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Wendi L. Adamek | ROBES PURPLE AND
GOLD: TRANSMISSION OF
THE ROBE IN THE Lidai
fabao ji (RECORD OF THE
DHARMA-JEWEL
THROUGH THE AGES)

A word of praise is comparable to bestowing a princely robe; a word
of blame is as severe as capital punishment. (KONG YINGDA 7 &%,
Chungiu zhengyi)!

Even among hagiographers, the Lidai fabao ji &2 has been labeled
a fabric of self-promoting fictions.? This opinion was first expressed shortly
after the work was written in the late eighth century, and negative appraisals
continue even now. The sharpest contemporary criticism is to be found in
the Beishan lu 4t L% (Record of North Mountain) composed by Shenqing
yayg (died 814), who admittedly had sectarian motivations.? Accord-
ing to a more recent assessment by historian of Chan John McRae, among
texts of early Chan that indulge in “patent fabrications and questionable
attributions,” the Lidai fabao ji “is undoubtedly the most egregious of
all.”* In this article I will argue that at least one of the Lidai fabao ji’s false

! Kong Yingda 7| 55i% (574-648), preface to his Chungiu zhengyi B¥KIE#% (Spring and Au-
tumn annals commentary). Quoted in Liansheng Yang, “The Organization of Chinese Official
Historiography,” in Historians of China and Japan, ed. W. G. Beasley and E. G. Pulleyblank
(London: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 52.

2 This article is based on a paper presented at the 1995 Association for Asian Studies annual
meeting, in the panel “Topics in Medieval Chinese Buddhist Hagiography.” Regarding the title
of the text, it is not clear why the Dunhuang manuscripts of the Lidai fabao ji use & rather
than the standard H&. Chan scholar Yanagida Seizan #pH%2 (L said he once speculated that
this was a clue that the text was written during the Dali X/ era (766—79), but then he changed
his mind and thought it must simply be a Dunhuang variant usage. (From a conversation at
the International Research Institute for Zen Buddhism, Kyoto, 1990.)

3 T 52 (2113) 611b = Taisho shinshi daizokyo KIEFBAEERR, 85 vols. (Tokyo: Daizd
shuppan kai, 1922-33), vol. 52 (no. 2113), p. 611b.

4 John McRae, The Northern School and the Formation of Early Ch'an Buddhism (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press, 1986), p. 11.
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claims faithfully reflects hidden issues involved in Chan polemics of the
late eighth century, even though this claim did not necessarily serve the best
interests of the school that the text was designed to promote. In other words,
I wish to show that the Lidai fabao ji’s fabrications should not be discarded
lightly.

It is clear that the Lidai fabao ji’s divergent account of the Chan trans-
mission of the Dharma was deployed as part of a strategy to claim au-
thority. The question remains, however—what kind of authority? Whose
standards of legitimacy were recognized by the author or authors of the
text? I believe that this question does not have a single answer and that
the Lidai fabao ji reveals at least two conflicting forces at work. On the
one hand, we can see the growing influence of the newly formulated Chan
genealogical discourse; on the other hand, we also discern doctrinal quan-
daries and succession anxieties unique to the Bao Tang {5, the Chan
school responsible for the text.’

It is beyond the scope of this article to explicate fully either eighth cen-
tury Chan genealogical issues or the concerns of the Bao Tang “school.”
However, to put it in a nutshell, the Bao Tang attempted to establish legit-
imacy by claiming that the founder of their school, the Chan master
Wuzhu g{¥ (714-74), was in possession of the key Chan talisman, the
robe that the fifth patriarch Hongren g4 & (602-75) was said to have con-
ferred upon the sixth patriarch Huineng # gt (638—713). The Lidai fabao
Jji author(s) stated that the robe had been given by the Empress Wu Zetian
FRAJR (reigned 684-705) to a master in the lineage claimed by the Bao
Tang school. In contrast, the accepted belief was that the robe was enshrined
at Huineng’s temple in Shaozhou &g, far to the south.® At the same time,
in the Lidai fabao ji the most prominent of Wuzhu’s teachings in anti-
institutional antinomianism, and the most prominent of his ordained dis-
ciples is a woman. The text ends with no indication of the fate of the robe
or the succession at Wuzhu’s death.

These matters are dealt with more fully in my dissertation; here, by ex-
plicating one of the spurious claims in the Lidai fabao ji, I hope to eluci-
date underlying contradictions in “Southern School” ideology in general

5 Use of the term “school” for the loosely defined affiliations of the eighth century is vexed;
the designations are usually retrospective and often motivated by later sectarian considerations.
Nevertheless, this convention is difficult to avoid entirely.

6 The earliest extant text claiming that Huineng received the robe is the Putidamou nanzong
ding shifei lun EHRIEMERT ZERIEM (Treatise determining the true and false about the South-
ern School of Bodhidharma), a record of Shenhui’s #i€r (684-758) 732 debate, written by Dugu
Pei ZFA\i. In this text, Shenhui states that it was not necessary to transmit the robe after
Huineng and that the robe was in Shaozhou. See Hu Shi #3%§, Shenhui heshang yizhi
TR MR (Surviving works of Master Shenhui) (Taipei: Hu Shi jinian guan, 1930; reprint,
1970), pp. 280-81.
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and the Lidai fabao ji in particular.” These contradictions or fissures reveal
the depth of resonance between Chan sectarian politics and Tang imperial
theurgy. In both of the examples examined here, the Lidai fabao ji ap-
propriation of Chan genealogical symbolism and Empress Wu Zetian’s
manipulation of Buddhist symbolism, I will analyze the ways in which the
given discourse of authority is used to bend that discourse in a direction
antithetical to its constitutive principles.

THE Lidai fabao ji IN CONTEXT

The Lidai fabao ji (ca. 780) was composed somewhere near Chengdu by
an anonymous disciple or disciples of the above-mentioned Bao Tang
founder, Wuzhu. Wuzhu claimed Dharma descent from the charismatic
Korean Chan master Wuxiang #m4E (684-762), who was well known as
the founder of the Jingzhong % %% “school,” but the Bao Tang cannot be
traced as an independent line beyond the generation of Wuzhu’s immedi-
ate disciples. The Lidai fabao ji was preserved in three nearly complete
manuscripts and five smaller fragments among the Stein, Pelliot, and Ishii
collections of Dunhuang materials.® Except in one instance there is no
way to know the circumstances in which the text survived until the elev-
enth century, when the cave-temple cache was sealed.” The manuscripts
and fragments are not substantially different, which suggests that they
may be relatively faithful to the original. The Lidai fabao ji thus provides
a rare opportunity to shed light on the ways in which historical contin-
gencies shape sectarian identity. The fact that the Bao Tang school was so
short-lived and that its remains were hermetically sealed makes it, for all
its fabrications, a more accurate reflection of the Buddhist world of the
eighth and ninth centuries, the so-called golden age of Chan, than the au-

7 For a fuller discussion of these issues, see my dissertation, “Issues in Chinese Buddhist
Transmission as Seen through the Lidai fabao ji B\ & (Record of the Dharma-Jewel
Through the Ages)” (Stanford University, 1997), or my forthcoming book, Transmission and
Authority in Medieval Chinese Buddhism.

8 Among the manuscripts of the Lidai fabao ji, P. 2125, P. 3717 (P. = Dunhuang manuscripts
in the Pelliot collection in Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale) and S. 516 (S. = Dunhuang manu-
scripts in the Stein collection in London, British Library) are nearly complete; P. 3727, S. 5916,
S. 1611, S. 1776, and the text from the Ishii collection are fragments. For my translations I
used (1) the Taisho edition, 7. 51 (2075) 179a—196b, based on S. 516 with notes on the vari-
ations found in P. 2125, and (2) Yanagida Seizan’s edition of the text based on P. 2125, with
his annotated Japanese translation: Yanagida Seizan, Shoki no zenshi II: Rekidai hoboki
3 sk —ER S (Early Chan history II: Lidai fabao ji) (Tokyo: Chikuma shobd,
1976). I was recently alerted to the existence of a previously unknown copy of the Lidai fabao
Jji that has turned up in the collection of the Tianjin art museum, but I have not yet had a chance
to examine this manuscript.

9 The exception is the listing of the Lidao fabao ji in a catalog of the library of the Sanjie
=45 monastery at Dunhuang, the Jian yigie ruzangjing mulu 8—] A&R H#k, written by the
monk Daozhen #E in 934. The catalog is now in the Beijing Library collection; see pub-
lished edition by Oda Yoshihisa /\fZ§A, “Tonkd Sankaiji no ‘Ken issai nytizokyd mokuroku’
BE=RFD TR—IARKEER],” Ryiakoku Daigaku ronshii iaKk334, no. 434-35
(1989): 555-76; the entry of the title “Lidai fabao ji” occurs on p. 560.


mailto:&l#O@*-L.fe&gs

History of Religions 61

thoritative eleventh- and twelfth-century accounts. Indeed, the canonical
accounts may be no more truthful than the Lidai fabao ji, merely more
successful.

The Lidai fabao ji is one of a scant handful of Chan texts from roughly
the same period, each possessing unique features that were absorbed and/
or superseded by the official Chan genealogy, the Jingde chuandeng lu
s ramrees (Record of the transmission of the lamp compiled in the
Jingde era) compiled in 1004.1° The lore of the Chan patriarchy was re-
worked in numerous iterations over the course of several centuries, such
that most traces of the particular historical valuations and tensions from
which it had originally emerged were erased or submerged. The histo-
ricity of the biographies and lineages of renowned Chan masters has been
undermined not only by Dunhuang finds but also by scholarly recogni-
tion that these biographical genealogies are by and large products of a
period when Chan enjoyed the prestige of an established religious and
cultural institution and the privilege of canonizing a romanticized view
of its origins.!! Examination of the Dunhuang cache and subsequent re-
examination of earlier materials have given scholars a glimpse of lost
sketches and a few of the cruder attempts, such as the Lidai fabao ji, that
nevertheless contributed to the polished and confident style of Song s=
dynasty (960—1279) Chan literature.

The Lidai fabao ji authors’ romanticized view of the origins of their
school retains many traces of the historical tensions from which it emerged,
traces that perhaps contributed to its relegation to “the deposit of sacred
waste” at Dunhuang and certainly contribute to its interest for scholars
today.!? Provisionally assigned a role as representative of Chan’s golden

107 51 (2076). This and other Song dynasty Chan texts drew from the following eighth-
and ninth-century Chan sectarian histories: (1) the Baolin zhuan 8#k{¥ (Transmission of
the Baolin [temple]) of 801, Yanagida Seizan, ed., S6z0 ichin Horinden, Dento gyokuei shii
KRB EHM, MUBEXIE (Tokyo: Chubun shuppansha, 1975); (2) the above-mentioned
Beishan lu; (3) the Caoqi dashi bie thuan & B K5 (Separate biography of the great
master at Caoqi) of 781, Nakano Tatsue B¢ #M , ed., Dai Nippon zokuzokyo K H A%
(hereafter ZZ.) (Kyoto: Zoky®o shoin, 1905-12), 146:483-88; and (4) early versions of the Liuzu
tan jing 7MW (Platform Sitra of the Sixth Patriarch), ca. late eighth century. See Philip
Yampolsky, trans., The Platform Sitra of the Sixth Patriarch (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1967).

1 For Yanagida Seizan’s extensive work on this and related topics, I refer the reader to Ber-
nard Faure’s “Bibliographie succincte de Yanagida Seizan,” Cahiers d’Extréme-Asie 7 (1994):
45-50. For relevant works in Western languages, see Bernard Faure, The Rhetoric of Imme-
diacy: A Cultural Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1991), Le bouddhisme Ch'an en mal d’histoire: Genése d’une tradition religieuse dans le
Chine des T'ang (Paris: Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, 1989), and La volunté d’orthodoxie
dans le bouddhisme chinois (Paris: Editions du CNRS, 1988), now translated and updated as
The Will to Orthodoxy: A Critical Genealogy of Northern Chan Buddhism, trans. Phyllis
Brooks (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1997); McRae, The Northern School and
the Formation of Early Ch'an Buddhism, T. Griffith Foulk, “The Ch’an School and Its Place in
the Buddhist Monastic Tradition” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 1987).

12 “Deposit of sacred waste” is a phrase of Aurel Stein’s, quoted in Faure, La volunté
d’orthodoxie dans le bouddhisme chinois, p. 16, n. 19.
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age that never was, the Lidai fabao ji displays a distinctly hybrid character.
Themes and texts associated with disparate modes of Buddhist discourse
are juxtaposed within the Lidai fabao ji, and I suggest that this in part
reflects a broader social and religious transition.

This transition was signaled most dramatically by the 755 rebellion of
the general An Lushan 2z3gl; against the Tang ruling clans but is dis-
cernible even before this critical turning point. Warring agendas in the
Lidai fabao ji can be seen as a reflection in microcosm of a more extensive
crisis of faith in the religious and secular structures of authority inherited
from the early Tang. Rhetoric regarding patriarchal robes thus becomes a
window on the complex relationship between Tang politics and Chan sec-
tarian rivalries in the latter half of the eighth century.

During the century preceding the An Lushan rebellion, the Buddhist
monastic establishments, clustered in and around the two Tang capitals of
Chang’an and Luoyang, had grown into a collective force to be reckoned
with. The power of the Buddhist church was maintained through relations
of sometimes strained interdependence with the imperial court in a milieu
of rivalry with court Daoism, and successive emperors struggled to co-opt
and/or control its increasingly pervasive influence. This kind of institu-
tional, esoteric-scholastic Buddhism reached the height of its power under
the Empress Wu Zetian g gij>% (reigned 684-705), who created a network
of monasteries to promulgate Buddhist teachings in support of her reign and
continually invited exemplary monks to court in order to pay her respects
to them. After Empress Wu, the next ruler to have a significant impact on
institutional Buddhism was Emperor Xuanzong %%z (reigned 712-56),
whose reign effectively ended with the An Lushan rebellion. Even though
the Tang forces subsequently rallied, the war effort resulted in the strength-
ening of the peripheries at the expense of the center.!?

Politically as well as culturally, the eighth century saw a great deal of
oscillation between the time-honored and the experimental. In particular,
the nonhereditary bureaucratic class fostered by the exam system began to
make inroads into the labyrinth of privilege previously negotiated by the
imperial household, Buddhist and/or Daoist monastic institutions, and
aristocratic factions. More significant, with the disintegration of periph-
ery-center tribute relations, decrease in central control of the military, and
greater freedom for interprovince commerce, the middle-level officials
and military governors became increasingly independent administrators
in the provinces. Before the end of the dynasty in 907 there were several
attempts to reinforce imperial authority, but some provincial centers such
as Chengdu, the birthplace of the Lidai fabao ji, became nearly autono-
mous. There was also a trend toward secularization of social values with-

13 For an excellent overview of institutional Buddhism in the Tang, see Stanley Weinstein,
Buddhism under the T’ang (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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in the newly powerful and increasingly competitive bureaucratic class.
These factors all contributed to create a milieu in which received genres
and cultural paradigms were seen as inadequate or decadent.!4

The shifting of the balance of power from center to peripheries also
weakened the influence of the Buddhist monastic complexes of the cap-
itals that were heavily implicated in Tang imperial politics. Decrease in
resources for the older institutions of the central region, combined with
new opportunities for patronage in the provinces, clearly had much to do
with the development of the so-called Southern School of Chan to which
the Lidao fabao ji claimed allegiance. Discussion of “sudden awaken-
ing” (dunwu ¥Efg ) in Chinese Buddhist texts predates the appropriation
of this soteriology as the hallmark “Southern School” doctrine. How-
ever, the polemical context that gave birth to the “Southern School” has
been linked to the Chan master Shenhui’s & (684-758) attacks, be-
ginning in 730, against the successors of the Chan master Shenxiu %
(died 706), who had been highly revered by Empress Wu and the entire
Chang’an/Luoyang establishment.!

Shenhui had a decisive role in creating the symbolism and the nar-
ratives that were to change what it meant to be a Chan master (Chanshi
g ) in the eighth century. Claiming to represent the teachings of Hui-
neng, Shenhui advocated direct realization of the truth of one’s own Buddha-
Nature and (falsely) contended that the teachings of Shenxiu’s followers
were “gradualist” and nurtured the delusion that awakening was a condi-
tion to be achieved, rather than one’s inherent reality. Implicated in Shen-
hui’s claims was the centuries-old struggle over Buddhist elitism, an elitism
that engendered and was engendered by imperial and popular enchantment
with the mystique of the adept who gained numinous power through as-
ceticism, ritual worship, and scriptural recitation.

Although Shenhui himself did not go so far as to disavow any form of
Buddhist activity whatsoever, he and subsequent Chan masters became
increasingly attentive to the contradiction involved in teaching and prac-
ticing (which are inherently gradualistic) according to the orthodoxy of

14 See Denis Twitchett, ed., The Cambridge History of China, vol. 3, Sui and T’ang China,
589-906 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pt. 1; Arthur E Wright and Denis
Twitchett, eds., Perspectives on the Tang (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1973);
Charles Hartman, Han Yii and the T'ang Search for Unity (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1986).

15 See Hu Shi #33, “ The Development of Zen Buddhism in China,” Chinese and Po-
litical Science Review 15, no. 4 (1932): 475-505; Jacques Gernet, Entretiens du maitre dhyana
Chen-houei du Ho-tso (668-760) (Paris: Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, 1949; reprint,
1977); John McRae, “Shen-hui and the Teaching of Sudden Enlighenment in Early Ch’an Bud-
dhism,” in Sudden and Gradual: Approaches to Enlightenment in Chinese Thought, ed. Peter N.
Gregory (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1987) pp. 232-37. The dates for Shenhui are
based on the recently discovered Longmen stele of 765. See Takeuchi Kodo #7134,
“Shinshutsu no Kataku Jinne tomei ni tsuite O RFHL 3841z >VT” (On the recently
found stele inscription of Heze Shenhui), Shiigaku kenkyi 52848 27 (1985): 313-25.
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the “sudden.” This sudden-gradual doctrinal divide is key for understand-
ing the hybrid nature of the Lidai fabao ji. Although it has features usually
associated with the so-called gradual or Northern School trends that flour-
ished through court patronage in the eighth century, it is most heavily
influenced by Shenhui’s “Southern School” writings. Conspicuously, it is
the only text to take Shenhui’s doctrine to its logical extreme by advocat-
ing radically antinomian “formless” practice.'® It was also the only text in
which Bodhidharma’s robe continued to play a role beyond the sixth gen-
eration of patriarchs.

THE ROBE IN QUESTION

The Lidai fabao ji fabrication most frequently singled out for criticism
is the story that in 692 Bodhidharma’s robe, which verified the monk
Huineng’s status as sixth Chan patriarch, was sent by Huineng to court at
Luoyang on the request of the Empress Wu Zetian. The empress was said
to have later bestowed it on the monk Zhishen &#% (609-702), who was
thus claimed to be the seventh patriarch in the lineage of the Bao Tang
school. One of the aims of the present study is to reinvest this key trans-
mission claim with some of the dignity of its presumption. Let us turn first
to the passage in the Lidao fabao ji that puts forth this claim.

The monk Zhishen has been invited to Empress Wu’s court, where he
encounters the challenge of an Indian Trepitaka (Tripitaka master) with
magical powers. The Trepitaka reads Zhishen’s mind and, detecting that
the Chan master is pining for home, taunts him about his attachment.
The Trepitaka boasts that he can identify anything that Zhishen can
bring to mind, and Zhishen amiably agrees. Zhishen then defeats the In-
dian master in an exchange reminiscent of the classic meeting between
the shaman and Huzi that is related in the Zhuangzi.'” His success brings
him to the attention of the empress with whom he engages in a kind of
encounter dialogue. The following passage begins in the middle of the
mind-reading contest:

[Zhishen] imagined himself dressed in layman’s garb looking toward the sec-
tion office of the western market. That Trepitaka said, “How can [you], a worthy
(bhadanta) monk, wear layman’s clothing and gaze into the midst of the market?”
Shen [i.e., Zhishen] said, “Very good, try it again.” [Another similar scenario fol-
lows.] Shen said, “This time will be really good, try once more.” Then, right where
he was, by relying on the Dharma he produced no thoughts at all. That Trepitaka
searched throughout the Three Worlds, but in vain. The Trepitaka brahmin was

16 See Faure, The Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism,
pp. 63-65.

17 Burton Watson, trans., Chuang Tzu (New York: Columbia University Press, 1964),
pp. 92-94.
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filled with reverence and respect, and he bowed his head down at Shen’s feet, tell-
ing the Venerable, “I did not know that in the country of Tang there was Mahayana
Buddha-Dharma. . ..”

[Empress Wu] Zetian saw that the Trepitaka had taken refuge in Chan Master
Shen. Zetian submitted a question to all the bhadanta: “Do the Venerables have
any desires?” Shenxiu % , Xuanyue Z %7, Laoan %7 and Xuanze Z [ all
said, “We have no desires.” Zetian asked Chan Master Shen, “Does the Venerable
have any desires?” Chan Master Shen, fearing that he would not be allowed to return
home, complied with the will of Zetian and replied, “I have desires.” Zetian further
asked, “How can you have desires?”” Shen replied, “That which is born has desire.
That which is not born has no desire.” At these words, Zetian was awakened.!®

When Zhishen insists on leaving, the empress gives him Bodhidharma/
Huineng’s robe and other gifts, including an embroidered image of Mai-
treya. It is significant that bestowal of the robe takes place in the context
of an awakening experience signaling Dharma transmission, or mutual un-
derstanding between master and pupil, which was a frequent motif in Chan
hagiographies. Here, however, the transmission is characterized by several
kinds of inversion. First, the transmission of the sudden teaching, the iden-
tity between Buddha-Nature and ordinary function that is beyond words,
finds its voice as the antinomian affirmation of desire. Second, it is the be-
stower who is awakened by the recipient. Third, a worldly ruler stands in
for the Dharma ruler, Huineng, who is still alive at the time and is subse-
quently informed by the empress of the fate of his robe. Finally, the be-
stower is a woman and an empress, a lusus naturae—who, perhaps not
incidentally, was known for her sexual appetites and also for having had
her lover ordained the better to bestow upon him legitimacy and favors.

Through these interesting devices—the affirmation of desire and a
woman’s gifts—the Lidai fabao ji author(s) got the robe into their own pa-
triarchal narrative and eventually into the hands of their master, Wuzhu.
In order to understand why they would risk such an incredible story, we
must understand that this kind of coup de théitre was not unprecedented
and had worked for another Chan dramaturge, namely Shenhui. We may
also call the robe “Shenhui’s robe,” for although Southern School claims
hinge on Huineng’s possession of Bodhidharma’s robe, modern Chan
scholars have shown that these claims refer back to the symbolic frame-
work created by Shenhui.'® Integral to this framework is Shenhui’s unique
claim regarding the Chan patriarchy. Shenhui fused diverse historical and

18 7051 (2075) 184a25-b9.

19 ] am particularly indebted to the invaluable article by the late Anna Seidel, titled “Den’e”
(Chuanyi {82% , Transmission of the robe), to be included in the forthcoming Hobaogirin, Dic-
tionnaire encyclopédique du Bouddhism d’aprés les sources chinoises et japonaises, vol. 8
(Tokyo: Maison franco-japonaise); English translation to appear in a forthcoming selection of
Seidel’s works.



















































