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The frontispiece of the Tun Huang Print of the Diamond Sutra, A.D. 868,
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Preface

There was a time when wisdom was prized more highly than
almost anything else, and it was no mean compliment when the
Delphic oracle named Socrates as the wisest of all the Greeks.
Nowadays most people will agree with Bertrand Russell ‘that,
although our age far surpasses all previous ages in knowledge,
there has been no correlative increase in wisdom’. At times it
may even appear as though the rapid growth of scientific
knowledge has been bought at the expense of much of the wis-
dom which our less well-instructed forefathers could draw upon.
If literary documents are anything to go by, past ages had a
better record than our own, and we have nothing to show that
could rival the ancient wisdom literature of Greece and India.

In fact, those who want to learn about wisdom, must of
necessity draw on the tradition of the fairly remote past. For
centuries almost everyone has been silent on the subject.
Philosophers, of whom some ‘love of wisdom’ might be expected,
have increasingly turned to the critical examination of know-
ledge, and are largely engaged in active disparagement of all
that once passed for ‘wisdom’. Nor has the effect of scientific
and technical progress been any more propitious. What, indeed,
could be more ‘unscientific’ than the pursuit of wisdom—with
its concern for the meaning of life, with its search for ends,
purposes and values worthy of being pursued, with its desire to
penetrate beyond the appearance of things to their true reality?
In a world occupied with the manipulation of sense-data the
contemplation of suprasensory essences seems an almost
grotesque undertaking. Contemporary religious movements are
equally unhelpful. Intent on extreme simplification, they take
pride in discarding the intellectual content of religion. Whether
we look to Billy Graham and Moral Rearmament, or, farther
East, to Krishnamurti and the Shin-shu of Japan, the demands
made on our intellect and comprehension are reduced to a
minimum.
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By contrast, two thousand years ago both the Mediterranean
and India went through a particularly creative period, which
saw the Hebrews writing about Chochma, the Gnostics about
Sophia, and the Buddhists about Prajriaparamita, or ‘perfection
of wisdom’. In spite of many differences caused by the social and
cultural background, the wisdom tradition at that time achieved
a fair degree of universality, and its Indian form was dis-
tinguished more by its uncompromising sublimity and other-
worldliness, than by the peculiarity of its tenets. The works of
Proclus and Dionysius Areopagita, and even the Academica of
Cicero, show that some of the specific teachings of the Prajia-
paramita were once quite familiar to the West.

The Prajiiaparamita literature consists of thirty-eight dif-
ferent books, composed in India between 100 B.c. and A.D. 600.1
The judgement of thirty generations of Buddhists in China,
Japan, Tibet and Mongolia has singled out two of these as the
holiest of the holy—the Diamond Sutra and the Heart Suira,
both perhaps of about the fourth century of our era. The first is
known in Sanskrit as the Vajracchedika Prajriaparamita, the
‘Perfection of Wisdom which cuts like a thunderbolt’. The
second sets out to formulate the very ‘heart’, ‘core’ or ‘essence’
of perfect wisdom, and is as diligently studied in the Zen
monasteries of Japan as in the lamaseries of Tibet. The authors
of these works were well aware that language is ill-suited to
expressing the insights of a wisdom which aims at no less than
the total extinction of self. For, to quote Plotinus, ‘how shall
a man behold this ineffable Beauty which remains within, and
proceeds not without where the profane may view it?’ Never-
theless, the Sages of old have thought it worth while to attempt
the impossible, and some good will perhaps come from making
their work available to the distracted world of today. Com-
mentaries are not a particularly rewarding form of literature,
being neither easy to write nor pleasant to read. But ready
intelligibility does not go well with depth of thought, and these
texts require a great deal of explanation, which I have supplied
from the traditional Indian commentaries. All the terms have
been explained, and most of the arguments. What I have left
unexplained, seemed to me either obvious or unintelligible.

1 For a survey of this literature, with copious extracts, see E. Conze, Selected
Sayings from the Perfection of Wisdom, 1955.
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Indian commentaries into our hands. Their authors—Asanga,
Vasubandhu, and Kamala$ila—are reckoned among the best
minds of Mahayana Buddhism. Their commentaries occupy the
first 170 pages of the Minor Buddhist Texts, Part I} which
Professor Tucci has brought out in honour of the Buddha
Jayanti.

In addition, various sources of information have become
available during the last thirty years. Some sections of the
Diamond Sutra reproduce passages or ideas from the large
Prajriaparamitd Sutras,? and for these we have the comments of
Nagarjuna® and Haribhadra.# And a correct understanding of
the technical terms can now be obtained either from the large
Prajiiaparamité Sutras themselves,® or from Madhyamika
authors, like Candrakirti,® and others.

Eschewing all originality, my comments have aimed at
carrying on the tradition of Buddhist exegesis which goes back
to the great Buddhist universities in Northern India at the time
of the Pala dynasty (A.D. 750-1150), and which has been kept
alive in Tibet for the last seven centuries. All that I myself
have contributed is the English translation of the Sutra itself, as
well as the patience to collect the relevant information from my
predecessors, and to adapt it to the language and thought of
today.

It cannot be the purpose of a commentary to convey directly
to the reader the spiritual experiences which a Sutra describes.
These only reveal themselves to persistent meditation. A
commentary must be content to explain the words used. As such
it has some preliminary usefulness, since without having under-
stood even the words one could not easily know what to
meditate about. Where we have to deal with highly condensed
and extremely profound Buddhist texts, the meaning of the
words can be investigated from four angles. For it is in four
particulars that they differ from what we are wont to read in the

1 Rome. Ismeo, 1956. Serie Orientale Roma, no. IX.

2 These passages are listed in my Rome edition on page 9.

3 Mahaprajiiaparamitopadesa, trans. E. Lamotte, Le traité de la grande vertue
de sagesse, I, 1944; 11, 1949.

4 Abhisamayalankaraloka, ed. U. Wogihara, 1932-5.

§ Astasahasrika prajiaparamita-sitra, ed. R. Mitra, 1888.—Paficavimiati-
sdhasrika prajhaparamild-sitra, ed. N. Dutt, 1934.

¢ Pyasannapadad, ed. de la Vallée-Pousson, 1903-14.
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Daily Mail. They are: (1) Buddhist technical terms, (2) in
Sanskrit, (3) used by sages, (4) for the purpose of spiritual
emancipation.

1. As Buddhist technical terms their meaning is very largely
determined by a tradition which has carefully defined its key
terms in their mutual relationship. It has been the most
important part of.my task to work out the traditional signifi-
cance of the terms used. When we have learned that, the Sutras
become as familiar to us as her web to a spider, who knows all
the connections, and runs up and down the threads with ease.
Whether in addition we will also manage to catch some flies, is
of course quite a different matter.

2. Secondly, Sutras are written in Sanskrit, a highly rational
language, capable of great precision, and amenable to thorough
grammatical analysis. Not all languages are equally suited to
the adequate expression of abstract ideas. Little of these
Sutras would, I fear, survive their translation into cockney or
the patois of Liége. Literary English benefits to some extent
from the influence of Latin—like Sanskrit a largely artificial
language. It is nevertheless occasionally very useful to also
consult the Sanskrit original. The meaning of Sanskrit words
depends very largely on their verbal roots. When words with the
same root are translated into English, the similarity of their
derivation is sometimes unavoidably obscured, and the unity of
the original argument destroyed.! -

3. Where thinking reaches a certain level of profundity, we
must go beyond even the traditional and the direct etymological
to the ancestral meaning. This is attached to the Indo-European
root, and comparative linguistics provides the clue to its
ramifications. It may reveal many of the overtones of such
words as Sunyatd (see B 130-1). Similarly, the full weight of a
word like mantra is felt when kindred words derived from the
root MN (i.e. ma, man or men) are considered. These point to an
element of eager desire, of yearning and intensity of purpose,
of wooing and courting (Greek mnaomai and Old High German
minna), and to an excitement of mind which is far from cool
rationality (mania = lunacy, and mainomai, to rave). The
man-tis, or ‘‘sooth-sayer’, is also concerned with the more
persistent and abiding trends of the mind (meno, maneo,

11 have illustrated this for the two roots budh and j#a on pp. 98—9.
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mnémé, and so on). Wisdom will use terms always in such a way
that the original meaning is revealed. And men were wise long
before they became clever. This linguistic correlate of Jung’s
collective unconscious is surely worthy of greater attention than
it usually receives. One of our greatest experts on linguistics,
I. A. Richards, has in his Meaning of Meaning spoken of the
wealth of meaning inherent in many words. ‘No one who uses a
dictionary—for other than orthographic reasons—can have
escaped the shock of discovering how very far ahead of us our
words often are. How subtly they already record distinctions
towards which our minds are still groping. If we could read this
reflection of our minds aright, we might learn nearly as much
about ourselves as we shall ever wish to know.’

And finally there is, of course (4) the spiritual meaning, which
discloses itself not to erudition but to meditation. From a
document like the Nicene Creed these Sutras, and particularly
the Hridaya, differ in that every word refers to actual practices,
and is actually verifiable by anyone who takes the trouble to do
so. Spiritual discernment cannot, however, be conveyed by
written instructions. It presupposes certain qualities of charac-
ter, a certain direction of the will, and certain habits of
behaviour. Where those are present, the intellectual information
will come to life, and flare up into a blaze of light. Where they
are not, boredom will result, and everything will appear too
difficult. The reader will soon know which category he belongs
to.

A













































THE DIAMOND SUTRA 35

capio means ‘to take hold of, seize, grasp’. But to seize on
anything, either a dharma or a no-dharma, automatically
involves an act of preference, bound up with self-interest, self-
assertion and self-aggrandizement, and therefore unbecoming
to the selfless. As it is said in the Ashta (4 xv 305): ‘As contrary
to the ways of the whole world has this dharma been demon-
strated. It teaches you not to seize upon dharmas, but the world
is wont to grasp at anything.’

The reference at the end is to the Simile of the Raft, which
Mahayanists knew from the Sarvastivadin Scriptures. It also
occurs in the Pali Canon, and I quote Woodward’s translation
from Majjhima Nikdya: ‘Using the figure of a raft, brethren,
will I teach you the Norm, as something to leave behind, not to
take with you. If one has crossed with the help of a raft a great
stretch of water, on this side full of doubts and fears, on the
further side safe and free from fears, one would then not take it
on one’s shoulders and carry it with one. But though it was of
great use to him, he would leave it behind, and have finished
with it. Thus, brethren, understanding the figure of the raft, we
must leave righteous ways behind, not to speak of unrighteous
ways.’

With a hidden meaning: On the face of it, the word
‘dharmas’ in this saying of the Buddha means ‘virtues’, and so
have Buddhaghosa, Woodward and I. B. Horner (BT no. 77)
understood it. By taking ‘dharmas’ not as a moral, but as a
metaphysical term, meaning ‘entities’, our Sutra here discloses
the ‘hidden meaning’ of the simile. This method of interpretation
assumes that the Buddha, endowed with supreme skill in
means, often chose expressions which could mean one thing for
the less, and another for the more advanced, thus proving
helpful to both.

The example of the Raft shows that dharmas should be
treated as provisional, as means to an end. The same holds good
of ‘emptiness’, the negation of dharmas. This corollary has
elsewhere been illustrated by the simile of ‘the medicine Agada,
which can heal any illness. Once a cure has been effected, it
must be abandoned together with the illness, because its further
use would only make one ill again. Just so when this medicine,
called “emptiness”, has brought about a cure of the disease of
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emptiness of all dharmas, no dharma exists that would be
capable of winning enlightenment. If all dharmas are empty,
then also that dharma cannot exist which, as a result of the
demonstration of Dharma, we are meant to forsake. And also
that dharma which would, or should, be enlightened in full
enlightenment, and that which would, or should, cognize (the
utmost reality)—all these dharmas are empty. In this manner
I am inclined to think that full enlightenment is easy to win,
not hard to win.” The Lord replies: ‘Full enlightenment is indeed
hard to win, because (for lack of a cause) it cannot possibly come
about, because in reality it cannot take place, because it offers ;
no foothold to discrimination, and because it does not lend itself 2
to the fabrication of fictitious appearances.’ (3) The connection
with Suchness is explained at 4 xxvii 453, where Subhuti asks:
‘If, O Lord, outside Suchness no separate dharma can be
apprehended, then what is that dharma that will stand firmly in
Suchness, or that will know this full enlightenment, or that will
demonstrate this dharma?’ And the Lord replies: ‘Outside
Suchness no separate dharma can be apprehended, that could
stand firmly in Suchness. The very Suchness, to begin with,
cannot be apprehended, how much less that which can stand
firmly in it. Suchness does not know full enlightenment and on
the dharmic plane no one can be found who has either known
full enlightenment, will know it, or does know it. Suchness does
not demonstrate dharma, and on the dharmic plane no one can
be found who could demonstrate it.” These three quotations
should suffice to make the teaching perfectly clear.

This dharma, i.e. the ultimate reality, in both its objective
and subjective form, cannot be grasped, i.e. at the time when
it is heard one cannot seize upon it as either a dharma or a
no-dharma. It cannot be talked about, i.e. at the time when
it is preached, one must remain aware that the talk aims at
something so high and transcendental that words cannot ever
reach it. It is not a dharma, not a separate thing accessible to
discriminative thought. It is not a no-dharma, it is not the
negation of a dharma. Psychologically, a negation gives sense
only when warding off an attempted affirmation. Where there is
no temptation to make positive statements, negations likewise
lose their meaning. In other words, dharmas, as strictly empty,
cannot even be denied.
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Diamond Sutra (chapter 2) where we hear that Subhuti ‘rose
from his seat, put his upper robe over one shoulder, placed his
right knee on the earth, bent forth his folded hands towards the
Lord, and said to him, etc.” And here we see Subhuti doing just
that.

The glorified Buddha is held to sit on the ‘Lion Throne’,
symbolized here by-the two lions in front of the altar. If they
look more like Pekinese dogs than like lions, this is not very
surprising. The Pekinese dog, or ‘Manchu-Lion-Dog’ as it is
called in Chinese, was bred in Peking to represent the lion of
Maiijusri (Mon-ju), patron of the Man-chu dynasty. Since they
had never seen a lion, the breeders had only the pictures of
lions in Buddhist scrolls and paintings to go by, and we must
admit that they achieved quite a good likeness to them. On
the altar itself we can see an incense burner, as well as sacred
vessels which contain pure water.

To the left and right of the Buddha two demonic guardians
stand in warlike pose. The figure on the left brandishes a pike,
or perhaps a thunderbolt, and he stands on lotuses (and not on
tortoises, as one might think at first sight). The one on the right
gesticulates with his clenched fists, and stands on lumps of
rock. These two guardians of the Dharma, called ‘the two
generals Heng and Ha’, developed in China from various
antecedents in Indian Buddhism. They have the function to
protect the preaching of the Dharma from interference by
demons and other malevolent forces.

Now to the background. The Chinese inscription at the top
left corner tells us that the scene depicted is the ‘Garden of
Anathapindika’, in agreement with chapter 1 of the Diamond
Sutra. The floor is paved with square tiles ornamented with a
floral design. I personally am inclined to believe that these tiles
represent the ‘chequer-board pattern’ which the Scriptures
ascribe to a ‘Pure Land’, but experts have assured me that this
1s not so. Overhead we see flowering boughs, and a canopy with
richly decorated tassels. It was usual in India to erect such
canopies above royal personages or greatly revered spiritual
teachers.

The audience of the Diamond Sutra comprises, according



























































































































RELIGION/PHILOSOPHY

SBN: 06 —131659—8

Buodbist
Wisoom Books

The Diamond Sutra
The Heart Sutra
Edward Conze

“Two thousand years ago both the Mediterranean
and India went through a particularly creative
period, which saw the Hebrews writing about
Chochma, the Gnostics about Sophia, and the Bud-
dhists about Prajnaparamita, or ‘perfection of wis-
dom’....The Prajnapararrita literature consists of
thirty-eight different books, composed in India be-
tween 100 B.C. and A.D. 600. The judgement of
thirty generations of Buddhists in China, Japan and
Mongolia has singled out two of these as the holiest
of the holy—the Diamond Sutra and the Heart
Sutra, both perhaps of about the fourth century of
our era....The authors of these works were well
aware that language is ill-suited to expressing the
insights of a wisdom which aims at no less than the
total extinction of self....Nevertheless, the Sages
of old have thought it worth while to attempt the
impossible, and some good will perhaps come from
making their work available to the distracted world
of today. ... Generally speaking it would be difficult
to find anything as remote from the interests of the
present day as the contents of this book. This in
itself may recommend it to some of those for whom
it isintended.” —from the Preface

HARPER & ROW, PUBLISHERS

—— 2 S

Cover design by Gerald Lynas




