals. 
 
Introduction: Han Yongun and Korea’s Colonial Buddhism 

Han Yongun (pen name: Manhae , 1879–1944) is 
rightfully considered one of the most representative Buddhist thinkers 
and activists of 20th century Korea. A scion of an impoverished family 
of a low-level provincial clerk, he mastered the basics of the 
traditional Confucian learning and, having been ordained as a 
Buddhist monk in 1905, acquired also a good portion of modern 
knowledge. On the textual level, aside from the Japanese and Korean 
newspapers and journals, his main sources were the works by late 
Q ng reformers, particularly Liáng Q cháo’s  (1873–1929) 
Collected Writings from the Ice-drinker’s Studio (Y nb ngshì héjí 

). Institutionally, he largely owed his knowledge of the modern 
subjects to the classes at Korea’s first-ever modern Buddhist 
educational institution, Seoul’s My ngjin School, which he attended 
in 1906–1907. And, last but not least, his vision of ‘Buddhist 
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modernity’ was formed by his half-year long stint in Japan in 1908, 
where, on invitation from the S t  sect, he attended the Komazawa 
University classes. His mentor was Professor Asano Fuzan , 
a noted researcher of Japan’s Zen history and author of meditation-
related writings (Ko 2000: 29–57; Tikhonov/Miller 2008: 1–30).  

By the end of the 1900s to the beginning of the 1910s, Han 
obviously considered producing a modernist Buddhist discourse his 
main task. His view of the state of the contemporaneous Korean 
Buddhism, as expressed, for example, in the manifest of his 
modernistic Buddhism—the treatise On the Reformation of Korean 

Buddhism (Chos n Pulgyo Yusinnon), written approximately around 
1909–1910 and printed in 1913—was a peculiar combination of 
pessimism with hope. The stated ground for pessimism was the patent 
inability of Buddhism to ‘outperform’ its Christian rivals in terms of 
being a paradigmatic modern religion: ‘Cleansed’ from the folk cults 
and ‘anachronistic customs’ (Han considered the monastic celibate to 
be of them), possessing well-developed educational and missionary 
institutions and economically self-sufficient. The optimism and hope 
were based upon the stated belief that Buddhism, in contrast to the 
intrinsically ‘superstitious’ Christianity, perfectly fits the modern 
worldview, as a religion of freedom, cosmopolitan openness and 
altruism (Tikhonov/Miller 2008: 41–153). However, aside from the 
idiosyncratic modernist interpretation of the Buddhist doctrine, Han 
also had good realistic, down-to-earth grounds to view the prospects 
of his religion in Korea with some guarded confidence. 

Buddhism, liberated from the shackles of the Neo-Confucian 
oppression by the Westernizing reforms of the 1890s–1900s, was a 
growing religion in the midst of serious qualitative transformation in 
the 1900s–1910s. The number of monks and nuns, for example, 
increased from 5,779 in 1909 to 8,170 in 1913, and continued to grow 
further. The number of activist believers—known as lay sponsors of 
monastic Buddhism—was put at 170,354 nationally in 1926, which 
would be slightly less than the total number of Presbyterian believers 
for 1925 (182,650 nationally), but more than twice higher than the 
total for Catholics the same year (89,798) (Han Tongmin 2001:62–63; 
Han Kyumu 2001:241). Given that the Buddhists were in no position 
to enjoy the sort of foreign (mostly French in the case of Catholics and 
mostly American or Canadian in the case of Presbyterians) 
sponsorship various Christian denominations benefited so much from, 
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the statistics may be understood as showing the vitality of colonial 
Buddhism. 

Of course, the colonial situation could not but emerge as a serious 
problem for any Korean religion with nationalist aspirations 
(Buddhism being no exception), and from the end of the 1910s 
onwards Han Yongun too gained the reputation of a foremost anti-
Japanese nationalist leader (Ko 2000:107–155). In the beginning of 
the 1910s, however, the situation was somewhat different. The 
colonial ‘Temple Ordinance’ (Sach’ally ng ), promulgated in 
June 1911 (implemented from 1st September 1911), put the monastic 
Buddhism under the strict supervision of the authorities through the 
system of 30 national ‘head temples’ (ponsa ). Their abbots were 
now required to obtain approval for their nominations from the 
Governor-General, and controlled smaller ‘branch temples’ 
administratively attached to them (malsa ). However, the new 
system, which delegated much administrative and economical power 
to the ‘head temples’’ abbots—who now almost monopolized 
decision-making in the temple property management issues—, also 
enabled them to boldly invest in educational and missionary 
enterprises. Occasional mismanagement and fund misappropriation 
could be checked, for example, with the use of the newly-emerging 
‘public sphere’—campaigns in printed media, etc. That even Han 
Yongun, his nationalist credentials being above doubt, addressed the 
Japanese colonial authorities his proposal to allow the Korean monks 
and nuns to marry (Tikhonov / Miller 2008:113–114), shows that the 
monastic response to the Japanese policies was not necessarily only 
negative. The development of the Buddhist schools and missionary 
centers (p’ogyodang ) continued throughout the 1910s: For 
example, Yongjusa , a well-known ‘head temple’ in the 
vicinity of Seoul, supported a modern-type school, a missionary 
primary school and three specialized Buddhist colleges of a more 
traditional type (kangw n) (Han Tongmin 2001:66–78). All these 
newly-founded educational and missionary establishments needed 
texts for study and preaching; it was this demand that propelled Han 
Yongun into compiling and publishing several such texts in the 1910s. 
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Great Buddhist Compendium – a Modernist Buddhist Bible? 

One of the texts Han Yongun envisioned as a part of the textual basis 
for Korea's modernized Buddhism was Pulgyo Taej n ( , 
Great Buddhist Compendium), written approximately between 1910 
and 1913 and printed by P m sa on 30 April 1914. The main 
textual sources for the compendium were obviously the Tripi aka 

Koreana (Kory  Taejanggy ng ), as well as Dainihon 

Kotei Daiz ky  ( , Tokyo 1885) and 
Manjiky  ( , Kyoto 1902). As far as the centrally-important 
domestic source, Tripi aka Koreana, was concerned, Han Yongun is 
known to have used the xylographic copy possessed by T’ongdosa 

(Southern Ky ngsang Province, Yangsan County), and to have 
attentively perused all the 6802 fascicles (kw n) in an effort 
contemporaries considered almost superhuman (Han Yongun 1973, 
Vol. 3, p. 11). This compendium consists of the traditional textual 
sources only, but rearranges them in such a rhetoric sequence that the 
reader is expected to gain an impression that Buddhism is a 
quintessentially universal religion, compatible with the traditional 
Confucian morality and simultaneously best suited to fulfill the needs 
of modern times. To make such an impression, Han Yongun deploys 
the teachings—often mutually controversial—of various schools in an 
order which was fine-tuned to his modernist aims. 

Since the Great Buddhist Compendium is a sort of modernist ‘re-
arrangement’ of the traditional Buddhist canon, rather than an 
independent work, it attracted comparatively scarce attention even 
among the South Korean researchers, not to even speak about the 
foreign Korean (or Buddhist) studies’ practitioners. In contrast to the 
huge effort devoted to the analysis of the treatise On the Reformation 

of Korean Buddhism considered the masterpiece of Han’s early 
Buddhist thought, only very few articles deal specifically with the 
Great Buddhist Compendium. One of them (Ch n 1985) offers a 
detailed qualitative analysis of the text, and underlines the centrality 
of Avata saka-related scriptures for its structure and content—among 
all the 1,741 fragments from the Buddhist scriptures cited by Han 
Yongun, 211 (12,1%) are derived from the Avata saka-s tra or 
commentaries to it. It persuasively argues that in the early 1910s Han 
Yongun’s Buddhist thinking was dominated by the Avata saka ideas 
of the cosmic interconnectedness and mutual interpenetration, non-
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duality of the mental and material, sacred and profane, and by the 
ideal of a selfless bodhisattva, a person whose altruism is based on the 
insights into the non-duality of ‘self’ and ‘others.’ It further offers 
convincing arguments that the synthesis of the Avata saka paradigm 
with Han Yongun’s modernist worldview was greatly facilitated by 
the inclusiveness of the Avata saka mega-narrative of the all-
embracing cosmic unity, and that the modern concept of ‘freedom’ 
was grafted by Han Yongun onto the Avata saka ideal of the 
‘unobstructed’ (enlightened) consciousness. 

Another 1980s research which mentions the Great Buddhist 

Compendium extensively (Ko 1984:319–325) emphasizes Han 
Yongun’s attempts to make crude Korean translations (basically, just 
by inserting the vernacular grammatical particles, while retaining 
practically all the classical Chinese words of the original) of the 
scriptural texts he included in the Compendium, and contrasts this 
obvious popularizing effort with the almost purely classical Chinese 
language of the treatise On the Reformation of Korean Buddhism. 

Since most of the existing scholarship I managed to get access to 
shows little interest in the compositional principles of the 
Compendium's structure, or in the possible socio-political or cultural 
implications of Han Yongun’s selection of the scriptural fragments, I 
intend to emphasize this part here. I will try to ‘decipher’ the message 
Han Yongun was sending to his readers by including certain selected 
parts of the sacred texts into his anthology, a ‘Buddhist Bible’ of sorts, 
in a certain idiosyncratic order, while ignoring others. 

The Great Buddhist Compendium consists of nine parts (p’um ), 
which were arranged in the following order:  

(1) ‘Foreword,’ ‘Preface’ (explanations on the importance of learning 
Buddhadharma, etc.)  

(2) ‘Basics of the Teaching’ (the law of cause and effect, emptiness, 
etc.)  

(3) ‘Buddha’  
(4) ‘Faith’ 
(5) ‘Karma’ (including a chapter on rebirth)  
(6) ‘Self-Cultivation’ (characteristically, a modernist term, chach’i, 

literally ‘self-rule,’ is used)  
(7) ‘Interaction with Others’ 
(8) ‘Propagation of Faith’  
(9) ‘The Ultimate’ (on achieving Nirv a) 
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Among these nine parts, two were arranged in the way which 
cannot but suggest a strong influence of the modern ideas.  

First, the ‘Interaction with Others’ part (Taech’ip’um ) 
consists of the chapters on family, teacher-pupil relations, 
interpersonal relations, society and state—the words like ‘family’ (J. 
katei, K. kaj ng ) or ‘society’ (J. shakai, K. sahoe ) used as 
chapter titles being essentially of Meiji Japanese coinage. ‘Society,’ 
for example, was a newly-coined term which initially, in the early 
1870s, denoted the sphere of private (non-governmental) relationship. 
By the early 1890s, however, its meaning shifted to the contemporary 
one, namely ‘society’ as the public sphere, or the ‘people,’ also in the 
political aspect of the term (Doak 2007:132–149). In this meaning, it 
was first used by the vernacular Korean press (for example, the famed 
progressive newspaper Tongnip Sinmun ) in the late 1890s, 
and became better understood by the mid-1900s, when a variety of 
articles explaining its meaning appeared in various modernization-
oriented media (Pak 2001).  

Second, the ‘Self-Cultivation’ part (Chach’ip’um ) ends 
with a chapter on ‘hygiene’ (J. eisei, K. wisaeng )—the idea of 
‘hygiene’ in early 20th century Korea being a part of every modernist 
discourse. This concept—basically, a Japanese translation of the 
German Gesundheitspflege, which was in use in Japan from the mid-
1870s onward and was first used by the Korean reformers in 1882–
1883—had much wider meaning then than today. Almost everything 
related to the new, modern, ‘corporal regime,’ beginning with regular 
physical exercises and including, for example, a fixed daily rhythm, 
was seen as part of ‘hygiene,’ which itself formed the cornerstone of 
the very idea of ‘civilization and progress’ (Yi 2008:70–75).  

Third, the special emphasis on the ‘Propagation of Faith’ might 
have been influenced by the ideas about ‘competing with 
Protestantism through strengthening of the Buddhist missionary 
work,’ visible in the treatise On the Reformation of Korean Buddhism. 
There, ‘faith propagation’ was taken as a religious equivalent of the 
mundane ‘struggle for survival’—which Han Yongun, then an ardent 
Social Darwinist, believed to be the law of the cosmos and human 
society (Tikhonov/Miller 2008:73–77).  
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A Modernist Appropriation of Buddhist Ideas 

Imposing modernist classification upon the traditional religious 
material was not an easy task. It may be said that the material itself 
resisted the modernist ‘intrusion.’ For example, in the chapter on 
‘society’ in the ‘Interaction with Others’ part, the first paragraph is 
about ‘Public Virtue/Morality’ (kongd k ). The term became 
popular in China, Korea and Vietnam due to Liáng Q ch o (1873–
1929) and his seminal New Citizen (X nmínshu  , 1903), where 
the modern ‘public virtues’ were contrasted to the ‘private virtues’ 
(Ch. s dé, K. sad k ), as the ethical pillar of the traditional society. 
An indefatigable modernizer in those days, Liáng described the 
Confucian ‘virtues’ as mostly grounded in private relations and 
loyalties—between relatives, clansmen, friends, or ruler and courtier 
as private persons. However, the modern state required its citizens to 
be thoroughly beholden to ‘public,’ and not ‘private’ virtue. For a 
contemporary reader, the term ‘public virtue’ may associate with 
Habermasian concept of modern (bourgeois) ‘public sphere’ (German 
‘Öffentlichkeit’) as the space between the realms of private life and 
public authority where, independently of status boundaries, public 
opinion is being formed in a series of complicated negotiations 
between independent actors (Habermas 1989:30–32). However, Liáng 
used the term in significantly different meaning. Liáng’s ‘public 
virtue’ meant, first and foremost, willing and enthusiastic submission 
to the public authority (‘exhausting oneself in fulfilling the duties 
towards the society’), and then, the ability to enjoy the rights the state 
or society secured in the Darwinist ‘struggle for existence’ with other 
states and societies (Liang 1989; Zhuanji 4:12–15). Liáng’s—
Darwinist and utilitarian—understanding of ‘public morals’ was 
embedded in a vision of a modern ‘patriot’ doing everything to 
‘benefit the state and society.’  

Han Yongun evidently wished to find some textual proof of the 
Buddhist doctrinal support for this sort of ethical vision. However, the 
canonical fragments he chose in order to explain the idea of ‘public 
virtue’ were obviously completely taken out of their original context. 
For example, Han Yongun takes a fragment from the Chinese 
Avata saka (Fascicle 12, ‘Chief in Goodness’: Xiánsh u p n dì shí-èr 
zh  èr ) saying: 

 (‘in the places where there is big water [blocking] the various roads, 
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I will build bridges and make rafts’) from its context, in which it is a 
part of a metaphoric description of Bodhisattva Chief in Goodness’ 
and other enlightened beings’ efforts to move the sentient beings to 
their enlightenment (tr. Cleary 1993:346–347):  

[Supreme concentration called peace and bliss]  
Also emits a light called ‘salvation’: 
This light can awaken all beings 
And cause them to develop great determination 
To liberate the living from the sea of desire. 
If one can universally produce this determination 
To liberate the living from the sea of desire, 
Then one can cross over the torrents of afflictions 
And lead the way to the sorrowless citadel of freedom. 
By building bridges and rafts  
Wherever there is water on the roads, 
Criticizing fabrication and praising dispassionate calm, 
Thereby is this light attained. 

It also emanates a light called ‘annihilating attachment’: 
This light can awaken all beings, 
Causing them to give up objects of desire 
And concentrate on the savor of the sublime teaching of liberation.1 

For Han Yongun, however, the fragment obviously should have 
suggested that Buddhism endorsed the sacrifices made by the 
individuals in the name of the collective—this notion of ‘heroic 
sacrifice for the benefit of the nation/society’ being an important part 
of the modernist ideology of early 20th century in both China and 
Korea (Yi et al. 2003:210–223).  

Another citation Han wanted to use in order to illustrate in a 
Buddhist way the concept of ‘public virtue,’ was from the 
Brahmajala-s tra (Fàn-w ng j ng ) (Sutra Translation 
Committee of the United States and Canada 2000):  

[A disciple of Buddha] should [constantly counsel and teach all people 
to] establish monasteries, temples and pagodas in mountains and forests, 
gardens and fields. He should also construct stupas for the Buddhas and 

                                                 
1 See the Chinese original from the Taish  Tripi aka: 

 (T. 10, no. 279:75c08–14).  
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buildings for winter and summer retreats. All facilities required for the 
practice of the Dharma should be established. Moreover, a disciple of 
the Buddha should explain Mahayana s tras and the Bodhisattva 
precepts to all sentient beings. In times of sickness, national calamities, 
impending warfare or upon the death of one’s parents, brothers and 
sisters, Dharma Masters and Precept Masters, a Bodhisattva should 
lecture and explain Mahayana s tras and the Bodhisattva precepts 
weekly for up to seven weeks. The disciple should read, recite, and 
explain the Mahayana s tras and the Bodhisattva precepts in all prayer 
gatherings, in his business undertakings and during periods of 
calamity—fire, flood, storms, ships lost at sea in turbulent waters or 
stalked by demons.2 

The original meaning of the citation (Precept No. 39, against light 
violation) was to emphasize the merits produced by Dharma preaching 
and the demerits of one’s failure to teach Dharma to others, and to call 
attention to monks’ duty to preach Mah y na s tras on certain 
occasions (death of parents or teacher, natural calamities, etc). Some 
of the occasions are clearly fantastic from the viewpoint of a modern 
reader—‘stalked by demons,’ for example, was hardly anything Han 
Yongun might have understood as ‘reality.’ Moreover, the duties 
highlighted by the fragment are essentially rather more religious than 
civic, or ‘public.’ Han Yongun, however, essentially takes it as 
evidence of the ‘public-spiritedness’ of the Buddhism in a modern 
sense. So, in a way, the traditionalist religious concepts, such as 
‘saving of the sentient beings’ are being subjected to a modernist re-
conceptualization.  

Han Yongun’s “Progressism” and its Limitations 

The social message of Han Yongun as a modernist Buddhist is both 
relatively progressive and quite moderate. ‘Progressiveness’ refers to, 
for example, Han’s reading of the Buddhist understanding of the 
desirable way of interaction between different class and status groups. 
Han Yongun uses the Buddhist texts which warn against the arrogance 
                                                 
2 See the Chinese original from the Taish  Tripi aka: 

 (T. 24, no. 1484: 1008b12–
16).  
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of the noble in relations with the low-born, especially within the 
monastic order (subduing one’s own arrogance was an old topic in 
Buddhist ethics), as proof that Buddhism advocates the ‘harmony of 
the classes’ (kyeg p yunghwa ), that is, a gentler and less 
discriminatory attitude of the rulers towards the ruled. The part of the 
Chinese Madhyama Nikaya (Ch. Zh ng hán, K. Chung Aham 

) Han cited in connection with ‘class harmony’ (Han Yongun 1973, 
Vol. 3:229) is actually an injunction against these arrogant monks who 
value themselves highly while despising others, either on the basis of 
their noble descent, or using their superior experience as a rationale. It 
may be said that, by connecting this age-old injunction to the modern 
social problems, Han re-interpreted the Buddhist legacy in a 
progressive way. But his interpretation was also markedly moderate, 
since class antagonisms as such were hardly ever mentioned or hinted 
to.  

In some ways, one may say that Han ‘Confucianizes’ Buddhism, 
selecting from the Buddhist s tras the excerpts dealing with the topics 
normally belonging to the sphere of the Confucian morality in 
Korea—relations between owner and servant, between a man and his 
wife, etc. Especially often are used such parts of Nikayas as, for 
example, the g lav da s tra (Ch. Shàn sh ngz  j ng , T. 1, 
no. 17, Digha Nikaya 31). Describing the ideal relationship between 
the spouses, Han quotes from the Chinese translation of this s tra 
(translated by Zh  F dù  in 301), which formulates a wife’s 
duties in the following way: 

The wives should serve their husbands in 14 kinds of affairs. What 
kinds of affairs are they? The wives should be masterful in doing things, 
well-organized, attentive, rising early in the mornings, going to bed late 
in the evenings, diligently studying, waiting for the husband with the 
door closed, inquiring the husband on his health once he returns, 
maintaining a harmonious atmosphere, speaking smoothly, preparing 
the seats, [making] clean foods and drinks, thinking about donations [to 
the monks] and giving the food to her employees.3  

This sentence—the quintessence of the patriarchal wisdom on 
‘wifely virtues’—might have suited the Korean Confucian public, 
                                                 
3 See the Chinese original from the Taish  Tripi aka: 

 (T. 1, No. 17:254a2
8–b2). 
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making it better disposed towards Buddhism. However, it was not 
completely unacceptable also from the viewpoint of the ‘good wife, 
wise mother’ (liáng q  xián m  ) paradigm, which 
dominated the late 19th to early 20th understanding of womanhood in 
Japan and among Korea’s progressives (Bernstein 1991:194–200; 
Jager 2003:43–73). The mention of the necessity of study for women 
might have been specially endearing for the progressives. However, 
then Han Yongun cites almost the entire Chinese translation of Suj t  

s tra (Yùyé j ng , T. 2, no. 143—originally from Anguttara 

Nikaya 7:59), which classifies all wives into seven categories and 
elaborates the patriarchal rules on how the husbands were supposed to 
be ‘served’:  

Buddha told Suj t : ‘In serving in-laws and husband, the wives may 
commit five good deeds and three evil deeds. What are the five good 
deeds? First, the wives should go to sleep late and rise up early. They 
should then comb their hairs, dress themselves neatly, wash all the dirt 
clearly from their faces, ask first the respected people before doing 
anything, be always submissive and modest in their hearts, and never 
eat the tasty, sweet foods first. Second, they should never get angry and 
resentful when chided by their husbands and in-laws. Third, they should 
be faithful to their husbands and in-laws with all their hearts, and never 
even think about behaving lecherously. Fourth, they should always wish 
their husbands and in-laws long live, and keep order in house when the 
husbands are out. Fifth, they should always think about their husbands’ 
good characteristics, and never think about the evil ones. 

Then, what are the three evils? First, if the wives do not pay the due 
respects to their husbands and mothers-in-law, wish to eat the nice 
foods first themselves, go to bed before sunset and do not rise up with 
the sunrise, and cast angry looks onto their husbands when being chided 
and reprimanded. Second, if the wives are not full-heartedly loyal to 
their husbands and in-laws, but only think about other men. Third, if the 
wives wish to make their husbands die soon, so that to marry somebody 
else instead. Those are the three evils.’ Suj t  listened to Buddha 
silently, without uttering a word.  

Buddha told Suj t : ‘There are seven categories of wives. The first 
are the mother-like wives, the second are sister-like wives, the third are 
like good friends in Dharma, the fourth are like wives, the fifth are like 
female slaves, the sixth are like bitter enemies, and the seventh are like 
would-be killers [of their husbands]. Those are the seven categories of 
wives. […] Which are the mother-like wives? They love their husbands 
and in-laws just with motherly kindness, and do not leave their side 
serving them in the mornings and evenings. They never miss the proper 
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time for serving them foods and drinks, and they are afraid that the 
other people will regard them as lightly-minded. They are never tired of 
thinking compassionately [about their husbands], and they are as 
compassionate to their husbands as they are towards their children. 
Such are the mother-like wives. Which are the sister-like wives? They 
are so respectful and sincere in serving their husbands and in-laws, as if 
they are siblings related by blood to each other. Without having 
anything else in mind, they treat their husband as if they were their 
blood family members, respectfully serving them as if they were elder 
brothers. Such are the sister-like wives. Which are the wives resembling 
friends in Dharma? They serve their husbands and in-laws with the 
most sincere devotion, they are so reliant on their husbands that they 
never can separate themselves from each other, they always confess to 
their husbands even the most personal and secretive matters, they 
always follow the reprimands and instructions of their husbands once 
they err, and never make [additional] mistakes, and in their ardent 
eagerness to respect good deeds, cultivate bright wisdom and transcend 
this world they resemble good friends in Dharma. Such are the wives 
resembling good friends in Dharma. Which are the wife-like wives? 
They serve food and drinks to their husbands with utmost respect and 
sincerity, they are always modest and submissive while obeying the 
orders of their husbands and in-laws, they rise up early and go to bed 
lately, they always use polite speech, they have no superfluous words in 
their mouths, and do nothing superfluous with their bodies. They 
ascribe all the good things to the efforts of the others, while blaming 
themselves for the failures. They preach, advice and admonish [others] 
making them to progress in practicing the Way, and there is not a grain 
of evilness in their minds. They are faultless in practicing their wifely 
virtues. They never violate the ceremonial norms when they enter, and 
never commit any faults when they exit. They treasure only harmony. 
Such are the wifely wives. Which are the slave-like wives? They are too 
fearful to dare to be arrogant, they are doing their best to avoid [failing] 
in everything they do, they are always respectful, loyal, filial and 
virtuous, their speech is always meek, and their character is harmonious, 
and they never commit nasty or deviant acts by word or deed. They are 
chaste, good-hearted, pure, simple and direct in their speech. They are 
always strictly applying the ritual norms to themselves. Even if happily 
[loved by their husbands], they do not become arrogant; even if not 
treated well, they never get bitter about it. Even if mistreated, chided or 
humiliated, they never get angry, remaining only cheerful and 
harmonious. They advice their husbands to follow their own wishes, 
and do not envy if the husbands develop [other] sensual affections. 
Even if mistreated undeservedly, they do not emphasize their 
uprightness; doing everything to practice wifely virtues, they are never 
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choosy about food or clothes. They are fully devoted to their respectful 
attitudes, and only are afraid that they do not do enough, serving their 
husband in a slave-like way. Such are slave-like wives.  

Which are the bitter enemy-like wives? Instead of being glad at 
seeing their husbands, they harbor anger. They think about moving 
away days and nights, look more like guests than spouses, always fight 
relentlessly with their husbands, lay in their beds with their hairs 
unkempt and cannot be put to work, never think about housekeeping 
and child-rearing, shamelessly commit lecherous deeds, and, like dogs 
or cattle, abuses and humiliates their relatives, as if they were enemies. 
Such are the enemy-like wives. And then, which are the killer-like 
wives? By day and night, they are full of anger [at their husbands], they 
only think about the ways to get separated from them, and, wishing to 
poison them but being afraid of the other people getting to know about 
it, they sometimes resort to the help of their close or distant relatives in 
such matters. They are as hateful as enemies, they do harm to husbands’ 
treasures and hirelings, they sometimes use their paramours to kill their 
husbands, and they angrily resist taking their husbands’ orders. Such 
are the killer-like wives. So, such are the seven categories of wives 
[…].’ After listening to Buddha’s preaching, Suj t  was said to have 
immediately repented her faults in not treating her own husband and 
mother-in-law properly, and to have mended her ways.4   

                                                 
4 See the Chinese original from the Taish  Tripi aka: […] 

[…]
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In this story of a ‘repentant unworthy wife’ (actually, daughter-in-
law of An thapindika, a Buddhist layman), the idealization of the 
‘slave-like wife’ hardly fully suited the ideals of Korea’s modernists 
of the early 1910s. It was not, however, fully out of sync with the new 
times either. The dominant ‘good wife, wise mother’ paradigm used to 
prescribe to the daughters, wives and mothers a sort of submissive 
(‘virtuous’) behavior and “devotion to the family” that was quite 
compatible with older kinds of patriarchal discipline preached in the 
above-cited s tra. A popular ‘ethics’ (susin ) textbook for female 

primary schools by No Py ngh i, Y ja Sohak Susins  
(Female Primer on Ethics, Seoul, Pangmun S gwan 1909), 

defined the ideal female behavior as first and foremost ‘gentle and 
modest’ (yamj nhan) and advised the female students to develop their 
habits of politeness, to be especially careful and respectful towards 
their future husbands and in-laws, and never think about taking the 
food first—very much in the same way Buddha was said to have 
advised Suj t . Husbands, even in modernizing Korea of the first 
decade of the 20th century, were supposed to be ‘served’ (s mgida) by 
their wives, viewed as ‘heaven’ if they were ‘wise,’ but never 
‘disliked’ even if they were ‘ugly’ (Han’gukhak munh n y n’guso 
1977, vol. 10:537–551). So, Han Yongun, in essence, was showing 
through his Great Buddhist Compendium that the modern vision of 
‘good wife, wise mother’ in the form it took in contemporaneous East 
Asia, had not only Confucian, but also Buddhist roots as well. It looks 
also as if in this case, the broader—and relatively conservative—
Confucian public was the intended receiver of the message on 
Buddhism’s ‘decent’ nature, ‘wholly comparable’ with the ‘sage 
teachings’ of Confucius and Mencius.  

Among many other preachings in Han’s anthology closely 
paralleling the Confucian worldview, there is a paragraph on ‘peace’ 

                                                                                                         

[…] (T. 2, no. 1
43:865c22–867a17) 
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(Ch. pínghé, K. p’y nghwa ), in which the (excessive) litigation 
is discouraged (an important point in the Confucian vision of 
‘harmony’). On the cardinal question of ‘good governance’ (Ch. 
shànzhèng, K. s nj ng ), Han offers the following Buddhist 
recipe for ‘good kingship’ originally taken from the 6th century 
Bodhisattvagocarop ya-vi aya-vikurv a-nirde a s tra, translated by 
Gu abhadra (on this s tra, see also Zimmermann 2000):  

Respect the law and do not commit superfluous acts, always think about 
benefiting the sentient beings, ensure that your clansmen follow 
ceremonial norms, be able to get knowledge on the behavior of the 
others, always keep yourself clean and pure, take distance from all 
unnecessary preoccupations. If you follow those rules, you will be able 
to dominate the world, and will be known as a king who practices 
Dharma. Such king is always diligent in self-cultivation, able to know 
well the world, masters all the arts, and never shows any idleness. He 
uses artful means to protect the world, and the sentient beings obtain 
peace and joy. Nobody suffers, since the king always benefits the others. 
He preserves the wholeness of his mind and speaks out the word of 
compassion. […] Everybody loves such a king, everybody is joyful 
about him.5  

This s tra basically teaches the ethics of patriarchal ‘fatherly 
government,’ in which the rulers’ political capital is based upon the 
presumed observance of the religious ethics. This type of teaching is 
distinctively pre-modern, since the ‘state’ is reduced to the king’s 
personal dominium, and the public authority is understood as being 
based upon the king’s personal authority and power. However, in 
some ways, a pre-modern moralist preaching on the ‘virtuous, fatherly 
king’ was quite compatible with the official ‘family state’ (kazoku 

kokka) ideology of the early 1910s Japanese Empire—a colonial 
citizen of which Han Yongun, however unwillingly, was at that point. 
As interpreted by such influential official philosophers as Inoue 
Tetsujir  (1855–1944), the Japanese monarchy, with its 1890 Imperial 

Rescript on Education (Ky iku ni Kansuru Chokugo 

                                                 
5 See the Chinese original from the Taish  Tripi aka: , 

[…]  (Dà púzh níqiánz  su  shu  j ng , T. 9, no. 27
2:338c4–17). 
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) promoting both ‘loyalty and filial piety’ and modern patriotism 
simultaneously, was a ‘moral state,’ a guardian of the ethics and 
embodiment of ‘moral goodness’ (Doak 2007:92–102). While the 
Imperial Rescript on Education was solidly grounded in the Neo-
Confucian textual legacy, Han Yongun was obviously trying to show 
that Buddhism could also offer a good doctrinal basis for a socio-
political message of a similar kind.  

Conclusion 

Generally, the anthology provides a ‘modernized’ Buddhist message 
well acceptable both for the traditionalist Confucian and—to a 
degree—modernist public in early colonial Korea, and textually 
largely based on gama literature and the great Mah y na s tras 
(Avata saka s tra, Lotus s tra, etc.). The Great Buddhist 

Compendium’s message emphasized both the excellence and 
competitiveness of Buddhism as a religion (with the ongoing rivalry 
against the Christian missionaries in mind) and also the supposedly 
salubrious social effects of the Buddhist propagation. A fragment from 
Amit bhavy ha (Wúliàng q ngjìng píngd ng jué j ng 

, T. 12, no. 361) used in the ‘Foreword’ to the anthology, stated 
clearly that the Buddhist preaching would eventually lead the world to 
the ideal state in which ‘the strong will not humiliate the weak, 
everybody will be secure at their respective places, harvest failures 
and epidemics will never happen, wars will never take place, states 
will be free from banditry, bitterness and enmity will disappear […]’ 
(Han Yongun 1973, vol. 3:21). Buddhism was, thus, offered as the 
ultimate cure against most evils the majority of Koreans were 
suffering from or painfully aware about. Similar to the way in which 
missionary Christianity was often presented, Buddhism was shown in 
this anthology as a religion of great messianic promise, of a 
magnificent, if utopic, vision for ‘better future.’ Notably, the Zen 
writings are mostly missing from the anthology, although Han clearly 
considered himself a meditational monk (Han 1973, vol. 2:310–319). 
He obviously saw them as too esoteric for the intended readership of 
the anthology—broad layers of educated layfolk, often of Confucian 
or modernist persuasions.  
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SERMONS BY X  YÚN: A SPECIAL TRANSMISSION WITHIN 
THE SCRIPTURES 

 
THERESE SOLLIEN 

 
The Question of X  Yún’s Rhetorical Style: Classical or 
Modern? According to his biography, one of the most influential 
Chinese Chán masters of modern times, X  Yún ( , often 
referred to as Empty Cloud, 1840–1959) was 120 years old by 
Chinese age calculation when he passed away. His lifetime 
occurred during an era of rapid and dramatic change, not only for 
Chinese Buddhism, but for Chinese society as a whole. X  Yún 
experienced the demise of the Q ng dynasty, rise and fall of the 
Republican era, the Japanese occupation, and in his final decade 
he also saw China under Communist rule. In many ways, 
however, X  Yún himself—that is, his own life and teachings—
is not representative of change, but rather of the preservation and 
continuation of tradition. This article will argue that X  Yún 
follows the traditional path of other Chán/Zen/S n masters who 
advocated the usage of holding a huàtóu in meditation. By 
quoting Táng and Sòng dynasty Chán patriarchs at great length 
and frequently verbatim, instead of paraphrasing or reinterpreting 
them, X  Yún is a transmitter of the tradition and not an 
innovator. 
 

If we accept the birth year given in his biography, X  Yún did not 
become enlightened until age 56. He had agreed to assist in leading a 
meditation retreat in G omín Monastery ( ) in the Ji ngs  
province, but on his way to the monastery he slipped and fell into a 
river where he was caught in a fisherman’s net, whereupon he fell 
gravely ill. Without disclosing his dismal state, he requested to be 
excused from his obligations during the retreat and to participate only 
as a regular visitor at the meditation sessions. The Abbot of G omín 
Monastery did not accept this and took it as an insult, and he 
proceeded to scold and beat X  Yún severely with a wooden ruler. It 
was during this retreat that X  Yún became enlightened, following the 
tradition of gaining enlightenment upon an act of oral or physical 
violence.1 In one of the most famous historical examples, Línjì ( ) 

                                            
1 Xu Yun/Hunn 1988:37–39.  
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was repeatedly slapped by his mentor Huángbò ( ) as a catalyst to 
his experience of awakening. However, unlike the stories of Chán 
masters who experienced enlightenment without necessarily being 
versed in, or even by defying the precepts of Buddhist literature, X  
Yún was a middle-aged man who had studied s tras extensively since 
the age of 11. He had also traveled to India, Tibet, and Burma while 
spending 37 years of his life as a monk. In addition, he had gone on a 
pilgrimage from Mount P tuó ( ), a small island in Zhèji ng 
province, to Mount W tái ( ) in Sh nx  ( ) province, 
prostrating himself every three steps and praying for the rebirth of his 
mother in the Pure Land by reciting the name of Mañju r  
Bodhisattva.2 

Despite being a conventional narrator of the Chán canon, X  Yún 
played an extraordinary role in greatly invigorating Chinese 
Buddhism, which had grown moribund after several centuries of 
political turmoil, Westernization, and neglect of the institutions. He 
rebuilt and restored a number of Buddhist temples. For instance, 
Yúnmén Monastery ( ) is said to have been in absolute ruins 
when X  Yún arrived in the 1930s, with only a single monk living on 
the premises. X  Yún decided to rebuild this monastery which 
provided a sanctuary for about a hundred local people during the 
Japanese occupation, and who in return helped with the restoration 
work. Today, the monastery is home to over 350 monks, and the 
women’s monastery Xi ox ti n ( ) next to it houses more than 
200 nuns. In both of these monasteries, as in many other Chinese 
Chán monasteries, both the Pure Land practice of recitation and Chán 
meditation using huàtóu ( ) as a meditation device are taught side 
by side. This syncretistic approach was a style of practice revived, 
taught and advocated by X  Yún. 

According to the sermons included in his biography, X  Yún 
teachings do not reveal an innovative Chán master who takes stories 
about the Dharma transmission of ancient masters and reinterprets or 
inverts them. Instead, he transmits the classics pretty much intact, with 
any minor variation likely being the result of textual discrepancy 
rather than a deliberate attempt to change or revise the original. An 
interesting example is the way in which X  Yún recites the story of 
Diamond Zh u ( ), a moniker for Désh n ( ) who claimed 

                                            
2 Ibid.:13–24. 
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to be the ‘King of the Diamond S tra.’ In this story that is contained 
in the prose narrative to Case 4 of the Blue Cliff Record (Bìyán lù 

), Désh n is traveling to Lóngtán Temple ( ), and on his 
way he meets an old woman selling rice cakes and refreshments. Since 
Désh n is carrying the Diamond S tra, she presents him with a riddle 
about the ungraspable mind, using an ingenious wordplay to outsmart 
him. In the end, Désh n walks away without being able to answer her 
riddle, and it seems that this elderly layperson has been proven to be 
more insightful than the Chán master. Japanese Zen master D gen 
(1200–1253) recounts this story in the ‘Shinfukatoku’ fascicle of the 
Kana Sh b genz  and criticizes both the old lady and Désh n for 
allowing the wordplay to bring the conversation to an end. D gen 
goes on to suggest what Déshan might have replied to undermine the 
old lady’s philosophical pun instead of walking away without any 
refreshments.3 In contrast to D gen’s elaborate interpretive exercise, 
X  Yún lets the story speak for itself without any additional remark or 
interpretation.  

Recent studies suggest that the language of X  Yún’s sermons 
have a close relationship to the language of Sòng texts in general and 
the Recorded Sayings in particular.4 He is portrayed as a kind of latter 
day Song literati in modern garb. We do not have an account of the 
manner by which X  Yún’s sermons were recorded, and it is certainly 
imaginable that one or several monks took notes during his talks and 
subsequently made corrections and modifications to these notes. 
However, assuming that there is little discrepancy between these 
sermons as they are rendered in X  Yún’s biography and the way in 
which they were originally presented in the monastic setting, a close 
look at X  Yún’s k ishì ( ) sermons from Shanghai in 1953 
during a retreat which was attended by both monks and laymen will 
show that not only is his language close to that of the Song texts; in 
many cases the citations in the sermons are identical, word-by-word 
transmissions of the phrasing as recorded in the Taish  version. 
Therefore, I maintain that he should not be seen as a throwback to the 
Sòng, but as a modern person who tried his best to transmit the texts 
in a contemporary setting. 

This in no way diminishes the greatness of X  Yún’s contribution 
to the revival of Buddhism in 20th century China. His accomplish-

                                            
3 Heine 1994:33–34. 
4 See, for instance, Campo 2003:273–301, as cited in Anderl 2004:xxvi. 
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ments were monumental. However, as a deliverer of sermons, he 
should be seen as one who relied upon the classics but not, as some 
have suggested, because he was able to capture the locution of an 
ancient era. Rather, it is because he must have faithfully studied and 
memorized the traditional texts preserved in modern collections. For 
an audience of followers unschooled in Buddhist literature, this must 
have come across as an impressive rhetorical feat, even though in 
comparison with some of the giants of the Chán/Zen tradition, X  
Yún’s approach may seem to lack the creative spark that the school is 
known for. 

I am now going to introduce four examples that show the way X  
Yún has treated the classics. In each case, I present the English 
translation of X  Yún’s original Chinese sermon along with up to 
three sources texts that he probably studied and from which he culled 
the source material, including The Gateless Barrier (Wúmén gu n 

), The Platform S tra of the Sixth Patriarch (Liùz  dàsh  f b o 

tánj ng ), An Outline of Historical Researches into 

the kya Family Lineage (Shìshì j g  lüè ), and The 

Teaching Record of Dàhuì (Dàhuì P jué chánsh  y lù  
). 

Four Examples of X  Yún’s Use of Chán Texts 

Example 1 

The first example5 is taken from the famous story of how 
Mah k yapa received wordless Dharma transmission from Buddha 
by producing a faint smile. X  Yún’s wording is highly formulaic, 
albeit not as faithful to the sources as other examples below. However, 
keeping in mind that this sermon was delivered in 1953, the style of 
speech is strikingly unmodern. X  Yún was seemingly able to recreate 
Sòng rhetoric based primarily on his careful study of the texts from 
the Taish 6 edition. Had he been an innovator, he would likely have 
taken license to alter or revise the source passage according to his 

                                            
5 All citations are taken from Zh  Jìngzhòu 1997. All translations are my own. 
6 The Gateless Barrier ( ): T. 48, no. 2005:293c, also An Outline of Historical 

Researches into the kya Family Lineage ( ): T. 49, no. 2037:753b. 
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teaching predilections, but we do not find examples of such rhetoric in 
his sermons. 

English X  Yún   

As for the Dharma of 
this sect, when the 
Buddha finally 
ascended his seat, he 
picked up the golden 
sandalwood flower put 
before him by the Great 
Heavenly King and 
presented it to the 
assembly.

At the time, of the men 
and devas of the 
assembly, no one could 
grasp his meaning. 

Only Mah k yapa 
broke into a smile. 

Thereupon the Buddha 
said: ‘I have the 
treasure of proper 
insight, the wonderful 
mind of Nirvana, and 
the ultimate essence of 
nothingness. This I 
transmit to you.’ 

 
[

]

This is the separate 
transmission outside 
the teachings, not 
establishing words and 
letters, the 
unsurpassable Dharma 
door of enlightenment 
through direct 
realization.
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Example 2 

The second example is a short narrative about how Xíngs  inherited 
the Dharma from Huìnéng. The story exemplifies how their Chán 
teaching is superior to that of other schools of Buddhism which 
advocate a method of gradual enlightenment. Notice that a key 
example is the final sentence ‘ ,’ in which X  Yún’s 
version is identical to the three sources with the exception of ‘liùz  

,’ who is referred to as either z   or sh  . Since this is not a 
quotation of direct speech, X  Yún could have chosen a somewhat 
more modern wording, such as ‘ ,’ but instead chose 
to remain faithful to the wording of his sources,7 even though this 
approach might have been less understandable to his audience unless 
they were already familiar with the story. 

English  
translation

X  Yún  

Once upon a time, 
the 7th Patriarch 
Xíngs  of 
Q ngyuán 
Mountain asked 
the 6th Patriarch:

‘What does one 
do to avoid falling 
into progressive 
stages?’

[

]

The patriarch 
asked: ‘What have 
you been doing in 
the past?’

[

] 

                                            
7 The Teaching Record of Dàhuì ( ): T. 47, no. 1998:843c, also The 

Platform S tra of the Sixth Patriarch ( ): T.48, no. 2008:357b and 
The J ngdé Transmission of the Lamp ( ): T. 51, no. 2076:240a. 
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Xíngs  said: ‘I 
have not even 
practiced the 
Noble Truths.’

[
]

The patriarch 
asked: ‘Which 
progressive stages 
have you fallen 
into?’

[
] 

Xíngs  said: 
‘When not even 
having practiced 
the Noble Truths, 
what progressive 
stages are there?’

 
[

]

The 6th Patriarch 
thought he was 
very talented.

Example 3 

This third example is a story about Chán master F cháng, who is 
enlightened by the g ngàn, ‘It is the mind that is Buddha,’ which he 
has received from M z  Dàoy  . An instance of X  Yún’s 
arcane quotation style is his usage of the preposition sì . Even in 
Táng and Sòng times, this character was very rarely used as a 
preposition, and, for instance, in the Z táng jí  it connects 
verbs to indirect objects together with j   (‘to bring up, to cite’), 
shu   (‘to say, speak’), and chéng  (‘to present, submit’).8 This 
story is the only place in X  Yún’s sermons where  is used as a 
preposition. In the first occurrence in the story, the wording is 
‘ ,’ whereas the J ngdé Transmission of the Lamp 
version  uses  instead of : ‘ .’ In the second 
occurrence, X  Yún’s version is identical to that of the J ngdé 

                                            
8 Anderl 2004:322–323. 
9 JDCDL, T. 51, no. 2076:254c. 
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Transmission of the Lamp: ‘ .’ This shows the extent 
to which his rhetorical style was antiquated. 
 

English translation X  Yún

When the Chán Master 
F cháng of Dàméi called 
on M z  for the first 
time, he asked him: 
‘What is Buddha?’ M z  
replied: ‘It is the mind 
that is Buddha.’

[
] 

[ ]

He thereupon bade 
farewell  to M z  and 
went to Méi Z zh n’s old 
hermitage in Sìmíng, and 
settled to reside there 
permanently. 

During the reign of 
Zh nyuán of the Táng 
dynasty, in the assembly 
of Yángu n there was a 
monk. The monk went to 
gather branches for 
walking sticks, but got 
lost and came to the 
hermitage.

He asked: ‘How long 
have you been here?’ 
The Master replied: ‘I 
have just seen that the 
mountains turned green 
and then yellow again.’

[  
] 

[
] 

 

He further asked: ‘Which 
way do I go to get out of 
the mountain?’ The 
Master said: ‘Follow the 
stream.’

[
] 

[ ]
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The monk returned and 
took this up with 
Yángu n. Yángu n said: 
‘I once saw a monk in 
Ji ngx , but I never heard 
from him afterwards, 
could this be the same 
monk?’

 
[

 

] 

A monk was thereupon 
sent to invite him. Dàméi 
replied by a verse:

‘A dried up log rests 
against the Winter forest, 

How many times does it 
meet the Spring without 
changing its mind? 

The woodcutter 
encounters it, and yet 
ignores it, 

Why would a stranger 
strain himself to collect 
it? 

A pond of lotus leaves 
holds endless amounts of 
clothing, 

And the pine nuts from a 
few trees provide food 
aplenty. 

When your lodgings are 
discovered by worldly 
men, 

You move your thatched 
cottage further into the 
forest.’ 

] 
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When M z  heard that 
the Master was living in 
the mountains, he sent a 
monk to ask him: ‘When 
you met the Great Master 
M z , what did you 
obtain which made you 
live in this mountain?’

[

]

The Master replied: ‘The 
Great Master said to me 
that it is the mind that is 
Buddha, and that is why I 
live here.’

[

]

The monk said: ‘The 
Great Master’s Buddha 
Dharma recently changed 
again.’ The Master said: 
‘How so?’ The monk 
said: ‘Now he says it is 
neither mind, nor 
Buddha.’

[
] 

[ ] 
[  

]

The Master said: ‘The 
old man is deluding 
people, and it will never 
come to an end. 
According to him it is 
neither mind, nor 
Buddha, but as far as I 
am concerned, it is the 
mind that is Buddha.’

[

]

The monk told this to 
M z . The Master said: 
‘The plum is ripe.’

[ ]

Example 4 

The fourth and final example is the story of Chán master Désh n, who 
went to Lóngtán Temple and on his way encountered an old woman 
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selling rice cakes. Although it would be difficult to know exactly 
which version of each story X  Yún memorised, this lengthy narrative 
shows that the wording of long passages are verbatim quotations, even 
when he is not quoting direct speech. This is especially apparent in the 
introductory passage, where X  Yún’s wording in eight consecutive 
lines is almost identical to the versions found in An Outline of 

Historical Researches into the kya Family Lineage
10 and J ngdé 

Transmission of the Lamp.11 

English translation X  Yún  

In ancient times there 
was a master Désh n 
who came from 
Ji nzh u in Sìchu n. 

His secular surname 
was Zh u. He became a 
monk at the age of 20.

   

The year he became 
fully ordained, he 
meticulously studied 
the Vinaya Pi aka, and 
of all the scripts 
concerning essential 
nature he acquired a 
thorough knowledge.

He often spoke of the 
Diamond S tra, so his 
contemporaries called 
him ‘Diamond Zh u.’

                                            
10 T. 49, no. 2037:840–841. 
11 T. 51, no. 2076:317b–c. 
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He said to his fellow 
students: ‘If a hair 
swallows an ocean, 
then the ocean of 

bh tatathat  is not at 
loss. If the mustard 
seed hits the needle-
point, the needle-point 
does not move. As for 
aik a and a ik a,12 

only I know it.’ 

 
]

 

Later he heard that 
Chán was flourishing in 
the South. He lost his 
temper and said: 
‘Those who become 
monks and nuns spend 
a thousand eons 
studying Buddha’s 
dignity and ten 
thousand eons studying 
Buddha’s minute 
behavior, yet they do 
not attain Buddhahood.

Those southern demons 
dare say they can 
directly point to the 
mind and realize their 
self- nature and become 
Buddhas? I shall sweep 
out their caves and 
extinguish their kind, 
recompensating my 
gratefulness to 
Buddha.’

                                            
12  (xué) is the process of acquiring knowledge. In the Mah y na, the ten stages of 
the bodhisattva belong to ; the stage of Buddha to  (wú xué). aik a describes 
someone still under instruction; someone who has yet to reach the arhat position, and 
a ik a the state of arhatship; beyond study (Foguang:6214–6215). 
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Thereupon, carrying 
the Q nglóng 

Commentary on a 
shoulder pole, he left 
Sh  (Sìchu n). 

When he reached 
L yáng on his way, he 
saw an old lady selling 
crackers on the side of 
the road. To rest and 
recuperate he wanted to 
buy crackers and 
refreshments. 

The old lady pointed to 
his shoulder pole and 
said: ‘What kind of text 
is this?’ The Master 
said: ‘The Q nglóng 

Commentary.’ 

The old lady said: 
‘Which s tra does it 
talk about?,’ and the 
Master said: ‘The 
Diamond S tra.’

 

The old lady said: ‘I 
have a question. If you 
can answer it, then I 
will grant you these 
refreshments called 
mind-pointers.13 If you 
cannot answer it, then 
go elsewhere.’

                                            
13 These refreshments, often referred to in the Cantonese romanization dim sum, uses 
the literal meaning ‘pointing to the mind’ as a way of wordplay. 
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The Diamond S tra 
says: “The past mind 
cannot be achieved. 
The present mind 
cannot be achieved. 
The future mind cannot 
be achieved.” I wonder, 
to which mind would 
the honored monk like 
to point?’ Master 
Désh n had nothing to 
say. 

“

”

He thereupon went to 
the Dragon Pond 
Monastery. He went to 
the Dharma Hall and 
said: ‘For a long time 
“Dragon Pond” 
(‘Lóngtán’) has 
resounded , but it 
seems that now that I 
have come, I see no 
pond and no dragon 
appears.’ 

 

(
)

Lóngtán appeared and 
said: ‘You personally 
have arrived at the 
Dragon Pond.’ Master 
Désh n had nothing to 
say, and settled there.

One evening when he 
was standing 
attendance, Lóngtán 
said: ‘It is late at night. 
Why not retire?’ 
Master Désh n wished 
goodnight and left. 

He turned back and 
said: ‘It is dark 
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outside.’ Lóngtán lit a 
paper-torch and gave it 
to the Master. Master 
Désh n was about to 
receive it when 
Lóngtán blew out the 
flame. Thereupon 
Master Désh n reached 
great enlightenment, 
and made his obeisance 
to him. 

Lóngtán said: ‘What 
did you see?’ Master 
Désh n said: ‘From this 
day forward I will 
never doubt your words 
again.’

The following day, 
Lóngtán ascended his 
seat and said to the 
assembly: ‘If there is a 
fellow whose teeth are 
like sword-leaf trees, 
and whose mouth 
likens to a basin of 
blood, who when 
beaten with the staff 
does not turn his head, 
then at some point he 
will go to the highest 
point of a solitary 
mountain and establish 
my doctrine.’
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Master Désh n took the 
Commentary and piled 
it up in front of the 
Dharma Hall. He lit a 
fire and said: ‘To 
exhaustively discuss 
the abstruse is like a 
hair put in the great 
void and exhausting the 
world’s essential 
devices is like pouring 
a drop into a great 
pool.’ 

Thereupon, he set the 
pile on fire. After 
having bidden farewell, 
he went directly to 
Gu sh n. Carrying the 
remains under his arm, 
he went to the Dharma 
Hall, which he crossed 
from west to east and 
east to west. 

He saw the abbot and 
said: ‘Does it exist? 
Does it exist?’ The 
Master of Gu sh n was 
sitting, and did not look 
up. Master Désh n 
said: ‘It does not. It 
does not,’ and left. 

When he reached the 
front door, he said: 
‘Even if it is like this, I 
should not be so hasty.’ 
Thereupon he 
dignifiedly went back 
in to meet the abbot. 



SERMONS BY X  YÚN 

 

433

As soon as he crossed 
the threshold, he took 
out his ni dana and 
said: ‘Monk!’ The 
Master of Gu sh n had 
almost picked up his 
fly whisk when Master 
Désh n cried out, 
shook his sleeve and 
left. 

When night came, 
Master Gu sh n asked 
the head monk: ‘The 
newcomer who came 
today, is he here?’ The 
head monk said: ‘When 
he turned his back on 
the Dharma Hall, he 
put on his straw sandals 
and left.’

Master Gu sh n said: 
‘This man will later go 
to highest point of a 
solitary mountain and 
build a thatched hut. He 
will scold Buddha and 
curse the patriarchs.’

[

 

Master Désh n stayed 
in L yáng for 30 years. 
During the Táng 
dynasty persecution of 
Buddhism by Emperor 
W z ng, he took 
refuge in a stone cave 
in Dúfú mountain.
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During the first years 
of the dàzh ng-era, 
prefect Xiè Tíngwàng 
of W líng restored the 
monastery of Désh n 
and called it G dé 
Chán Temple.

(

)

He was looking for 
someone sagacious to 
manage the monastery 
and heard of the 
attainments of Master 
Désh n.

He repeatedly invited 
him, but he (i.e., 
Master Désh n) would 
not descend the 
mountain.

Tíngwàng then set up a 
plot, sending officials 
to falsely accuse him of 
handling tea and salt 
and said that he had 
violated the prohibition 
law. 

They fetched the 
Master and made him 
enter the prefecture, 
and the prefect 
resolutely asked him to 
come and reside there. 
He greatly expounded 
the school’s teaching.
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Conclusions 

X  Yún’s rhetorical style may be viewed mainly in two main ways. 
One approach is to read him as a voice from a Táng/Sòng dynasty 
grave, or as a Chán master who invokes the greatness of former times 
by embodying the rhetorical style of the Chán canonical literature in 
the modern era. From this perspective, he is a contemporary master 
who works innovatively with the classics, and his greatness lies in his 
unique ability to capture the golden age that produced voluminous Zen 
anecdotes and sayings. However, a close reading of the records of his 
sermons does not support this view of X  Yún, and it seems 
misleading to put forward such an interpretation of his method of 
dealing with the sources. 

The second approach is to view X  Yún as a Chán master who has 
memorized the traditional literature to such an extent that he is able to 
quote lengthy passages from previous masters from the Táng/Sòng 
dynasty. The four examples of his texts that are analyzed in detail 
above support this view by showing that X  Yún emulated the 
rhetoric in the transmitted texts of the past and cannot be considered to 
have created new passages. In each of the four cases in which he cites 
materials from the golden age, we find that he is quoting verbatim 
from the classical sources, rather than inventing a new style that 
derives from yet significantly changes the  tradition.  

This second view is strengthened by X  Yún’s modest self-
introduction at the 1953 retreat held in Shanghai: ‘I have been asked 
to come and speak,’ he says, ‘but I cannot do more than pick up a few 
sentences left by the Buddha and the patriarchs’ (  

 ). Such a disclaimer, which is by no 
means uncommon in Chinese culture that routinely valorizes the past, 
may typically be seen as a nod to the golden age. In the case of X  
Yún, however, we should see that this expression does not play the 
role of somewhat disingenuously citing his respect for the classes that 
he revises. Rather, the introductory comment is revelatory of his sense 
of self-identity as understood in relation to the sources that influence 
all of his rhetoric. From this perspective, he is clearly a transmitter of 
the Chán tradition and not an innovator who seeks to alter or surpass 
it.  

The question can then be raised whether this second view of X  
Yún seems to diminish his creativity or detracts from his greatness. In 
responding to this query, I would emphatically answer ‘no’ because 
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his achievements lie firmly rooted in the way he rose to the challenges 
of his time as he recovered and resurrected what had become a long-
forgotten tradition and brought it into the modern, highly secularized 
world with a sense of dynamism and vitality. Without his crucial 
contributions to the revival of Chán, many of the classic sources of the 
tradition would be neglected or overlooked in contemporary China. 
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hinpotsu  (‘taking up the staff’), 294 

Hinüber, Hu von, 123, 160–61 

h j   (‘Abbot’s Quarters’), 333 

H ky ki , 331 

Hóngr n  (601 674), 14 

Hóngzhì , 318–25 

Hóngzhì lù (J. Wanshi roku) , 

322 

Hóngzh u School , 45, 267, 316, 

348 

Hori, Victor, 37, 67–68, 299 

Hú Y nglín  (1551–1602), 238 

Huángbò  Huángbò X yùn    

(?–850), 31, 44, 316, 323, 418 

huàtóu , 11, 29, 41–43, 66, 68, 417, 

see also: hwadu, kànhuà/kanhwa, 

key phrase 

Hu yán j ng , 289–90, see also: 

Avata saka 

Huáyán j ng xíngyúan p n sh   

 (Commentary to the 

‘Original Vows’ Chapter of the 

Avata sakas tra), 347 

huàyuán , 52 

hùguó  (‘protection of the state,’ J. 

gokoku; K. hoguk), 6, 79 

Huìk i  (1183 1260), 69 

Huìnéng , 3, 6, 15, 43, 72, 219–220, 

249, 257, 319, 422, see also: Sixth 

Patriarch 

Huìyu n  (334 416), 83 

Hundred Parables S tra, 9,163, 165, 

167–169, 171, 173, 175, 177, 179, 

181, 183, 185, 187, 189, 191, 193, 

195, 197–199, 201, 203, see also: 

BYJ, B iyù j ng 

huójù , 41–42; see also: live words 

hwadu, 41, 86, 350–51, 353–58, 391, see 

also: huàtóu 

Hyesim  (1178 1234), 366 

‘hygiene’ (J. eisei, K. wisaeng ), 

404 

Hy n ch ng non  (Treatise on 

Manifesting What is Correct), 368 

hy toku g   (‘expressing virtue 

sobriquets’), 296 

Hyuj ng  (1520–1604), 381–97 

Hyuj ng’s soteriology, 382, 385, 390–92 

Hyuj ng’s works, 80, 382–83 

 

Ibuki Atsusi, 389, 395, 397 

ichiji kan  (‘one-word barrier’), 

301 

ideologies, 80, 93, 95, 287, 324, 413 

ihai  (‘memorial tablet’), 301 

imagery, 77, 107, 115, 117, 244, 249, 

259–61, 373 

Imperial Rescript on Education (Ky iku 

ni Kansuru Chokugo  

), 413–14 

incense, 292–94 

India, 55, 77, 123, 127, 163–66, 285–86, 

320, 418 

Indian, 2, 53–54, 122, 170, 347–48 

Indian Buddhism, 160–61, 208 

Indian tradition, 154–55 

ind  h go  (‘funeral sermon’), 

300 

Ind  Zen S rin , 302 

in’in ekishi  (‘changing the 

Dharma transmission according to 

the temple one is affiliated to’), 55 

inka sh my   (‘certificate for 

Dharma transmission’), 55 

integration of Buddhist terms in non-

Buddhist genres, 220 

intention, 72, 98, 108, 202, 267–75, 369 
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interaction, 38, 58, 60, 77–78, 80–81, 84, 

213, 223, 228–29, 232, 265, 316, 

404–5, 407 

   between Buddhists and Daoists, 220 

   between S n and Confucianism, 80 

   complex, 22 

   lively, 58 

   master-disciple, 223, 229, 232, 266, 

329 

   with authorities/powers, 81 

   with lay believers, 38 

   with rivals, 84 

   with the public, 77    

   with the secular world, 60, 78 

inter-textual rhetorical elements, 129 

intra-textual rhetorical devices, 121, 123, 

142, 148, 154–55 

investigation,  

   hwadu, 86, 358 

   of a question, 357 

   of the meaning (K. ch’am i, Ch. c nyì 

 ), 357–58 

   of the live word (K. hwalgu ), 390 

   of the word (K. ch’amgu, Ch. c njù 

), 86, 357–58 

   scholarly, 59 

   through meditation, 390 

ipsissima vox (‘Master’s voice’), 170 

Iry n  (1206 1289), 366 

Ishii Sh d   , 323–24 

Ishikawa Rikizan  (1943–

1997), 306 

isocolon (rhetorical figure), 194 

 

jakugo , 37, 68, see also ‘capping 

phrases,’ zhuóy  

Japan, 16, 37–38, 41, 55, 79–80, 163, 

235, 285–91, 295, 298–99, 305–6, 

310–13, 318, 323, 336, 384, 400, 

404, 409 

Japanese Buddhism, 16, 289, 315 

Japanese-language texts, 306 

Japanese monks, 38, 318 

Japanese terms, 36, 55 

Japanese Zen, 15, 17, 38, 89, 285–89, 

291–95, 297, 299, 301, 303, 305–9, 

311, 313, 315, 419 

J taka (‘Birth Stories’), 10, 12, 105, 132 

JDCDL, 21, 26–27, 47–49, 265, 267–76, 

278–79, 281, 322, 422-23, 427; see 

also: J ngdé chuánd ng lù 

jì , see: g th  

jì  g th -postface (of BYJ), 169 

jí x n jí fó  (‘this very Mind is 

the Buddha’), 267 

Jì Yún  (1724–1805), 263 

Jiànyúan Zhòngx ng  (n.d.), 

271 

jiàowài biéchuán  (J. ky ge 

betsuden, ‘special transmission 

outside the canonical teachings’), 

34 

Jiásh n Shànhuì , 270, 272, 

281–82 

Ji tài p d nglù (J. Katai fut roku) 

, 322 

ji wù  (K. haeo, ‘understanding-

enlightenment’), 347 

j jù  (‘expedient phrase’), 69 

j ng  (‘scene’ in a poem), 245 

jìng  (‘environment’), 227–29, 236 

jìng  (‘quietude’), 243 

J ng ng jùnj ng j ng ng d ng y qiè rúlái 

sh nmiào mìmì j ng ng jiè dà 

s nmèiyé xi xíng sìshíèr-zh ng 

tánf j ng zuòyòng w i f  yízé dà 

Pílúzh nà-fó j ng ng x ndì f mén 

mìf -jiè tánf  yízé  

, 5-6, see also: 

tánf  yízé  

J ngdé chuánd ng lù  (J. 

Keitoku dent roku, Record of the 

Transmission of the Lamp from the 

J ngdé Era, 1004), see: JDCDL 

J ngu ngmíng j ng  (Skr. 

Suvar aprabh sottama-s tra, 

Golden Light S tra), 79 

Jìngxuán  (942 1027), 54 

jishu  (Ch. shìzhòng, ‘Instructing 

the Assembly’), 323 

Jiùl ng Shànb n  (n.d.), 273 
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Jñ naprasth na, 126–27, 141–42, 144, 

152–53, 156–57 

jñey vara a (‘obstruction of 

knowledge’), 357 

j d  (‘Ascending the Hall’), 293 

j d e  (‘Observance of Buddha’s 

Awakening’), 288 

joke, 189–90, 195–96 

joking, 189, 194 

Jorgensen, John, 13, 47, 51, 53, 90, 396–

97 

joya sh san  (‘End-of-year 

Lectures’), 288 

judgment, 4–5, 95, 184, 350 

Juégu n lùn  (Treatise on the 

Cessation of Notions), 57 

juéjù  (‘simple quatrains’), 298 

juen  (‘Abbot’s Inauguration’), 292 

juko   (‘Poetic Comments on Old 

Episodes’), 297 

j nz   (‘gentleman’), 369 

j shì , 65, see also: lay-Buddhists/ 

lay man/lay person/lay supporter/ 

lay woman 

 

kaige  (‘summer retreat’), 293 

kaiku jari  (‘master who opens 

his mouth’), 303 

kaisanki  (‘Founder’s 

Memorial’), 293 

k ishì  (‘elucidate/explain the 

teachings’), 419 

kaku  (‘second subsection’ in a 

funeral sermon), 301 

kàn x n  (‘to view the Mind’), 217 

Kang H imaeng  (1424 1483), 

366 

Kan’gy ng to’gam  (in Korea: 

‘office responsible for publishing 

the Buddhist canon’), 364 

kànhuà/kanhwa  meditation, 68, 85, 

350–51, 353, 355, 357, 359 

kànhuà Chán/S n  (‘Chán 

observing the key phrase’), 42–43, 

84, 345–347, 351–59, 361, see also: 

kanhwa, huàtóu  

kanhwa ky r iron  (Treatise 

on Resolving Doubts about 

Observing the Hwadu), 355–56 

kanhwa  practice, 85, 345, 352–54, 

356, 359 

kanhwa  technique, 345, 350–52, 

354–55, 359 

kankin  (Ch. kànj ng, ‘reading the 

scriptures’), 289 

k y  (‘monk’s robe’), 73, 109, 213 

K yapa, 12, 34, 45, 102, 142–43, 242, 

420–21 

kataphatic, 214 

katsu  (‘shout!’), 301 

K ty yan putra, 141–42, 97, 156–57 

kechimyaku  (in Transmission 

Texts: ‘Bloodline’), 43–44, 54 

keiji  (‘relational glyph’), 296 

Keizan J kin  (1264–1325), 

288, 292–93, 307, 310–11 

Kenzeiki  (Kenzei’s Chronicle), 

307 

ketsuku , 301 

key phrase, 42–43, 67–69, see also: 

huàtóu, kànhuà/kanhwa 

key terms, 14, 40, 216, 231, 233 

keyword, 186, 192, 345, 350–51, 357, 

see also: kànhuà, kanhwa 

kien mondo  (‘encounter 

dialogue’), 265 

king, 5, 79, 93, 125, 166, 169, 260, 364, 

413 

knowledge, 2, 72, 85, 90, 98, 100, 113, 

149, 221–22, 275, 305, 308, 354, 

357, 399, 413, 427–28 

   academic, 287 

   and liberation/salvation, 113 

   medical, 287 

   of the past, 72 

   right, 358 

k an, 4, 34, 37, 68, 89, 93, 311, 335, 

350, see also: g ngàn 

kobutsu  (‘ancient Buddha > ancient 

master’), 319 

Koh  Kakumy   (1271–1361), 

293 

koine, 18, 24 
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Kokan Shiren  (1278–1346), 

299, 309, 311 

k ng  (‘empty,’ ‘emptiness’), 240, 

243, 262 

kongan, see: g ngàn, k an 

kongd k  (‘public virtue’), 405 

Konk my  ky  , 79, see also: 

J ngu ngmíng j ng 

Korea, 20, 37, 51, 82, 85, 163, 306, 345, 

367, 370, 379, 381, 383–86, 396–

97, 399–400, 402, 405–6, 412, 415 

Korean Buddhism, 345, 359, 381–82, 

384, 396, 398 

Korean Buddhist texts, 389 

Korean context, 19, 43, 381, 397 

K sai Ry ha  (1374–1446), 

299 

K zen gokokuron  (The 

Promotion of Zen for the Protection 

of the Country), 79, 307 

K itigarbha (a bodhisattva), 5 

Kum raj va  (344–413), 168, 

333 

K mo sinhwa , 370 

kundoku  (techniques for rendering 

Chinese passages into Japanese 

word order), 307 

ku alam la (‘wholesome roots’), 350 

Kw n su Ch nghye ky lsa mun  

 (Encouragement to 

Practice: The Compact of the 

Sam dhi and Prajñ  Community, 

1190), 346 

kyakku  (‘leg > final couplet’ in a 

funerary sermon), 301 

kyo  (Ch. jiào, ‘teaching’), 382; see 

also: doctrine 

Ky ngguk taej n , 366 

 

Lachs, Stuart, 56 

lán  (coverb), 23 

language, 3, 8, 17–18, 21–24, 26, 29, 

38–39, 41, 43–45, 55, 64, 68–69, 

71, 86, 89, 92, 98, 101, 103, 108, 

164, 170, 176, 179, 187, 190, 222–

23, 230, 233, 236, 242–43, 261–62, 

278, 288, 290, 322, 327, 346, 359, 

419, see also: Buddhist Hybrid 

Chinese, colloquial Chinese, Late 

Middle Chinese, Literary Chinese, 

vernacular (Chinese) 

   body, 39, 276, 280, 326 

   Chán, 2, 23, 231, 346 

   Chinese, 18, 38, 164, 168, 285, 290, 

295, 297, 305, 308, 365, 403 

   colloquial, 3, 7, 18, 22–23, 62, 223, 

226, 228 

   conservative, 46 

   creative use of, 332 

   descriptive, 261 

   development, 20, 23 

   foreign, 291 

   iconoclastic, 359 

   idiomatic, 44 

   Indian, 167 

   insulting, 64 

   Japanese, 306 

   Korean, 365, 369 

   limitations of, 68 

   literary, 7, 22, 288 

   metaphorical, 54–55 

   negation of, 39 

   non-Chinese, 163 

   of BYJ, 179 

   of dialogues, 45 

   of g ngàn/k an, 69, 71 

   of Recorded Sayings/y lù/goroku, 81 

   of the country (K. i kug ), 365 

   of the Sòng Dynasty, 20, 288, 419 

   of the Táng Dynasty, 68, 288 

   of the Yuán Dynasty, 288 

   of ZTJ, 24 

   of X yún’s sermons, 419 

   offensive, 317 

   ordinary, 279, 365 

   oral, 59 

   performative, 288 

   poetic(al), 3, 15, 244, 261, 276, 278–

79 

   realm of, 39 

   ritual, 288–89 

   rustic, 244, 250 

   sacred, 81 

   Sino-Japanese, 290 

   soteriological function of, 39 

   spoken, 18, 20, 22, 24–25, 223 
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   standards, 23–24 

   theory of, 17 

   Tibetan, 23 

   vernacular, 3, 8, 19–21, 24, 29, 38, 53, 

57–58, 222, 224, 229 

   Western, 370 

   written, 21 

   Zen, 2, 23, 38, 55, 285 

L oz  , 170, 178, 180, 186, 188, 195 

Late Middle Chinese, 18–19, 92 

Late Táng Dynasty, 2, 5, 18, 23–24, 32, 

68, 205, 222, 225 

laughing, 164, 194 

lay-Buddhists/lay man/lay person/lay 

supporter/lay woman, 13–14, 16–

17, 30, 38–39, 48–51, 53–54, 60–

66, 76, 78, 83, 114, 213, 217, 232, 

295, 301, 306, 400, 412, 414, 419 

lay-oriented, 13, 36, 105, 118 

lay patronage, 84 

LDFBJ (Lìdài f b o jì ), 5, 

14, 22–23, 62–63, 65, 72–73, 75, 78 

leader, 201–2, 303 

learning, 111, 195, 264, 288, 355, 357, 

379, 384 

   Chinese, 38, 287 

   Confucian, 399 

   secular, 387 

Léngqié sh z  jì  (Record of 

the Masters and Disciples of the 

La k [vat ra-s tra]), 15 

Letters Chán (Ch. wénzì Chán, K. munja 

S n, ), 81, 367 

level(s), 4, 6, 47, 84, 167, 207, 211–12, 

214, 246–47, 298, 322, 324, 356, 

391 

   ‘absolute,’ 206, 211 

   ‘conventional,’ 211 

   deeper, 84, 212, 215–16 

   elite, 60 

   intuitive, 153 

   linguistic, 7 

   multiple, 214 

   of Bodhisattvahood, 6 

   of Truth, 211–12 

   of understanding, 358 

   rhetorical, 62, 230 

   semantic, 179 

level-tone (rhymes, Ch. píngsh ng 

), 245–47, 256, 298 

   level-level, 248 

   level-oblique, 248 

   oblique-level, 248 

L  Mèngyáng  (1473–1530), 238 

L  Wéizh n  (1547–1626), 241 

L  Z nxù  (988 1038), 47 

Liáng Q ch o (1873–1929), 405 

Liáng Ti nxí , 52 

liberation, 113, 115, 118, 235, 348, 352, 

376, 379, 406, see also: salvation 

   attainment of, 6, 76, 95, 113, 115, 132, 

143, 348 

   goal of, 376 

   teaching of, 406 

Licchavis, 134–36 

Lìdài f b o jì , see: LDFBJ 

Lìdài s nb o jì  (‘Chronicle 

of the Dharma Treasure Through 

the Generations’), 165 

life, 5, 49, 52, 59–60, 71, 73–74, 76, 85, 

105, 118, 135–36, 247, 255, 288, 

295, 301–2, 323, 345, 350, 370, 

394, 417–18 

   after-, 232 

   and death, 76, 118, 181–82, 301–2 

      cycle of, 76 

   as a deity, 295 

   as a joke, 195 

   buzzing, 210 

   cultural, 210 

   everyday-/daily, 13, 37, 232, 300 

   monastic, 14, 52, 74, 288, 326, 367, 

418 

   of relaxation, 251, 259 

   past, 349 

   present, 349    

   religious, 232 

   rustic, 251 

lifetime, 336, 349, 417 

   of the Buddha, 127–28, 135, 156 

line(s) (in poems/texts), 20, 70–72, 74, 

167, 298, 326 

   break of, 302 

   colophon, 167 

   concluding (J. ketsuku ), 301 

   initial (J. kiku ), 259, 300, 377 
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   odd, 245 

   opening, 191 

   parallel, 257, 301 

   pivot (J. tenku ), 300 

   second (J. sh ku ), 300 

   solitary, 106 

line-by-line, 30, 57 

lineage, 15, 28, 36, 46–47, 53–55, 57, 

72, 230, 281–82, 286, 288–89, 296, 

317, 321, 323, 336, 363, 381, see 

also: transmission 

   affiliation/association, 47, 292 

   blood, 43–44, see also: kechimyaku 

   dharma, 55, 292, 385 

   mythology, 47 

   of the Cáodòng School, 54 

   of Chos n Buddhism, 381 

   of contemporary masters, 53 

   of D gen, 312 

   of Early Chán, 219 

   of F y n Wényì, 47, 57 

   of Japanese Zen, 286, 288–89, 296, 

302 

   of Línjì Yìxuán, 47, 70 

   of S t  Zen, 55, 286, 293 

   of the Chán School, 5, 54, 281, 316, 

384 

   of the Imperial clan, 13 

   of the Sòng masters, 54 

   of the Táng masters, 54 

   of Yúnmén Wény n, 282 

   of Xu f ng Yìcún, 47 

   orthodox, 13 

   rival, 315 

   struggles, 231 

   systems, 4, 47 

   unbroken, 285–86 

lineage and authenticity, 288 

Línjì lù  (Recorded Sayings of 

Línjì), 87–88, 90, 176, 205, 215, 

226, 234–35, see also: LJL, 

Rinzairoku 

Línjì  School, 351, 384 

Línjì Yìxuán  (d. 866), 11, 39, 

42, 44, 47, 64, 228, 265, 316, 319, 

346, 359, 417, see also: Rinzai 

   lineage of (J. Rinzai, K. Imje), 70, 83–

85, 232, 241, 281–82, 320–21, 323, 

345, 349, 350–352, 359, 384–385 

lists,  

   numerical, 142, 145–47, 150, see also: 

m t k s 

   sequential, 83 

literary, 7, 13, 25, 230, 260–61, 300, 305 

Literary Chinese, 8–9, 20, 22, 38, 45, 

222, 262, 306 

literary genres, 21, 23, 188, 190, 205, 

291 

literary techniques, 230–31 

literary tropes, 285 

literati, 13, 16, 29, 35, 53–54, 60, 81, 92, 

210, 218, 220, 231, 326, 365, 387 

literature,  

   Abhidharma, 123, 149 

   gama, 414 

   Avad na, 27, 49, 67 

   Buddhist, 15–16, 27, 39, 41, 43, 67, 

81, 97, 124, 154, 184, 226, 418, 420 

   canonical, 142, 399, 435 

   Chán, 2, 4, 8, 12, 23, 26, 31, 37–38, 

43–44, 62, 67, 78, 207, 225, 232, 

269, 302, 306 

   Chinese, 27, 64, 67, 168, 298 

      composed in Japan, 298–99, 305–6 

   commentary, 27, 30, 39 

   excavated, 186 

   g ngàn/k an, 4, 37, 60, 67–69 

   Indian, 8, 168 

   Japanese, 299 

   of the Five Mountains, 305 

   oral, 121, 155 

   Mah y na, 97–98, 102, 105 

   narrative, 9, 12, 168 

   pre-Buddhist, 170, 181, 186–87, 192, 

194 

   Recorded Sayings, 23, 28 

   religious, 77 

   Sanskrit, 97 

   stra, 119 

   secondary, 36, 45, 68, 215, 218, 375 

   s tra, 39, 95, 102, 128–29, 139, 141–

42, 155 

   Taoist, 167 

   translation, 9 

   vernacular, 21, 233 
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   vinaya, 139, 142, 144 

   Zen, 3, 37, 285, 293 

litotes (rhetorical figure), 165 

live words, 3, 7, 41–43, 46, 53, 390, see 

also: huójù 

LJL, 11, 26, 30, 39, 55, 60, 63–65, 87, 

90, 176, 226–28, 232–33, 235, see 

also: Línjì lù , Rinzairoku 

logic, 76, 95, 101–3, 107, 114, 119 

lokottara-bh van m rga (‘path of 

practice’), 348 

Lóngk n sh ujìng (Hand-mirror of the 

Dragon Niche) , 210 

lotus flowers, 238, 250, 394 

Lotus S tra, 79, 215, 414, see also: 

Miàof  liánhuá j ng 

‘Luán Rapids,’ 249, 252, 254 

lüèlù  (‘Concise Records’), 57 

Lùnhéng  (Balance of Discourses, 

1st cent.), 179, 184, 192 

Lùop  Yuán n  (834–898), 

272, 282 

l sh   (‘regulated verse’), 298 

 

Madhyamaka, 95, 104, 113 

Madhyama Nikaya, 408 

Maew ldang  (1435 1493), 369 

magic, 76, 96–97, 116, 120 

Mah k ty yana, 139, 142, 156 

Mah maudgaly yana, 109, 137–39, 142, 

157 

Mah y na, 9, 14, 41, 63, 95, 98–99, 105, 

107, 116, 118–19, 124, 160, 207, 

216, 428 

Mah y na Buddhism, 76, 95, 97, 104 

Mah y na rhetoric, 83, 98, 100–101, 119 

Mah y na s tras, 97, 99, 105, 107–8, 

119 

Mair, Victor 17, 21–22, 24, 90, 198 

ma ala, 5 

Manjiky  ( , Kyoto 1902), 402 

Mañju r , 115, 118, 275 

mantra, 17, 24, 97 

màntúluó  (ma ala), 5 

manual(s),  

   composition of, 299 

   liturgical, 389 

   of rhetoric, 102 

   of Zen ritual, 288 

   on monastic rules, 332 

   on Zen meditation, 326–27 

manuscripts, 18, 88, 92, 120, 160, 205–

6, 216, 219, 221, 234, 286, 310, 317 

Manzan D haku  (1636–

1714), 88, 307, 310 

m rga, 82–83, 91, 379 

masters, 3, 7, 11–12, 14–15, 21, 28–30, 

32, 34, 40–42, 44, 46, 48, 50–51, 

53–59, 61–64, 67–68, 70, 72, 74, 

77–78, 108, 135, 223–25, 229, 265, 

269–75, 277, 281, 291–92, 315–16, 

319, 324–25, 329–31, 367, 384–85, 

387–88, 424, 426, 429, 434–35 

   contemporary, 53, 435 

   enlightened, 14–15, 21, 45, 74, 225, 

233, 390, 396 

   former, 28–29, 42–43 

m t k s (‘numerical lists’), 142–45, 

147–49, 152–53, 155–56 

Maudgaly yana, 109–11, 113–14, 140, 

142, 150, 156 

M z  Dàoy   (709 788), 65, 

265, 267, 281, 319, 325, 424, 426 

McMahan, David, 124, 126, 145, 153 

McRae, John, 7, 13, 15, 23–24, 45, 57, 

78, 210–11, 213, 215–16, 235 

meaning, 14, 27, 32, 41, 52, 68, 71, 86, 

98, 101, 103–4, 108–9, 112, 120, 

142, 146, 166, 169–70, 183, 189–

90, 193, 200, 206, 209–10, 212, 

214, 227, 240–42, 250, 266–67, 

273, 276, 278, 303, 312, 355, 357–

58, 375, 398, 404–5 

   cardinal, 14 

   Chán, 262 

   construction of, 278 

   deeper, 30 

   essential, 208 

   extended, 2 

   inflation of, 209 

   investigation of (K. ch’am i, Ch. c nyì 

), 86, 357–58 

   lexical, 68 

   multitude of, 273, 392–93 

   of terms, 41, 206, 209–10, 212, 214, 

227 
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   of the Coming of the Patriarch (x  lái yì 

), 27, 266–267 

   of the teachings (jiào yì ), 267 

   of the primary question 

(parip cch vy kara a), 146 

   original, 407 

   poetical, 279 

   spiritual, 260, 301 

   surface, 183 

medicine, 106, 189, 191, 193–94, 221 

Medieval China, 10, 92, 233 

Medieval Chinese Buddhism, 6 

medieval Japan, 287, 289, 298, 300, 

310–11 

meditation, 36, 43, 68, 74, 84, 106, 111, 

231, 234, 241, 312–13, 323, 335, 

345–46, 353, 355–58, 361, 381, 

383–85, 388, 390–92, 394, 396, 417 

meditation and doctrine, 387–92 

Meditation School, 398 

meditators, 352–53, 355, 358 

Méi Z lín , 18 

memorials, 295, 319, 328–29 

Mèngz  , 64, 368–69 

Menshikov, L.N., 164, 167–68, 190, 198 

mentor, 315–16, 326–27, 329–30, 336, 

400 

Menzan Zuih   (1683–1769), 

307 

merit, 6, 85, 217, 289, 294, 366 

metaphor (rhetorical figure), 2, 23, 39, 

71–72, 118, 250, 325, 336, 393 

metaphorical language, 3, 54, 72, 406 

Mì' n  (branch of Línjì School), 349 
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y x n-jiè  (‘One-Mind Precepts’), 

217 

y xíng s nmèi  (‘One-Practice 

Sam dhi’), 218 

Y ja Sohak Susins     

(Female Primer on Ethics), 412 

Yongjusa  (monastery), 401 

Y ngmíng Yánshòu  (904  

975), 83 

yù , 239, see also: analogy 

y b n  (‘Booklet of Sayings’), 57 

Yuj ng  (1544–1610), 387 

y lù , 42, 48, 58–59, 265–66, 317, 

367, 420, see also: Recorded 

Sayings, Record of Sayings 

y lù genre, 57, 265 

Yuánmíng lùn  (Treatise of 

Perfected Insight), 14 
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Yuánwù Fógu  chánsh  y lù  

, 42 

Yuánwù Kèqín  (1063 1135), 

42 43, 278, 297, 319, 322, 334 

Yuánwù lù/sòng g  (J. Engo roku/juko) 

, 322 

Yuj ng  (1544–1610), 387 

yùn  (‘rhyme group’), 256; see also: 

rhyme 

Yúnmén  (monastery), 418 

Yúnmén Wény n  (864–949), 

268, 271, 274, 319–20, 324 

y yào  (‘Essentials of 

Conversations’), 57 

Yùyé j ng , 409 

 

zazen , (Ch. zuòchán, ‘practice of 

seated meditation’), 318, 324, 326, 

330, 335–36 

zazengi  (‘rules for sitting Zen’), 

288 

Zekkai Ch shin  (1336–1405), 

292 

Zen, 16, 29, 34, 36, 41, 66, 79–80, 88–

92, 230, 234–35, 285, 287–88, 290, 

305–6, 310–13, 320, 337, 381, 396–

97, see also: Chán, S n 

Zen Buddhism, 68, 89, 93, 311, see also: 

Chán Buddhism, S n Buddhism 

Zen contexts, 289 

Zen master, 27, 29–30, 89, 91 

Zen monks, 38, 313 

Zen priests, 36, 38, 286–87, 289, 292, 

296, 298, 300, 302, 305–6 

Zen priests in Japan, 285, 290, 298–99 

Zen pronunciations of Chinese Buddhist 

terms, 289 

Zen teachers, 30, 38, 285, 291, 294–95, 

297 

Zen temples, 36, 286–88, 290 

Zen texts, 2, 306–7, 309, 313 

Zengi gebunsh  , 299 

Zenmon kishiki  (Ch. Chánmén 

gu shì), 335 

Zenrin kush   (Forest of Zen 

Verse), 299 

Zenseki mokuroku  (Catalogue 

of Zen Texts), 285 

Zenseki shi  (Record of Zen 

Works, 1716), 306 

Zh ng B n  (contemporary Chinese 

artist and art historian), 237 

Zhàozh u Cóngsh n  (778–

897), 268, 318–19, 357 

Zhèngdào g   (Song of 

Enlightenment), 365 

Zhènggu n  (monastery), 166 

zh nx n  (‘True Mind’), 214 

Zhènzh u Línjì Huìzhào chánsh  y lù 

 , 26, see 

also: Línjìlù, Rinzairoku 

zhí  (J. jiki, ‘straightforward’), 41 

zhíx n  (‘straightforward mind’), 

249 

Zhìy   (538 597), 83, 211, 215 

zh ngsh   (‘from beginning to 

end’), 52 

Zhú Fóniàn , 141 

Zh  X   (1130 1200), 30, 363, 374 

Zhu ngz  , 164, 170, 179, 183, 186, 

191, 259, 328 

zhuóy  , 37, 43, 68; see also 

‘capping phrases,’ jakugo 

Z fú Rúb o  (n.d.), 269 

zìzì rù Chán  (‘every word 

accords with Chán’), 237 

Z ngjìng lù  (Records of the 

Source Mirror), 57, 83 

Z ngmén liánd ng huìyào 

 (J. Sh mon rent ey ), 322 

Z ngmén t ngyào jí  (J. 

Sh mon t y sh , Essential 

Collection of the Lineage of the 

Chán School), 322 

ZTJ (Z táng jí ), 11, 15, 17–18, 

20–24, 31–33, 43, 45–53, 64, 68–

69, 94, 173, 191, 223, 225, 236 

zuòchán , 40; see also: zazen 

ZZ (Dai Nihon Zokuz ky   

), 87, 90, 93–94, 167, 184, 

235–36, 347 
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