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SUBTLE ERUDITION AND COMPASSIONATE
DEVOTION

LONGLIAN, “THE MOST OUTSTANDING
BHIKSUNT” IN MODERN CHINA

Ester Bianchi®

The title of “first bhiksuni of the modern era” (dangdai diyi bigi-
uni &R E—Il £ JE) was first bestowed on Longlianf&# (1909—
2006) by Zhao Puchu #HE#] (1907-2000), former chairwoman
of the Buddhist Association of China,' marking a formal recog-
nition of her outstanding qualities and accomplishments. The
expression “most outstanding nun” was widely accepted as a
description of Longlian during the last decade of her life, and

* In terms of ethnographic data, the present study is based on information
I collected in Sichuan (mainly at three nunneries: Aidaotang %38 %, Baitasi
H¥&5F, and Tiexiangsi #14£5F), during three concentrated episodes of field-
work carried out in October 1995-August 1996, July-September 1999, and
July-August 2012. It also includes information gleaned from other fieldwork
conducted in the same area over the last two decades (2000, 2005, 2006,
2008, and 2015). I owe a great debt of gratitude to some of the closest dis-
ciples of Longlian—nun Guoping %%°F (Baitasi), my friend and mentor, and
nuns Guofang 75 (Tiexiangsi), Changwu E 1%, Longhui &2, Renyi /=%,
Xincheng /L@, and Zhaoxin #/(» (Aidaotang)—for all information, material,
and personal views they have shared with me. I wish to express my gratitude
also to Ann Heirman, for her careful reading of this study and for her valu-
able suggestions. Finally, I am grateful for the grant I received in 2012 from
the University of Bologna in the context of a research project on monasticism
(“Fare famiglia da soli. Lesperienza monastica come riscrittura delle logiche
identitarie e aggregative nella storia. Comparazioni interculturali e interdisci-
plinari”) directed by F. Sbardella.

1. Zhao Puchu was highly revered by Longlian, who knew him personally; in
her nunneries, he is still commonly referred to as “Zhao Pulao HHEEE ) a sign
of affection and respect. Note that, as demonstrated by Ji Zhe in Chapter Nine,
the extent to which Zhao Puchu was and still is respected in Chinese Buddhist
milieus is a highly questionable issue.
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has achieved the status of virtually unquestionable truth since she passed
away in 2006.2

Some of her relics and personal belongings are preserved in Aidaotang
185, the nunnery located in the center of Chengdu where she lived for most
of her life.® Relic-beads were recovered after her cremation—*“only a small
amount,” as I was told by one of her disciples, but still considered enough to
testify to her spiritual achievements. Indeed, there is no doubt that Longlian
deserves to be counted among the most popular and widely worshipped reli-
gious personalities in contemporary mainland China (see Figure 8.1), as is
demonstrated by the throngs of people who came to her commemoration cer-
emony in 2009 (the 100th anniversary of her birth),* by the crowds attending
rites for the dead and other ceremonies in front of her stiipa on significant
religious celebrations, and by the constant stream of pilgrims paying homage
to her memorial hall on the first and fifteenth days of each lunar month.

A cursory glance at her biography suggests many of the extraordinary qual-
ities of this Sichuanese nun. Longlian was a child prodigy; her intellectual gifts
were obvious at a young age. Later in life, she became a renowned Buddhist
scholar, a skillful calligrapher,” and a talented poet. Before taking her monastic

2. This is clear in light of the number times Zhao Puchu’s declaration has been cited.
Similar descriptions also appear in many treatments of Longlian. See for example the titles
of books and articles about her (Hua Chuan #)I], “Zhongguo diyi bigiuni: Sichuan nizhong
foxueyuan zhang Longlian fashi FEISE—H I Je——P0)I1Je R (b 22 = e S i,
Zhongwai wenhua jiaoliu zazhi N SULAZIUAERE, Supplement (1994), 104-106; Li Yuchuan
Z#%JIl, “Dangjin Zhongguo diyi ni: Longlian fashi & 4Bl & — Je—F&E kAN,
Xianggang fojiao FHEMHEL 387 (1992), 19-22; Qiu Shanshan 3l 1lI, “Dangdai diyi biqi-
uni: Longlian fashi dawen lu &5 —I /e —P&5dERT & RI$k,” Zhongguo zongjiao
FPB SR 1(1999), 31-35, and Dangdai diyi bigiuni: Longlian fashi zhuan &CH—H £ E—
— &8 AT (Fuzhou: Fujian meishu chubanshe, 1997); and Zhao Shifu i tit'&, “Dangdai
Zhongguo diyi nii gaoseng & B E—Zm4,” Yanhuang chungiv REEFK 5 (1993),
70-72, as well as a documentary on Longlian’s life: Aidaotang %i& %, ed., Dangdai diyi
bigiuni & —H.TJE (DVD. Chengdu: Aidaotang, 2009). Further proof of the identi-
fication of Longlian as the most outstanding nun in modern China is to be found on the
Internet: any search including the words diyi bigiuni inevitably returns extensive coverage
devoted to her.

3. Dating back to the Ming dynasty, Aidaotang has long been the most important public
nunnery in Chengdu city, and belongs to the Pure Land tradition. Once called Yuanjuean
[El# &, in 1911 its name was changed to Aidaotang to commemorate Mahaprajapati (Ch.
Daaidao K %), founder of the Buddhist monastic order for nuns. See Ester Bianchi, The
Iron Statue Monastery. Tiexiangsi, a Buddhist Nunnery of Tibetan Tradition in Contemporary
China (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 2001), 84-85 and passim.

4. See http://mustthink.blog.163.com/blog/static/861130592009103165887.

5. A collection of her calligraphic works was published by her students and disciples in
2003: see Sichuan Nizhong Foxueyuan VU JI[JE R HHEERT, ed., Hanmo foxin: Longlian fashi
shouji FH28 #/ ——F&SE VLT T8 (Chengdu: Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan, 2003). In this
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FIGURE 8.1 Worship of Longlian’s relics till 2009 (Aidaotang). Courtesy of Ester
Bianchi.

vows, she was the first woman ever to pass the civil service examinations and
to work for the Sichuan provincial government. At the same time, she studied
with some of the most important Buddhist masters and scholars of the mod-
ern era, including Fazun ¥£% (1902-1980), Nenghai A£/& (1886-1967), Sherap
Gyatso (1884-1968), and Wang Enyang F B (1897-1964), all of whom were
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unanimous in expressing their praise for her exceptional brightness. Starting
in the early 1950s, she worked with the Communist government, and she
was the first and only woman to play an active role at the leadership level
in the Buddhist Association of China. She was also chairwoman and then
honorary chairwoman of the Buddhist Association of Sichuan, and a mem-
ber of the National and Sichuanese Councils of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference. However, she considered her most important
achievements to have been the re-establishment of what she believed to be the
“correct” procedures for bhiksuniordination (the so-called erbusengjie — ¥ &k
or “dual ordination”), and the foundation of a seminary for the training of
a new generation of learned nuns. She fulfilled both of these wishes in her
eighties, thus contributing to the evolution of the role and status of Buddhist
nuns in contemporary China.

The central topic I shall address in this article is whether Longlian can be
considered a “saint” at all, given that she consistently, repeatedly, and firmly
opposed those who regarded her in such terms, and rejected any form of
spiritual devotion directed toward her person. This is why she did not want
rumors of miracles or extraordinary stories about her to spread, although a
small number of such stories has nevertheless begun to circulate since her
death. If we wish to portray her as a modern saint, then we must clarify the
kind(s) of “sanctity” she represents. Interestingly enough, to date we lack
a comprehensive, fully developed hagiography of her life. Instead, we have
a number of independent narratives (mostly biographical, in some cases
already hagiographical),® which do not really contradict each other, but rather
tend to emphasize different aspects and elements, thus resulting in quite dis-
similar portraits. Some of these narratives are the products of monastic or
institutional religious milieus. Contributions of common believers are con-
siderable as well, particularly given the wide circulation of information and
opinions published online on private blogs, social networks, and websites.
Other accounts of Longlian’s life and work, including her most widely read
biography, have been written by non-Buddhists for a secular audience. The
diverse character of the existing sources about Longlian—be they written or

respect, she resembles Zhao Puchu, whose calligraphic skills were much admired (see
Chapter Nine).

6. In the present study, “hagiography” refers to a life of a saint, i.e. accounts of Longlian that
portray her as a realized and exceptional being in religious terms, an exemplary model to
be emulated and venerated, a source of blessing and inspiration. “Biography,” on the other
hand, refers to the more secular accounts of her life. On this issue, refer to the introduction
to this volume.
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oral—can be regarded as both the cause and the reflection of the multifaceted
nature of the cult that has developed around her. Before delving into this topic,
I will begin with an overview of her life and works.

Venerable Longlian’s Life and Works

Longlian’ was born in Leshan city, Sichuan province, on the thirteenth day of
the third lunar month in the first year of the Xuantong ‘H#% reign, i.e., on May
2,1909. Her lay name was You Yongkang {[#7k 5, her courtesy name Dechun
fE4t, and her nickname Mingyan $47H.

Longlian came from an elite family background: both of her parents
were members of well-known families of scholars from Leshan. Her mater-
nal grandfather, Yi Shuhui Z#&## (n.d.), was a successful candidate in the
provincial imperial civil examinations, succeeding in attaining the “supple-
mentary group” (fugong BIE) for the Imperial College. He subsequently

7. The following biography is based on the chapter devoted to Longlian in my work on the
Tiexiang nunnery (see Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 24—43), to which I have added new
information taken from her two main biographies (the bestselling work by Qiu Shanshan,
Dangdai diyi bigiuni, and the recent Chinese-style biography or nianpu 3% by Chen Meiwu
Bk E, “Longlian fashi nianpu chubian FEEVERTFEFEWIMN,” Wenshi zazhi SCHRFESS 1
(2013), 12-16) and other sources published since 2001, as well as information from inter-
views carried out during fieldwork conducted since 1996. Other sources on Longlian’s life
and works include: Chen Meiwu, “Boai tianxia pudao renjian: Wo xinzhong de Longlian
fashi 1% K T8 A\ H-Fo L HIREEEERT,” Wenshi zazhi SCEAESS 2 (2004), 12-14; Chen
Meiwu, “Longlian fashi de foxue rensheng yu hongfa shijian [F 38 {2 1) {22 A 42 81547
FHEE,” Wenshi zazhi SUEHERE 6 (2012), 4-10; Chen Zhonghui B 2, “Longlian fashi yu
Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan FE#VERTELND )1 JE X HELRE,” Sichuan tongyi zhanxian VU J1|
S—HEAR 4 (1999), 18-19; Guoping 54°F-, “Liteshu Longlian fashi de sengcai jiaoyu shijian
W& RRESE VAR R 7 BB E 1, Fayin 5% 2 (1998), 23-27; Hua Chuan, “Zhongguo diyi
biqiuni”; Lawei 74, “Jinri Zhongguo de biqiuni ¥ H 1 E¥ I 2 JE,” Fayin 128 1 (1982),
43-45; Miriam Levering, “Women, The State, and Religion Today in the People’s Republic of
China,” in Today’s Woman in World Religions, Arvind Sharma, ed. (New York: State University
of New York Press, 1994), 217-219; Li Yuchuan, “Dangjin Zhongguo diyi ni”; Liu Qian,
“Dharmacarya Long Lian: A Chinese Bhiksuni with High Prestige and Respect,” Women
of China 11 (1995), 29-30; Qiu Jian ERf#, “Sishi nian gian de niiguan xuefa wei ni: fuyou
chuanqi secai de Longlian fashi PHTFERIMZE IS & Je-5 A Ha U0 R E LA,
Jinri Zhongguo 4 HH'B] 5 (1986), 66-67; Qiu Shanshan, “Dangdai diyi bigiuni”; Rurui
4%, “Wo xinzhong yongyuan bu luo de taiyang: huainian enshi Longlian lao fashi
T O GEATE R P H——B S AT S 250, Fayin 1% 12, no. 268 (2006), 29—
32; Ruyi W, “Mingxin de zhuisi, wujin de huainian: daonian enshi Longlian fashi
SR ORE BE SR B S —— 1 AT AR, Fayin 5% 1, no. 269 (2007), 43-45; Wei
Yixiong ZZE 1, “Fomen cainii 7 22,” Wenshi zazhi 3 H 35E 2 (2007), 14-16; Wen Jinyu
4%, “Ying luo Emei diyi feng: dao yidai ming ni Longlian fashi /¥ Ik J8 85 ———
i —fR 2% JE R AT, ” Zhongguo zongjiao HEI 7R 12 (2006), 19-21; Yinjun E{R, “Yi qin-
jiao enshi: Longlian fashi & #H %0 Bll—P& 8 1500,” Fayin 2% 12, no. 268 (2006), 33-34;
and Zhao Shifu, “Dangdai Zhongguo diyi nii gaoseng.”
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abandoned the examinations, however, and decided to take up a career in
education instead.® The father of her maternal grandmother, Wu Du =%
(n.d.), was successful in the civil examinations as well, obtaining the xiaolian
# & grade. He later founded a traditional school which was held in high
esteem in the area. Her paternal grandfather, You Xixiang i# /5 FE (n.d.), was
a scholar who had passed the imperial examinations at the county level and
had also chosen a career as an educator. Longlian’s father, You Fuguo Ji7#[2
(n.d.), had been a brilliant student who graduated from the Tongsheng
Normal School (the forerunner of today’s Sichuan University), the first uni-
versity to be established in Sichuan. For ten years he was superintendent of
the Department of Education of the provincial government of Sichuan, and
later occupied the post of county magistrate in Gulin 7, Mingshan %111,
and Jinghua ¥5# (present-day Jinchuan 4:)!/). Growing up as the eldest
daughter in such a family, Longlian had the opportunity to receive a privi-
leged education for a woman of her time.

When she was almost one year old, Longlian moved with her mother to the
Yi mansion, i.e., the house of her maternal grandparents, because Longlian’s
father was away for work most of the time. Indeed, her father took another
wife and Longlian was separated from him for the first six years of her life. As
the only child at her grandparents’ house, she was the center of attention.” She
did not have a private tutor, but was instead instructed by her family mem-
bers, notably her aunt, her maternal grandfather, and later her father. In 1912,
at the age of four, she began to read and write and is said to have been able to
recite traditional Chinese poetry fluently soon thereafter. Her family thus real-
ized that this little child was very talented and exceptionally bright, and never
tried to discourage her natural inclination toward scholarship.

Her family encouraged not only her secular studies, but also her reli-
gious education. From the age of seven, Longlian began to regularly recite
the Buddha’s name and to chant Buddhist sitras together with her maternal
grandmother, her favorite person during her childhood and the one to whom
she felt the closest. Her mother was also a fervent Buddhist, as was her mater-
nal grandfather, who held the position of chairman of the Leshan Buddhist
Association. She began to abstain from meat from a very young age, and often
followed her grandmother on her visits to local temples to burn incense and
worship the Buddhas. She was told Buddhist stories, and practiced reading
and writing Buddhist texts as soon as she was able to do so. But the most

8. The famous writer Guo Moruo FHIA# (1892-1978) was among his pupils.

9. Longlian later had one sister, who was six years younger than her, and five brothers (only
three of her younger brothers survived infancy).
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important religious event of her young life occurred in the company of her
father, after he had reconciled with her mother and returned to live with them
at the Yi mansion. In 1920, father and daughter went to Wuyou 57Ji mon-
astery in Leshan, and on the way they met Dayong K5 (1893-1929), who
had just entered the monastic community.”® This encounter was destined to
have a profound influence on Longlian’s later life: at the time she told herself
that “she would put on the same yellow robe once she had grown up.”" The
year 1922, when she turned thirteen, was crucial. She inherited her grand-
father’s private library filled with Buddhist scriptures, where she found and
read an introduction to Pure Land Buddhism; she was also deeply impressed
by a manuscript by master Yinguang E[15f.." From that moment forward, she
became a complete vegetarian and a professed believer.

One year earlier, she had entered the female branch of the Jiading (i.e.
Leshan) Superior Elementary School, whose headmaster was her maternal
grandfather. During the summer, she learned English through correspon-
dence courses from Shanghai and studied high-school mathematics on her
own. When she was thirteen and her grandfather died, her school experience
was interrupted, but she continued her studies at home, proving to be very
gifted in all subjects. Longlian had tutored her little sister and brother for
some years already. Finally, in 1927, when she was eighteen, she took her
first job as a teacher in Leshan Female School. At the same time, she was
preparing to enter university, as suggested by her father. She taught herself
classical Chinese language and literature, history, geography, and algebra,
and also took English lessons with an American pastor’s wife. She never
took the university entrance exams, but was believed to have reached the
appropriate level.

10. Dayong was born in Baxian (Sichuan). After serving in the army, he received monastic
vows from Taixu A& (1890-1947) in 1919. He went to Japan to study tantric teachings but
later turned toward Tibetan Buddhism. In 1925 he went to Kham together with Fazun and
other students from Beijing’s Tibetan Language Studies Institute and stayed there until his
death a few years later. See Dongchu H#4J], Zhongguo fojiao jindai shi H B #Z0R (L5, 2 vols.
(Taipei: Dongchu chubanshe, 1974), 410-411; Gray Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of
Modern China (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 81 passim; and Yu Lingbo T
1, Zhongguo jinxiandai fojiao renwu zhi PEIEBLHE Y (Beijing: Zongjiao wenhua
chubanshe, 1995), 44c—48c.

11. See, among others: Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 43—45, and Chen Meiwu,
“Longlian fashi nianpu chubian,” 12.

12. Yinguang (1861-1940) was a prolific Buddhist master whose life and works contributed to
the revival of Pure Land Buddhism in modern China. See Chapter One by Jan Kiely, as well
as Dongchu, Zhongguo fojiao jindai shi, 761-765, and Yu Lingbo T ¥, Xiandai fojiao renwu
cidian BURFBADFEIL, 2 vols. (Taipei: Foguang, 2004), 284c—288b.
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In 1931 her family moved to Chengdu and she was employed as a math
teacher at the Chengdu Female Middle School, a county-owned institution.
On September 18, 1931, following the Mukden incident (the pretext for the
Japanese occupation of Manchuria), she went into the streets with her stu-
dents to protest. Fearing for her safety, her father took her back to Leshan. On
this occasion, she wrote some patriotic poems which were published in the
Sichuan Newspaper. The following year her father was appointed county mag-
istrate in Gulin and the entire family moved there. She served as his personal
secretary.

After returning to Chengdu in 1934, at the age of twenty-five, Longlian
took the qualifying examinations for the government civil service, and her
marks qualified her for both the position for ordinary officials and that for
high officials. She was then employed as supervisor and teacher of language
and algebra at the Chengdu Middle School, a high school attached to the
local university. Two years later, in 1936, she took part in the examinations for
county magistrate held by the provincial government and once again won first
place. The authorities declared that women should live in official premises
and receive military training; Longlian refused to do so and thus gave up the
opportunity to become the first Chinese woman to hold the post of magis-
trate. Instead, she was offered a position as translator-editor at the Editing and
Translating Secretariat of the provincial government.

Longlian’s thirst for learning continued to manifest itself during the decade
she spent in Chengdu before entering the Buddhist samgha. She devoted
herself mainly to Buddhist thought and philosophy, but also engaged in the
study of poetry, calligraphy, and wash-painting with renowned scholars such
as Liu Xianxing 2 52% (1858-1949). She also studied Chinese medicine with
Chen Yunmen FfZEFT (n.d.), a traditional doctor who was popular in central
Sichuan, and learned acupuncture with Cheng Dan’an 7&IE% (1899-1957), a
well-known acupuncturist and doctor who had studied in Japan.

In 1938, some days after she had entered the civil service, Longlian took
a further step toward her future religious life: she went to Aidaotang and
received the Bodhisattva precepts from Changyuan £ [E (1879-1944),” thus

13. Changyuan, a native of Sichuan, was a master of the Pure Land tradition. He was abbot
of both the Jinlongsi £#E5F, a male monastery, and the Aidao nunnery. He was also the
Chairman of the Buddhist Association of Sichuan, which was located in the Wenshuyuan
SCHRFE, where, in 1919, he founded the Sichuan Institute of Buddhist Studies (Sichuan
foxueyuan PUJI[{#£2[5%). He later established the Lianzong Institute of Studies (Lianzong
yuan JEZZPE, lianzong #5% meaning “school of the lotus,” another name for the Pure Land
school) in Jinlongsi, and the Lianzong Female Institute of Studies (Lianzong niizhong yuan
JHIR LR E) in Aidaotang. See Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 102-103.
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formally becoming a lay Buddhist. She missed the collective ritual because
of her father’s opposition; he was opposed to his daughter’s taking on such
a serious religious commitment, and feared that she might eventually decide
to become a nun. However, when Changyuan found her sobbing outside
Aidaotang, he held a private ritual for her and gave her the religious name
Longjing [& 5.

Her editorial job at the Secretariat was not very demanding, and she found
herself with plenty of time to devote to her studies and practice. She often
worked in the morning and took leave in the afternoon, and became a fre-
quent guest of the Shaocheng foxueshe /DI {#E&+t, the Buddhist Studies
Society founded in 1916 by Gong Xueguan ¥2£25; (lay name of Nenghai) and
other Sichuanese laypeople. It was located in Shaocheng park (now Renmin
gongyuan ARV [E), just west of the city center. This was probably the most
active of the few Buddhist circles existing at that time in Chengdu, and served
as a venue for lectures and conferences held by famous masters and scholars
of Buddhism.

Longlian often took notes on significant teachings and later organized
some of them into independent works, as was the case with the Shedashenglun
shu liieshu T R TG BTG A (Outline of the Commentary on the Compendium
of the Great Vehicle), which she first published in 1940.” The book was the
result of the notes she had taken on a series of conferences given in 1936
by the lay scholar Wang Enyang (1897-1964),'° who was an authority in
Weishi FfE#i (Consciousness-only) teachings; the core of the work is the
Mahayanasamgrahasastra,” an anthology of Mahayana essays ascribed to

14. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 112.

15. Longlian [, She dasheng lun shu lileshu. Wang Enyang xiansheng jiang 1 K IE BTG i
T BS54 (Chengdu: Zhongguo chuantongwenhua yanjiusuo bianji, 1995; firsted. 1940).

16. Wang Enyang was born in Nanchong (Sichuan). He studied Indian philosophy at Beijing
University and later went to Nanjing to study Buddhist thought with Ouyang Jian &[5
i (1871-1943), whom he helped to establish Dharmalaksana University. He later founded
Guishan Buddhist University in his hometown. While in Sichuan, he frequently held
conferences on Buddhist doctrines, particularly Weishi thought. In 1957 he accepted the
position of professor at the Beijing Institute of Buddhist Studies. See Dongchu, Zhongguo
fojiao jindai shi, 676-679; Yu Lingbo, Xiandai fojiao renwu cidian, 175b-179b; and Yu Lingbo,
Zhongguo jinxiandai fojiao renwu zhi, 601-606.

17. The Mahayanasamgrahasastra (Taisho 1595, 1596, and 1597) is one of the essential sastras
of the Weishi or Yogacara tradition. It gives an overview of the most significant theories and
practices in the Yogacara system, such as the eight consciousnesses, the “store conscious-
ness” (alayavijigna), the consciousness-only and the concept of three natures, as well as the
meditative path that leads to enlightenment. Longlian’s Shedashenglun shu liieshu is divided
into eleven chapters: the first chapter is an explanation of the contents and structure of
the work, while each of the remaining ten chapters is devoted to one of the “ten aspects”
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Asanga. This is how Wang himself reported the commitment of Longlian—at
that time still known as You Yongkang: “She was always there, taking notes
on my teachings. From the very beginning, I was able to see what a talented
woman she was. [...] When I went back to Chengdu, in September of the
same year, she gave me the first part of her notes to correct and evaluate. [. . .]
Since I did not find any mistakes, I encouraged her to continue her work.
In a couple of months she sent me the complete work. [...] I think that the
gifts and intellectual capacities of You Yongkang are rather unique.””® Wang
Enyang further demonstrated his appreciation for Longlian some years later,
in 1944, when he engaged her as proofreader for two more of his works.?

At the Buddhist Studies Society, Longlian gradually gravitated toward
Tibetan Buddhism, which was very popular in Sichuan at that time, as the
case of Nan Huaijin F§fE¥E also illustrates.” In those years she met many
Tibetan lamas on their way to China as well as Chinese monks departing on
or returning from pilgrimages to Tibet, and under their influence she chose
to devote herself to Tibetan Buddhism and tantric practices. Longlian had the
opportunity to study Tibetan with two Tibetan geshés® at the home of a friend,
a Mrs. Xiongfi€ (n.d.), where many of the masters invited by the Buddhist

contained in the original work by Asanga; for more details, see Bianchi, The Iron Statue
Monastery, 36-38.

18. From the preface to Longlian, She dasheng lun shu liieshu, 1 (already translated in Bianchi,
The Iron Statue Monastery, 28).

19. The two works by Wang Enyang are Xin rensheng zhexue $1 NEH 2 (A New Philosophy
of Life) and Jingang jing shilun %:MIZF#54 (Explanation of the Diamond siitra). See Chen
Meiwu, “Longlian fashi nianpu chubian,” 13.

20. Given its common border with Tibet, Sichuan, and particularly its two main cities
Chengdu and Chongqing, became favorite sites for Tibetan and Mongolian masters who
aimed to transmit their teachings in China, as well as for Chinese devotees who desired to
receive them. Many of the Chinese masters who decided to go to Tibet to study tantric teach-
ings came from such an environment. On Sichuan as a favorite place to practice Tibetan
Buddhism, also see Chapter Ten by Catherine Despeux. On the spread of Tibetan Buddhism
in China during the first half of the twentieth century, and the connections of this spread to
the geopolitical situation of the time, see particularly Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making
of Modern China; also see Ester Bianchi, “The Tantric Rebirth Movement in Modern China.
Esoteric Buddhism re-vivified by the Japanese and Tibetan Traditions,” Acta Orientalia
Academiae Scientiarum Hungarica 57, no. 1 (2004), 31-54; Martino Dibeltulo, “The Revival
of Tantrism: Tibetan Buddhism and Modern China” (PhD diss., University of Michigan,
2015); and Huang Yingjie #J56, Minguo mizong nianjian B %75 F 8 (Taipei: Chengfo
wenhua chuban, 1995).

21. Their names are Yeshe Geshé (Ch. Yuexi gexi {57544 7) and Dongben H 4, who appar-
ently was the former’s master (Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern China, 197

and 289, n. 10). On Longlian’s encounter with the two Tibetan lamas, see Qiu Shanshan,
Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 114.
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Studies Society were accommodated.” Furthermore, she had the chance to
meet Sherap Gyatso (1884-1968), the well-known Tibetan monastic scholar
who first gave her instructions on Gelukpa teachings.” During the 1930s, the
Changja qutughtu,?* one of the most important Gelukpa religious authorities,
also visited Chengdu several times as a guest speaker of the Buddhist Studies
Society. Longlian went to listen to his teachings and received from him the ini-
tiations of the three main Gelukpa deities (Vajrabhairava, Guhyasamaja, and
Samvara). She then practiced with other Tibetan lamas, such as Ngakwang
Khenpo (n.d.) (Ch. Awang kanbu Fi[fE3AT), who gave her instructions on
Vajrabhairava’s highest yogatantra practices, and a certain Xingshan #3
lama, who acquainted her with Vairocana practice.

Longlian also studied and practiced under some of the most outstanding
representatives of the Sino-Tibetan tradition. Most notably, in 1939 she studied
the Tibetan language with Fazun (1902-1980), and the following year attended
his lessons on the Weishi sanshi lun ME&E = 13w (Skr. Trimsika), a fundamen-
tal Yogacara work by Vasubandhu.” She also studied under Guankong #{%%

22. Mrs. Xiong, a lay Buddhist woman whose husband was a respected person in Chengdu,
was an aunt of Qiu Shanshan 3£ 1li1lI, the author of Longlian’s biography. On this woman,
see Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 14-15.

23. Sherap Gyatso, or Xirao Jiacuo E#t5%1H in Chinese, was born in Amdo, studied in
Lhasa, and was conferred the title of geshé at the Drepung monastery at the age of thirty-
two. In 1937 he moved to China, where he was welcomed by China’s Nationalist leaders
such as Dai Jitao #Z=M (1891-1949) and Chiang Kai-shek ¥/ F (1887-1975). From 1949
Sherap Gyatso also collaborated with the Communist government and held a number of
offices: vice-president of the Qinghai government, member of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference, and finally Chairman of the Buddhist Association of China. On
Sherap Gyatso, see particularly Heather Stoddard, “The Long Life of rDo-sbis dGe-bses
Ses-rab rGya-mcho (1884-1968),” in Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the 4th Seminar of the
International Association for Tibetan Studies, Helga Uebach and Jampa L. Panglung, eds.
(Munich: Kommission fiir Zentralasiatische Studien, 1988), 465—471; and, for his role in
spreading Tibetan Buddhism in China, Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern
China, 207-212 and passim.

24. Qutughtu, also written hutuktu, is a Mongolian title referring to a lineage of influential
Gelukpa hierarchs that originated among the Monguor, a people in Qinghai of Mongolian
origin and culturally deeply Tibetanized. Since the eighteenth century, the Changja qutugh-
tus resided in Beijing and were thus close to the Chinese imperial government. The nine-
teenth qutughtu, named Lozang Penden Tenpé Drénmé (1890-1957), was actively involved
with the Nationalist government as “protector of the state,” thus continuing the role with
which his title had been associated at the Qing court. See Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the
Making of Modern China, 76-78, 156 and passim.

25. Fazun entered the monastic community in his teenage years. A disciple of Taixu, he
graduated from the Wuchang Institute of Buddhist Studies. In 1925 Fazun studied at the
newly founded Beijing Institute of Tibetan Studies and later joined Dayong’s Team to Study
the Dharma Abroad in Tibet. In 1933, he went to Lhasa for the first time, where he stayed for
three years. In 1953 he was elected vice Chairman of the Buddhist Association of China; in

Ownby290316ATUS_Book.indb 282 @ 7/12/2016 7:19:14 PM



®

Subtle Erudition and Compassionate Devotion « 283

(1903-1989),% but the most influential master in Longlian’s life was Nenghai,”
whom she usually referred to as her “venerable lama” (lao shangshi & L fili).2
She met him in the early 1930s at the Buddhist Studies Society and was deeply
impressed by his teachings. In 1937 Nenghai, who had been on a retreat on
Wutaishan F & Ll for more than three years, returned to Sichuan, moving to
the Jincisi T4 5F, a monastery located in Sheyangchang, in the southern sub-
urbs of Chengdu. Longlian often went to hear him preach, and became one of
his closest disciples, studying both exoteric and tantric texts and tenets with
him. Among Nenghai’s disciples, Longlian was the only woman to whom he

1956 he was given the post of vice director of the Beijing Institute of Buddhist Studies, and
in 1980, after the Cultural Revolution, he became its director. On this master, see particularly
Francoise Wang-Toutain, “Quand les maitres chinois s'éveillent au bouddhisme tibétain,”
Bulletin de UEcole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient 87 (2000), 707-727; Brenton Sullivan, “Blood and
Teardrops: The Life and Travels of Venerable Fazun (1901-1980),” in Buddhists: Understanding
Buddhism Through the Lives of Practitioners, T. Lewis, ed. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell,
2014), 296-304, and “Venerable Fazun at the Sino-Tibetan Buddhist Studies Institute (1932—
1950) and Tibetan Geluk Buddhism in China,” Indian International Journal of Buddhist
Studies 9 (2008), 199-241; also see Ester Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967).
Doctrinal tradition and teaching strategies of a Gelukpa master in Republican China,” in
Buddhism Between Tibet and China, Matthew Kapstein, ed. (Boston: Wisdom Publications,
2009), 308-313.

26. Guankong, like Fazun, first went to Kham in 1925 as a member of Dayong’s Team to
Study the Dharma Abroad. He resided in Kham for ten years, then moved to Chongging
to teach at the Institute of Sino-Tibetan Buddhist Studies, founded by Taixu and Fazun in
1930-1931. Afterwards, he went to Lhasa, where he studied under Tibetan lamas, among
them Khangsar Rinpoché. In 1957 he was appointed professor at the Institute of Buddhist
Studies of Beijing. See Chen Bing [ f% and Deng Zimei &1 3%, eds., Ershi shiji Zhongguo
fojiao — AL B (Beijing: Minzu chubanshe, 2000), 361.

27 Nenghai joined the monastic community at the age of thirty-nine, forty-one days after
the birth of his son. He went to Tibet several times (staying in Kham in 1926-1927 and in
Lhasa in 1928-1932 and 1940-1941). At the Drepung monastery he studied under Khangsar
Rinpoché, who bestowed on him a tantric transmission belonging to the Yamantaka-
Vajrabhairava cycle. In China he founded seven monasteries in line with the Tibetan
Buddhist tradition (called micheng jingang daochang %3433, “tantric vajra monaster-
ies”), some of which are still active today. When the Cultural Revolution broke out in 1966,
Nenghai was in the Jixiangsi # 5%, on Mount Wutai, where he passed away on January 1,
1967. On this master, see particularly Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967)";
see also Tuttle, Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern China, 97 and passim; and Frangoise
Wang-Toutain, “Comment Asanga rencontra Maitreya. Contact entre Bouddhisme chinois
et tibétain au XXe siecle,” in Images of Tibet in the 19th and 20th Centuries, Monica Esposito,
ed. (Paris: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, 2008), 359-385.

28. Longlian wrote an essay on Nenghai's teaching activities and a Chinese-style biogra-
phy: Longlian, “Nenghai fashi hongfa yeji shuliie BEIEIEATIAVESE4HIARE,” Sichuan wenshi
ziliao xuanji P9 1| 3L EREE, vol. 39 (Chengdu: Sichuan renmin chubanshe, 1985), 49—
59 and “Nenghai fashi nianpu BEIFIERTERE,” In Sichuan wenshi ziliao xuanji PU )1 3CE &
kLR vol. 39 (Chengdu: Sichuan renmin chubanshe, 1985), 60-68.
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transmitted the highest yogatantra teachings belonging to the Vajrabhairava
cycle that he had received in Lhasa.

During the War against Japan (1937-1945), because of the expanding
Japanese occupation, monks and nuns from the northern regions sought
refuge in Chengdu. But soon the war spread to Chengdu, and many people
fled to safer places. Longlian’s family also moved back to Leshan; however,
she refused to leave, in order to continue to study Buddhism and the Tibetan
language. In 1940, she practiced medicine for a few months to earn a living,
and afterwards she moved to live in Aidaotang. In 1941 Nenghai returned to
Chengdu from his last pilgrimage to Lhasa; Longlian and another ten nuns
and laywomen began to go to Jincisi every day to listen to his teachings. The
trip took about two hours, and Nenghai's lectures usually lasted at least three
or four hours. She was exhausted by this demanding schedule, and this is
when she decided the time had come for her to enter the Buddhist samgha.

In 1941, at the age of thirty-two, Longlian gave up her official job and worldly
life to become a Buddhist nun. Knowing that her parents wished her to keep
her government job, Changyuan tried to persuade her that she could be an
excellent Buddhist devotee even as a laywoman. But she had already made
up her mind: she took three days’ leave from work and went to Aidaotang.
But because it was a public nunnery, it could not accept novices.?” She then
followed Changyuan to Jinlongsi 4:#E5F, a hereditary monastery, where she
received the tonsure. Afterwards she went to discuss her decision with her
family in Leshan and eventually gained their approval. She then returned to
Chengdu to receive bhiksuni or “complete ordination,”*® in the Wenshuyuan

29. In China, Buddhist institutions were divided into two categories: large public monas-
teries (shifang conglin T 778 #K), serving as models for the entire monastic community;
and small private temples or monasteries (zisun migo Ff#), where tonsure was per-
mitted. Therefore, hereditary monasteries were supposed to be the only channel through
which one could enter the samgha. For the emergence of this distinction in Song times,
see Griffith T. Foulk, “Myth, Ritual and Monastic Practice in Sung Ch’an Buddhism,” in
Religion and Society in T’ang and Sung China, Patricia Buckley Ebrey and Peter N. Gregory,
eds. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1993), 163-164; for the situation during the first
half of the twentieth century, see Holmes Welch, The Practice of Chinese Buddhism, 1900—
1950 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967), 3—45 and 129-141. This distinction
also applies to Daoist monasteries : see Vincent Goossaert, Dans les temples de la Chine.
Histoire des cultes. Vie des communautés (Paris: Albin Michel, 2000), 60.

30. “Complete ordination” (Ch. juzujie £ /£7) implies taking the full set of precepts that
bhiksus and bhiksunis have to follow. The number of rules varies depending on each school;
the vinaya of the Dharmaguptaka (Sifenlii [45>fE: Taisho 1428), the vinaya tradition adopted
by Chinese Buddhists, has 250 vows for monks and 348 for nuns. The ceremony where
these precepts are taken is referred to as upasampada. On the Pratimoksa, the set of rules, in
the Sifenlii, refer to Ann Heirman, The Discipline in Four Parts, Rules for Nuns According to the
Dharmaguptakavinaya, 3 vols. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2002), vol. 2; also see Longlian,
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FRBE, a prominent Buddhist monastery in the center of Chengdu.
Changyuan found out that there was already a bhiksuni named Longjing and
changed her religious name to Longlian. This same year, Nenghai accepted
her as a Dharma disciple and gave her the Dharma name Renfa {=}%; she
also assumed the religious names Wenshu Jiezi 3CZAT T (“Manjusri Vinaya-
child”) and Qingshi Sanren {HFRFHLA >

As soon as Longlian took her vows, Changyuan hired her as teacher of
Buddhist literature in the Lianzong Female Institute of Studies; in 1942 she
was also appointed dean of studies there. This was the beginning of her
career as a Buddhist teacher, a role she maintained throughout her monastic
life. When time permitted she continued to go to Jincisi to follow Nenghai's
teachings. At this time she also met with the already renowned painter You
Yunshan J##EH (b. 1912), lay name Xiaoyun F%ZE (Hiuwan in Cantonese),
who was later to be one of the most influential Buddhist nuns in Hongkong
and Taiwan. Feeling a deep affinity with her (they had the same lay surname,
both were gifted and well educated, and they also revered the same master),
Xiaoyun revealed in her autobiographic writings that she never lost her “ref-
uge certificate,” which was penned by Longlian.*

In 1943, Fazun gave lessons on Tsongkhapa’s commentary on the
Madhyamakavatara (Ru zhonglun A1), one of the five essential $astras of
the Gelukpa school.?* These lectures were the inspiration for the Ru zhonglun
jiangji NHERFEAD (Explanation of the Madhyamakavatara), one of Longlian’s
best known works. It stands as the only available complete Chinese translation

“Biejietuojie HIf#MEHAL,” In Zhongguo fojiao "EIH#L, vol. 4 (Shanghai: Dongfang chuban
zhongxin, 1996, first ed. 1989), 405-411. On the procedures for bhiksuni ordination in China,
see below, note 43.

31. Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi nianpu chubian,” 13.

32. During her years in Chengdu (1941-1945), You Yunshan took refuge with Changyuan,
who predicted that she would eventually become a Buddhist nun. When she went to listen to
Longlian preach the scriptures, she donated one of her paintings and received a copy of the
She dasheng lun. See Li Yuzhen 4%, “Yunshui bu zhu: Xiaoyun fashi de bigiuni dianfan”
ERNE—EEVERIRI L R B4, in 2006 nian Huafan daxue chuanbanren Xiaoyun
fashi sixiang xingyi yantaohui ji di shisan jie guoji fojiao jiaoyu wenhua yantaohui huiyi lunwenji
2006 FFEFE AL QI AL EEITEOT & 25+ = E BB fh#EEE UL itad &
a4, He Guangyan il R, Huang Junwei # {2, eds. (Taipei: Huafandaxue dong-
fang renwen sixiang yanjiusuo, 2007), 20, and Xiaoyun B£3%, Huanyu zhouxing gianhou %
FJHATHI1% (Taipei: Yuanquan chubanshe, 1995), 534-535 and 545.

33. The Madhyamakavatara (Introduction to the Madhyamakasastra) was not translated into
Chinese prior to the twentieth century, and is one of the essential $astras within the Gelukpa
order. Based on Nagarjuna’s Madhyamakasastra (Taisho 1564), it was composed in the sev-
enth century by the Indian scholar Candrakirti and presents the Madhyamaka teachings
according to the ten stages of the Bodhisattva Path.
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of the original text, and it is important because Fazun never published it him-
self.** This text is presently part of the curricula of many Buddhist institutes
of studies in China.

In 1944 Longlian had a traumatic experience, suffering a nervous break-
down that forced her to return to Leshan to recover her health.* The following
year, Longlian and her lifelong intimate friend Dingjing /E##* (1903-1997)
went to live in a shelter built for themselves and other nuns in the neighbor-
hood of Jincisi; Nenghai decided that they should live in the Tiexiangsi #{%
<F, which was subsequently converted into a Sino-Tibetan nunnery.” In 1947
and 1949, Longlian went on summer retreats with Nenghai in Taipingsi X
57 (Pengxian) and in Cisheng'an ZXZEJ& (Emei shan UUE L), respectively.
According to her, those months spent studying and practicing with her vener-
able lama represented the two most joyful periods in her life.*®

In 1949, on the eve of the foundation of the People’s Republic of China,
the vinaya master Guanyi & — (n.d.), from the Baoguangsi B .5, was
invited by Nenghai to give lectures on monastic discipline to the nuns

34. In Longlian’s work, Candrakirti's words (in bold) are translated from the Tibetan lan-
guage; they are followed by Tsongkhapa’s commentary translated and annotated by Fazun.
The whole work is divided into ten chapters reflecting the ten stages of the path (also related
to the ten paramitas). The work was first published in 1984 as a series of five articles in
the Buddhist journal Fayin. For Longlian’s work, see Longlian, Ru zhonglun jiangji. Fazun
fashi jiang N5 ED VEELATHE (Hangzhou: Zhejiangsheng fojiao xiehui, 1995, first
ed. 1984), and the explanation in Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 38-39; for Fazun on
the Madhyamakavatara, see Wang-Toutain, “Quand les maitres chinois s'éveillent au boud-
dhisme tibétain,” 722.

35. She was persecuted by an “evil monk” who was hoping to become the new abbot of
Aidaotang. In 1945 fifty lay disciples of Nenghai (including the head of the Provincial
Department of Civil Affairs) wrote a letter to Longlian’s father, requesting that he let her go
back to Chengdu. Her father was afraid for her safety, and agreed, but did not allow her to
live in Aidaotang. Accordingly, Longlian took up residence in Aidaotang again only in 1949,
after the “evil monk” had been executed. This event is narrated in detail by Qiu Shanshan,
Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 150-151.

36. Dingjing was born into an influential family from Sichuan: her grandfather had been a
military governor in Tibet, her father was a collaborator of General Cai E %85 (1882-1916),
and the famous writer Ba Jin .4 (1904-2005) was a close relative on her mother’s side.
Dingjing entered the Buddhist monastic order in 1942, immediately after Longlian; her ton-
sure master was Nenghai. She thus lived side by side with Longlian for most of her monastic
life. See Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 145-146 and 219-220.

37. Tiexiangsi is a nunnery located in the southern suburbs of Chengdu, about two kilo-
meters from Shiyangchang. It was first built in 1590, when a statue of Sakyamuni Buddha
was dug up on the spot (hence the name Tiexiangsi, or “Iron Statue Monastery”). During
the War of Resistance against Japan (1937-1945) the monastery became the property of the
neighboring Jincisi. On Tiexiangsi, see Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery.

38. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 152.
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living in the Tiexiangsi.** He then imparted the Siksamana’s six rules to
the resident novices, as a step leading to their full ordination.* According
to the rules of the “dual ordination” (erbuseng jie, literally “ordination con-
ferred by the two samgha-orders”), nuns should receive the precepts of com-
plete ordination first from ten bhiksunis acting as nun-masters, and then
from ten ordained monks, representing the bhiksus community. Guanyi
explained that these procedures had been introduced into China from
Sri Lanka in the years 433-434;* nevertheless, they had been discarded in
China, where precepts were usually conferred to nuns only by ten bhiksu-
masters.” From this moment, Longlian decided that she should take up the

39. Nenghai himself had received full ordination under Guanyi at Xindu's Baoguangsi
in 1925.

40. The figure of the Siksamana, an intermediate step between a female novice and a fully
ordained nun, is prescribed by the vinaya texts but was never very common in China. It
refers to a young female practitioner accepting the six precepts to be followed for a pro-
bationary period of two years: abstinence from sex, stealing, killing, lying, consumption
of alcohol, and eating at improper times. On this issue see Ann Heirman, “Where is the
Probationer in the Chinese Buddhist Nunneries?” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen
Gesellschaft 158, no. 1 (2008), 105-137.

41. According to the account of the life of the nun Sengguo f45%, as reported in the Bigiuni

zhuan H R (T 2063: 939c-940a, translated in Li Jung-hsi, Biographies of Buddhist Nuns.
Pao-chang’s Pi-chiu-ni-chuan (Osaka: Tohokai, 1981), 68-70), in 433 a merchant ship arrived
in China with a number of bhiksunis from Sr1 Lanika on board. They thus permitted the
transmission of the Buddhist nuns’ order to China in the fifth century. On this issue, see
Ann Heirman, “Buddhist Nuns: Between Past and Present,” Numen-International Review for
the History of Religions 58 (2011), 603-631 and “Chinese Nuns and their Ordination in Fifth
Century China,” Journal of the International Association of Chinese Studies 24, no. 2 (2001),
275-304; and Zheng Weiyi #F4E{#, “Tracing Tesara: The Transmission of Buddhist Nuns’
Order along the Maritime Silk Road,” Longyang xueshu yanjiu jikan BEF5ZEMHTHFFET] 5
(2010), 19-55.

42. In China, it often occurred that nuns took the precepts only from the community of
monks, both in regards to novices’ ordination (whereas according to vinaya rules, they should
receive the ten precepts from a nun-master) and full ordination. While neither the Tibetan
nor the Theravadin monastic establishments consider such ordination fully legitimate, in
the Chinese tradition ordination conducted by monks alone was considered valid. The “dual
ordination” is described in Shuyw’s 3 % mid-seventeenth-century work titled Erbuseng shou-
jie yishi —EB 37 (X. 1134). On nuns’ ordination procedures and Longlian’s perspec-
tive, also see Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 90-92; on their restoration in modern
and contemporary China, see Ester Bianchi, “Restoration, Adaptation and Standardization
of ‘Correct’ Ordination Procedures in Contemporary Chinese Buddhism: A Tentative
Evaluation,” in Buddhism after Mao: Negotiations, Continuities, Innovations, Ji Zhe, André
Laliberté, Gareth Fisher, eds. (forthcoming). On nuns’ ordination procedures according to
the Sifenlii, particularly see Heirman, The Discipline in Four Parts, vol. 2; for ordination rules
and rituals in general see Isaline Blew Horner, Women under Primitive Buddhism. Laywomen
and Almswomen (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1989, first ed. 1930), 138-158, and
Léon Wieger, Vinaya: Monachisme et Discipline. Hinayana Véhicule Inférieur (Paris: Cathasia,
1951), 203-211.
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challenge to resurrect what she believed to be the “correct” procedures for
nuns’ ordination—a goal which was Nenghai's wish as well and which she
finally accomplished in 1982.

In order to help co-disciples and other practitioners in their studies and
practices, she continued her habit of organizing, printing out, and distribut-
ing her notes of significant teachings she had followed; as mentioned before,
some of these texts were subsequently published as independent works.
A prominent example is the Sanguiyi guan chuxiu liefa =R IKEIYVIIERS L,
which explains the “Contemplation of the Three Refuges,” a basic meditation
conceived as a starting point for higher tantric practices.® While the majority
of her works were inspired by Nenghai’s teachings given at the Jincisi or in
other spots during the 1940s and 1950s, in some cases we also find transcrip-
tions of lessons by other masters, such as Ngakwang Khenpo and a certain
Miwu Z 15 geshé.*

In 1952 she received further instruction by Nenghai on the Vajrabhairava
practices, the highest tantric practices ever bestowed on her. This was an
important year also for Longlian’s activities as a Tibetan translator, since
Nenghai entrusted her with a number of translations, believing that she
should cultivate her talents in this field. He first asked her to work on a
sadhana devoted to Tara; the text, entitled Lii dumu si mantu yigui 4k &1 &
Z5{#W (Green Tara four-mandala sadhana), has been recently published for
the first time in the collection Fozang jiyao H#fE#E2 (vol. 19) by the Bashu
publishing house.® Another work was the Pilu yigui shouyin Bt &5 F[
(Mudra of the Vairocana sadhana), concerning Vairocana tantric practices. But
Longlian’s better-known translation is the Ru pusa xing lun guangjie N354T
#fEf# (Exposition of the Bodhicaryavatara), based on a Tibetan commentary

43. This practice had been passed down by Nenghai to his disciples since 1928; it was briefly
described in verse by layman Jing Gaochu %], and finally discussed extensively by
Longlian at the end of the 1940s: Longlian, Sanguiyi guan chuxiu liiefa. Nenghai shangshi
chuanshou =ARHILAHERS%-RENT A&7 (Chengdu: Jincisi huguo jin’gang daochang
yin, 1946). This work is still used for daily practices at the Tiexiangsi and is discussed in
Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 122-132.

44. Among the other works inspired by Nenghai's teaching is the Dingdao ziliang song jianglu
TETE & REAHRERD, on the preliminaries to meditation; the Taipingsi anju jiangly K FF%
J&i# ¥k, a broad organization of notes taken during the summer retreat in Taiping monas-
tery in 1947 (some explanations of vinaya rituals and precepts etc.). The Xiu putixin qiyi lun
Jjiangji (EE 0L EFEERC, on the other hand, is based on lessons dispensed by Ngakwang
Khenpo on Lam rim practice (an outline of the stages of the path to spiritual realization). See
Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 39-40; for other works of this kind penned by Longlian,
see Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi nianpu chubian,” 14.

45. See Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi nianpu chubian,” 14.
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of a fundamental sastra for the Gelukpa tradition. Her text also includes a
complete translation of the original work by Santideva, and is thus of great
importance, since the only existing previous Chinese translation was incom-
plete.* Her skills in Tibetan were well-known outside of monastic circles as
well: this same year she was invited by Zhang Yisun 5&1A74 (1893-1983),
director of the Humanities Department at Sichuan University, to participate
as assistant Tibetan translator in the compilation of the Zang-Han dacidian
JHE KAEF S (Great Tibetan-Chinese dictionary).

The first fifteen years of the People’s Republic of China coincided with
the period of Longlian’s most intense official activities and concrete politi-
cal engagement. She was most probably encouraged by her master Nenghai,
who was himself increasingly involved in the public arena and was willing
and able to collaborate with the government.¥ The choice to assume formal
positions in governmental assemblies and other bodies was rather common
throughout the twentieth century, as the different cases of Li Yujie 2% %[ and
Zhao Puchu also testify.* As for Longlian, in 1953 she was chosen as member
of the Research Institute of Culture and History of Sichuan; her first task was
to write explanations of Du Fu’s poems in the colloquial style, as part of the
general trend to educate the masses. In 1955 she was elected to the National
Council of the Buddhist Association of China and went to Beijing for the first
time. The following year she was chosen as the only woman to sit on the
editorial board of the volume on Chinese Buddhism of the Encyclopedia of
World Buddhism. Zhou Enlai J&HEZE (1898-1976), who was responsible for
the project, was impressed by her achievements and expressed a desire to

46. Originally composed by Santideva (seventh-eighth century), it was introduced into Tibet
by Atisa (982-1054). Various translations and commentaries followed. The existing Chinese
version, the Puti xingjing E424T4 (by Tianxizai KB K, late tenth century) (Taishé 1662) is
rather incomplete if compared to the Tibetan version. Longlian’s translation—Longlian,
Ru pusa xing lun guangjie N3 BEITHAE# (XPan: Shanxisheng fojiao xiehui, 1995, first ed.
1952)—is based on a twelfth-century Tibetan commentary. For further details, see Bianchi,
The Iron Statue Monastery, 40—41.

47.In 1952, Nenghai went to Vienna for the World Conference on Peace. He was a member
of the Permanent Council and vice-president of the Buddhist Association of China since its
foundation in 1953. The following year he attended the first meeting of the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference. In 1955 he joined the Chinese delegation in Delhi for
the Conference of Asian Nations. In 1957 he was elected Chairman of the Wutaishan
Buddhist Association and in 1959 he participated in the second meeting of the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference. See Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese lama’ Nenghai
(1886-1967),” 305.

48. See, respectively, Chapters Seven and Nine in this volume. This kind of choice can be
read as a way to secure the leadership position in the religious field through managing
relationships with the state.
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meet her. Eventually, however, whether because of monastic rules (as stated
in her biographies)® or for other reasons, this encounter never took place.
Instead, she was granted an interview with Zhou's wife, Deng Yingchao
SFFEHE (1904-1992). In 1957 she was elected to the Permanent Council of the
Buddhist Association of China. In 1960-1961 she took part in the compila-
tion and editing of the religious chapters of the Sichuan Provincial Gazetteer
(her contributions were lost during the Cultural Revolution, however). In 1962
she attended the third meeting of the Buddhist Association of China and was
chosen as a member of the Permanent Council and as vice-secretary general.
Some months later she was elected member of the Permanent Council and
vice-secretary general of the Sichuan Buddhist Association, and participated
in the People’s Political Consultative Conference of Sichuan.

Due to these official engagements, in 1956 Longlian had to move to Beijing,
taking Dingjing and her elderly mother with her. She registered at the Tongjiaosi
iH#(5F—a nunnery renowned for its strict adherence to vinaya rules—and
became a close friend of the abbess Tongyuan i (1913-1991), who was as
influential and wellknown in the north as Longlian was in the south.®

Living in Beijing gave Longlian the opportunity to see Nenghai again: she
went to Wutaishan in 1957-1958 and again in 1959, staying in a nearby nun-
nery and studying and practicing with him for several months.> On the first
occasion, she wrote down Nenghai's teachings on the Gurupija (Tib. Lama
Chdpa), the most popular guruyoga text in the Gelukpa tradition,*? and on the

49. See Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 172-173; and Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi
nianpu chubian,” 14.

50. A saying widespread in Buddhist milieus had it that, when it came to bhiksunis, “in the
South there was Longlian and in the North Tongyuan” (Qiu Shanshan 3£1lI1lI, “Longlian
fashi yu Wutaishan FEIEEMIELH &G 11,7 Wutaishan T L 7 (2006), 22). Tongyuan was
born in Shuangcheng (Heilongjiang). Like Longlian, she was gifted and learned. In 1937 she
entered the female branch of Beijing University to study economics. She took the monastic
vows in 1940 and resided in Beijing’s Tongjiaosi until 1956, when she moved to Wutaishan.
After the Cultural Revolution, she took up residence on the mountain again. Her relics and
personal belongings are displayed in a commemoration hall of the Pushousi &7, the
nunnery on Wutaishan presently hosting the Institute of Buddhist Studies for nuns which
she had planned to found. See Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 173-174, and http://www.
pushousi.net/.

51. On Longlian’s stays on Wutaishan, see Qiu Shanshan, “Longlian fashi yu Wutaishan.”

52. The Gurupija (Offering to the master) was composed by the fourth Panchen Lama
(1570-1662) and is widely used for daily chanting services in Tibetan monasteries. Nenghai’s
Chinese translation (Nenghai £, Shangshi wushang gongyang guanxingfa i il b {225
171 (Shanghai: Shanghaishi fojiao xiehui, 1990) became one of the main texts used for rituals
and celebrations in all his monasteries; Longlian’s text (Longlian, Shangshi wushang gongyang
guanxing fa jiangji. Nenghai shangshi jiangshu i 4 _E {8 % Aei L fisER
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Abhisamayalamkara, one of the fundamental texts in the Gelukpa monastic
curricula for geshés.>® These notes were then published as two of her most
valued works: the Shangshi wushang gongyang guanxing fa jiangji - fli % b {1t
BBTIAERC (Explanation of the contemplation techniques in the “Offering
to the master”), and the more theoretical work Xianguan zhuanyan lun biji 3%
Bl E R 25 (Notes on the “Ornament for the Clear Realization”). In 1959,
Longlian studied the art of molding Buddhist statues according to the Tibetan
tradition with Nenghai. The following year she decided to return to Sichuan,
and reestablished permanent residence for herself, her mother, and Dingjing
in Chengdu.

When the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution broke out some years
later, Longlian only encountered relatively minor difficulties (she was criti-
cized for her salary as a translator and needed to defend Nenghai from some
attacks); she was not publicly criticized nor was she imprisoned. Nevertheless,
her life changed drastically and for the worse. In 1966, because of her posi-
tion as an eminent Buddhist nun, Longlian had to participate in the criticism
meetings and political classes organized for the religious leaders of Sichuan
at the principal Catholic church of Chengdu. At the end of the study period,
all of these religious personalities—Longlian being the only woman—were
sent to a labor camp which specialized in textile production in order to be
“reformed through labor.” Thanks to the help of her lifelong friend Xiong,
who at that time was working for the government office of religious affairs,
she managed to obtain a leave for health reasons. She was instead assigned
to a sewing machine in a workshop located in Wenshuyuan. Eventually, in
late 1966, she suffered a second nervous breakdown, was hospitalized, and
eventually relieved from work. She suffered from chronic mental illness until
the end of the 1970s.

Longlian spent most of the “ten years’ catastrophe” in Aidaotang, together
with her mother and her friend Dingjing. They survived thanks to her

(Ningbo: Duobaojiangsi yin, 1995, first ed. 1957-1958) includes detailed explanations on the
described practice. At the heart of this practice is the realization that one’s own root guru is
identical with the Buddha. For an English translation, see Tshering Gyatso, The Guru Puja
and The Hundred Deities of the Land of Joy (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works & Archives,
1995, first ed. 1979). For Nenghai's version, Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 136-165.

53. The Abhisamayalamkara (Ornament for the Clear Realization) is considered to have been
composed by Maitreyanitha and is essential in the Gelukpa tradition. The first Chinese trans-
lations are by Fazun and Nenghai, who also wrote commentaries on the work. Longlian’s
work belongs to this tradition. On this text, see Edward Conze, Abhisamayalamkara.
Introduction and Translation from Original Texts with Sanskrit-Tibetan Index (Roma: ISMEO,
1954); for Nenghaf's works and commentaries, including his disciples’ notes based on his
teachings, see Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967),” 310.
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government salary (even if it had been considerably reduced) and the financial
and moral support of other nuns and common people. Longlian and Dingjing
had to dress in lay garments and let their hair grow, but they maintained the
right to live in the nunnery and managed to carry on religious practices in
secret. As Longlian herself put it: “I am still my old self, a Buddhist monastic
at home” (yiran guwo zaijia seng HKINIIAEZR (1).>* Indeed, while Tiexiangsi
was completely secularized® (as were other Buddhist monasteries and reli-
gious institutions), a small section of Aidaotang remained available to some
of the former nuns, even if most of the halls and buildings were occupied by a
book bindery and two workshops for the production of lubricating oil and mos-
quito nets. Holy images and religious objects and halls were badly damaged in
Aidaotang, as in most monasteries. Even worse, as Longlian recounted: “The
rebel faction entered Aidaotang and demanded that we monastics destroy
Buddha images ourselves.”*

Longlian, like other representatives of the “old generation” (such as the
Daoist master Ren Fajiu tF{%/A, see Chapter Twelve),” can be regarded as
a bridge figure testifying to the “resilience” of Chinese religions through the
adversities of the Maoist era. In 1979, as soon as she sensed that there was a
change of official government attitudes toward religions, she was “the first to
tonsure again.”*® Longlian’s bald head had a significant impact at the fourth
meeting of the newly restored Buddhist Association of China (1980), as she
was the only nun who dared to shave and dress in monastic robes. On that
occasion, she suggested restoring Tiexiangsi and establishing a Buddhist
nuns’ college there. Her idea was accepted, and Zhao Puchu went to Sichuan
in 1982 to investigate Tiexiangsi's situation. The Sichuan Bhiksuni Institute
for Buddhist Studies (Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan PUJI[JERFHEELE) was
officially founded in 1983: Longlian was its director, Zhao Puchu the honor-
ary director, and Kuanlin EFi (1905-1999) (abbot of the Wenshuyuan and
Chairman of the Buddhist Association of Sichuan) the vice -director. By 1984

54. From a poem she wrote on her sixtieth birthday in 1969. See Chen Meiwu, “Longlian
fashi nianpu chubian,” 14.

55. In 1966, the almost thirty nuns living in Tiexiangsi left the nunnery; some of them
disrobed, while others moved to Aidaotang. During the Cultural Revolution, Tiexiangsi was
occupied by eight farming families and by an elementary school. In the early 1980s the
greater part of the monastic property was returned to the nuns’ community; reconstruction
took some years but by 1985 the nunnery had begun running smoothly again. See Bianchi,
The Iron Statue Monastery, 20-21.

56. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 179.
57 On Ren Fajiu, see Chapter Twelve.
58. Qiu Shanshan, “Dangdai diyi bigiuni,” 35.
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the first institution of higher education for nuns in mainland China began
operation.”

In 1981 Longlian went to Beijing and was received by the Minister of Culture
from Sri Lanka. As mentioned earlier, full ordination for nuns was believed to
have been introduced into China during the fifth century, through the efforts
of a group of Sinhalese nuns.®® Given that the Sinhalese bhiksunisamgha even-
tually vanished, authorities from both countries decided that it should be re-
established by Chinese nuns. This task was assigned to Longlian, who made
every effort to arrange the ordination to be held in 1982; she even translated
the “dual ordination” ritual procedures into English.

Though the Sinhalese nuns did not attend, probably because of political
and diplomatic complications,® in January 1982 the ordination ceremonies
took place in Tiexiangsi and Wenshuyuan. It was the first nuns’ ordination
to have been held in twenty-five years.®* Longlian had them follow the “dual
ordination” procedures taught to her by Guanyi, which she had promised
she would resurrect in China. Tongyuan, whom she specifically invited
from Wutaishan, headed the group of ten bhiksunis chosen as ordination-
masters, while Kuanlin was the head of the monk-masters. In 1982, only
nine Siksamands received complete ordination; in March 1987 it was the turn
of twenty more nuns, who had accepted the siksamana precepts in 1985 and

59. The Institute of Studies offered three three-year courses: a junior course (started in
1984), a senior course (1987), and a postgraduate course (1990). In 2007, the Institute was
moved out of Tiexiangsi. Directed by Ruyi W%, one of Longlian’s first students, it is pres-
ently located in Pengzhou (near Mianzhu) and has completely lost its original Tibetan “fla-
vor,” in line with the many other seminars and schools for nuns which have developed
in China over the last twenty years. On the Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan, see particularly
Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 103-119; Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 205-227;
and Yang Xiaoyan #5BE3E, “Dangdai nizhong jiaoyu moshi yanjiu & {/E R BB A5
(MA diss., Zhongyang minzu daxue H' R JEAREE, 2011), 32-49.

60. See note 42.

61. On the eastern wing of Tiexiangsi, a two-story building was built to house the foreign
nuns. The cancellation of the event was never really accepted by Longlian, judging from
the fact that in 1996 in Tiexiangsi they still believed that the Sinhalese nuns were waiting
for the proper time. Longlian regretted this failure until the end of her life, even if she had
nothing to do with its cause (“Longlian fashi tan: san guo fojiao huiyi, di si ci shifuhui
he nizhong foxue jiaoyu P& Ak SR G . EHR RGeS REAE
Zhongguo zongjiao T BIZRF 2 (1995), 42-43). On the revival of the nuns’ monastic order in
the Theravada tradition, see Analayo, “The Revival of the Bhikkhuni Order and the Decline
of the Sasana,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 20 (2013), 110-193.

62. The last ordination of nuns before the Cultural Revolution was held in 1957 at the
Baohuashan #{ #1l| (Nanjing) and involved 430 female novices (in addition to 373 male
novices). From 1957 on, monastic ordinations were banned. See Welch, Buddhism under
Mao, 121-123.
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had later graduated from the Institute of Studies in Tiexiangsi. Since then,
the “dual ordination” rules have been followed in almost every bhiksuni ordi-
nation in China.®® In recognition of Longlian’s role in revitalizing the nuns’
order, she was invited to participate as principal nun-master in the mass
bhiksunt ordination which took place in 1993 in Baimasi H f55F (Luoyang).

The 1980s saw the fulfillment of Longlian’s two long-cherished wishes: the
restoration of “dual ordination” procedures; and the establishment of a female
Institute of Buddhist Studies. That decade also saw her cultivate a renewed
interest in official and social engagements. In 1980, at the fourth meeting
of the Buddhist Association of China, she was appointed member of the
Permanent Council and Secretary General; in addition, she was elected mem-
ber of the editorial board of the Association’s official journal Fayini£E. In
1981 she was elected Chairwoman of the Buddhist Association of Sichuan.
She twice served as member of the People’s Political Consultative Conference
of Sichuan (1982 and 1988) and of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference (1985 and 1988). In 1987 she was elected vice-president of the
Buddhist Association of China and honorary Chairwoman of the Buddhist
Association of Sichuan. Her fame also crossed Chinese borders, though she
never left the country (the only exception being her visit to Hong Kong in
December 1992): she was twice awarded a prize by the Japanese Buddhist
Association for Preaching the Dharma (1980 and 1985),% met many foreign
delegations (from Bhutan, Burma, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Nepal,
Sri Lanka, Thailand, and the United States), and was in contact with Buddhist
nuns from Hong Kong and Taiwan.

The new era also implied a shift in her attitude as a Buddhist master.
Since she had entered the Buddhist samgha, she had not taken disciples, the
declared reason being that she simply could not do so because Aidaotang
was a public nunnery where tonsure was not permitted. Alternatively, it can
be argued that, before 1949, she was unwilling to take disciples because she
wanted to devote herself entirely to Buddhist practice.®® As a result, of all

63. Siksamanas were never very common in China (see note 41); in recent years, how-
ever, their number has increased, probably thanks to Longlian’s influence and despite her
belief to have partially failed in this regard. See Chiu Tzu-Lung and Ann Heirman, “The
Gurudharmas in Buddhist Nunneries in Mainland China,” Buddhist Studies Review 31, no.
2 (2014), 241-272. Also see Tsomo Karma Lekshe, ed., Sakyadhita: Daughters of the Buddha
(New York: Snow Lion Publication, 1988), 54.

64. Yu Xiaoheng X Z£1f, “Longlian fashi huo Riben fojiao chuandao xiehui chuandao wen-
hua jlang [ HIAME B A PEUEE T & BHE UL, Fayin & 4 (1986), 44.

65. See Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 258-259, and Guoping (personal communica-
tion, September 2012).
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Longlian’s students—many of whom regard themselves as her disciples—
only five nuns from the Tiexiangsi are, strictly speaking, her legitimate “dis-
ciples” and Dharma heirs: they can be recognized by their monastic names,
which share the character guo 5% and identify them as members of the same
Dharma lineage as Longlian and Nenghai.®® On the other hand, in the mod-
ern era, Aidaotang has become a place where it has been possible to enter the
monastic order; therefore, many of the young nuns in her nunneries received
tonsure by Longlian and are thus her “tonsure disciples” (titou dizi $I|5E 55 F).
It should be noted as well that, apart from her few Dharma disciples and
her many tonsure disciples or simple nun-students, her devotees also include
hundreds of lay followers who call her shifu fli%C, shiye fli&:, or Lian shi
JHER (“master,” “venerable old master” or “master Lian”) and recognize them-
selves as her dizi ¥ (“disciples’). Beginning in the 1980s there were so
many people wishing to “take refuge” and become her lay disciples that, at
times, “she was not able to find new religious names for them, ... she thus
began to name them in numerical order, such as Hui-first, Hui-second, Hui-
third etc.”®

In the early 1990s, as her health began to deteriorate again, she resigned
from most of her official positions, carrying on only those duties connected
with the Institute of Studies and with the nuns’ ordinations. As she told
me during an interview in the spring of 1996, she could at last devote her
complete attention to what she cared for most. Approaching her nineties,
Longlian was still very active, shuttling between the two nunneries of which
she was in charge. Normally she stayed at Tiexiangsi, where she gave some

66. The five nuns who presently manage Aidaotang (Zhaoxin, Renyi, Changwu, Longhui,
Xincheng) were all close students and followers of Longlian, but are not strictly speak-
ing her Dharma disciples. Similarly, Ruyi, director of the Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan, is
undoubtedly one of Longlian’s principle heirs, but strictly speaking can only be regarded
as one of her closest students, not as a disciple. On the other hand, Guofang (current head
of Tiexiangsi) and Guoping (abbess of Baitasi, in Chongzhou), as well as Guoming 5Hf,
Guozheng R IE and Guocheng S, have been both her students and Dharma disciples.
The characters neng fig, ren 1= (as in Renfa, i.e. the name given to Longlian by Nenghai),
sheng B2 and guo are taken from an antique gathd ascribed to Linji Yixuan %2 %, founder
of the Linji ¥ tradition of Chan 1# Buddhism, and are used to name four generations of
monks and nuns belonging to the same lineage. The few nuns named after the character
sheng (as Shengmi B2%%, Dingjing’s Dharma name) represent an intermediate generation
but are not direct disciples of Longlian. While usually this system was followed only in
regards to Dharma names, which were meant to be secret, in Sichuan and Fujian it was
also adopted for the “public” monastic names. For the particular gatha used by Nenghai
and Longlian, see Welch, The Practice of Chinese Buddhism, 279-280; on monastic names
of Chinese monks, see Holmes Welch, “Dharma Scrolls and the Succession of Abbots in
Chinese Monasteries,” T"oung Pao 50 (1963), 93-149.

67. Rurui, “Wo xinzhong yongyuan bu luo de taiyang,” 31.
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of the most important courses at the Institute of Studies, and then went to
Aidaotang on weekends and for important religious celebrations to preach
the scriptures for the residing nuns and for her increasing number of lay
devotees and followers. In fact, while Tiexiangsi—being “the only Tibetan
nunnery in Han territory,” as she used to say—was conceived as a place for
Gelukpa practices, Aidaotang was and remained a typical Chinese nunnery,
known as the most prominent female venue for Pure Land rituals and cer-
emonies in the Chengdu area.

The situation changed after she suffered a stroke in 1996. She was hos-
pitalized and was believed to be on the verge of death; eventually—and,
as we will see, “miraculously”—she recovered, but from that moment on
she significantly modified her lifestyle. She took up permanent residence
in Aidaotang, which was located in the center of Chengdu and was thus
much more convenient for an elderly woman needing medical care and
constant assistance than Tiexiangxi, which was located on the outskirts of
town. At Aidaotang she was looked after by her closest disciples, friends,
and relatives, and seldom received visits from people she did not know
well. In 1998 she went to Emeishan to worship Samantabhadra, the holy
mountain’s tutelary Bodhisattva, and also participated in the bhiksuni ordi-
nations held in Baoguangsi (Xindu) and Aidaotang in 1999 and in 2003.
All other public events of her last years took place inside Aidaotang: she
participated in the consecration ceremony held in 2001, acted as principle
nun-master at the tonsure ceremony in 2004, and conferred siksamana
precepts again in 2005, on the day of her ninety-sixth birthday. Longlian
passed away in Aidaotang on the nineteenth day of the ninth lunar month,
that is November 11, 2006.

Shaping and Reshaping an Exemplary Buddhist Nun

The following section will consider the evolution of Longlian’s image and the
emergence, in the early twenty-first century, of a cult devoted to her. As we will
see, the boundaries between this-worldly excellence and other-worldly saint-
hood are crossed more often than one would expect.

The remains left after Longlian’s cremation were recognized as sheli % 7|
(Sanskrit Sarira), a term which invariably refers to the relics of a Buddha or
a realized being; accordingly, they had to be placed in stiipas in order to be
worshipped.®® Together with her bones and ashes, they were divided into four

68. On the cult of relics in Chinese Buddhism, see John Kieschnick, The Impact of Buddhism
on Chinese Material Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), 29-52.
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equal parts. One portion was sent to Mount Emei and another to Wutaishan,
to be placed next to Nenghai's stipa (see Figure 8.2); both reliquaries were
completed by 2014. The other two portions were given to Longlian’s prin-
ciple heirs: the nuns in Aidaotang and those in Tiexiangsi. In Tiexiangsi a
large stiipa in the Tibetan style is presently under construction. In Aidaotang,
her sheli were exhibited until 2009; subsequently, on her 100th-birthday

Y S ren g £

FIGURE 8.2 The newly built stipa of Longlian on Wutaishan. Courtesy of Ester

Bianchi.
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commemoration, they were placed inside a precious stipa donated by some of
Longlian’s wealthy lay disciples.

On the same day, a memorial hall (jJinianshi 4% %) was also inaugurated
in Aidaotang. Longlian’s personal altar has been relocated there, as a fitting
representation of the Sino-Tibetan Buddhist tradition to which she belonged.
Sakyamunf’s statue stands between Changyuan’s picture (on the left) and that
of Nenghai (on the right), i.e., her Pure Land tonsure master and her Gelukpa
Dharma master, respectively. In the background, behind Nenghai, is a picture
of the tenth Panchen Lama; surrounding the area there are other statues and
images, offerings, and ritual instruments, in both the Chinese and Tibetan
styles. Moreover, inside the hall, her ritual objects and personal belongings are
preserved, including her alms bowl, her Tibetan ritual hat, her monastic robes
and shoes, her prayer beads, her Buddha statues and deities images, sitras,
sadhanas, and other sacred books, a skull bowl, and ritual objects for tantric
practices. Among her belongings, there are also traditional calligraphy brushes
and paraphernalia and some of her calligraphic works; a complete collection
of her books, articles, essays, and poetry; her identity card and other official
papers; a set of tea tools, a camera, fans, candle holders, an alarm clock, seals
with her names, her glasses, and bag, and even a Mao Zedong %5 badge.®

Both the stipa and the Jinianshi are constantly visited and worshipped
by Buddhist pilgrims. The memorial hall is open for devotions on the first
and fifteenth day of each lunar month. The most significant celebrations of
the nunnery take place in the Nianfotang &% (Buddha Recitation Hall),
in front of Longlian’s stiipa. Moreover, on the thirteenth of the third month
and the nineteenth of the ninth month of the Chinese traditional calendar, a
four-day-long ritual is held to commemorate the anniversaries of her birth and
death. Interestingly enough, regardless of the Chinese tradition followed in
this Pure Land nunnery, not only does the stiipa have a distinctive Tibetan fla-
vor, but also the rites held on these two anniversaries are tantric and Tibetan
(huigong & 1it),” thus honoring Longlian’s personal practice and doctrinal
affiliation.

Aidaotang’s nuns also give devotees and visitors blessed images to keep
and worship after they return home. The photograph which was displayed on

69. Memorial halls of this kind devoted to a former abbot or eminent master can often
be found in contemporary Chinese monasteries; an example is the already mentioned
Jiniantang A& % of Longlian’s close friend Tongyuan on Wutaishan.

70. Huigong (Tib. tsog) refers to the offering that is presented to the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas,
other deities and masters during certain rituals, in order to celebrate them and gain their
favor. The text and ritual procedures followed by the nuns are taken from Nenghai’s transla-
tion of the Gurupija.
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the first altar for her relics, portraying Longlian in her last year of life, soon
became one of her most revered images. In other favorite images she wears
the yellow pandita hat which she put on for one of her last public appearances,
but the most popular pictures worshipped by her devotees show the more
healthy, strong, and active Longlian of the 1980s and 1990s. The same serious
and dignified posture is reproduced in Longlian’s statues—Dboth the small one
which was donated to Aidaotang by its sculptor in April 2009, and the more
official statue inaugurated in September 2009 in the main Buddha hall of the
Sichuan Bhiksuni Institute for Buddhist Studies sited in Pengzhou.”

Longlian’s relics constitute the most tangible proof of her spiritual achieve-
ments. Whether considered as the concrete effects of a lifetime of study and
meditation (as her disciples put it), or as the concrete demonstration of her
holy nature (as many commoners seem to believe), the finding of the relic-
beads among her ashes was a moment experienced with intense pathos by all
of her followers, and it marked a peak in the evolution of the cult of Longlian.

In fact, an escalation of her fame and influence had already begun in
the early 1990s, clearly sanctioned and further stimulated by Zhao Puchu’s
words declaring that she was the “first bhiksuni” of modern China. In 1995-
1996, when I had the privilege to meet her for the first time, it was clear that
Longlian was already very well known in Sichuan, in monastic as well as aca-
demic circles and even in more secular settings (e.g., among Chinese tra-
ditional doctors and gigong %Y masters). Certainly, a crucial milestone in
the spread of her “legend” was the publication of her biography in 1997: writ-
ten by Qiu Shanshan 31l/1l], a female journalist whose aunt, Mrs. Xiong,
was the already mentioned lifelong friend of Longlian, this bestselling work
is a comprehensive account of her life; it also includes many interviews
and intimate personal anecdotes which render this eminent nun more life-
like and reachable to her followers. Significantly, as a sign of her fame also
outside the Buddhist world, in 2004, the second issue of the Wenshi zazhi
H RS (Journal of Literature and History) devoted its front and back cov-
ers to Longlian, her calligraphic works, one of the statues molded by her, and
images of rituals in Aidaotang.”

71. This ceremony was attended by more than six hundred people, including many gov-
ernment authorities and Buddhist personalities from all over China, nuns from Taiwan,
Daoists, Christians and Catholics. See “Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan juxing foxiang kaiguang
ji Longlian fashi faxiang jiemu yishi P 1| J& & E2R% SR 4T (A5 BH ' BERHE BTN E R IR #5 5
3, Fayin ¥5& 10 (2009), 53; for an account of the ceremony including some pictures of the
event, see: http://www.fjnet.com/jjdt/jjdtnr/200909/t20090926_137111.htm.

72. The same issue also included an article on Longlian: Chen Meiwu, “Boai tianxia pudao
renjian.”
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At the same time, it was clear that an otherworldly aura had increas-
ingly attached itself to Longlian. As her health deteriorated, she lived
secluded in Aidaotang; still, followers and believers were allowed to visit
pay homage to her, and I remember noticing in 1999 an apparently endless
stream of Buddhist devotees lining up in front of her lodgings to worship
her. These were to me the first signs of a new kind of devotion developing
around her: Longlian, the first bhiksuni of China, the highly learned and
compassionate Buddhist master, was increasingly perceived by commoners
as a holy being capable of granting spiritual protection. Likewise, in spite
of her reluctance to speak about miracles and extraordinary events in her
life, rumors about her supernatural capacities had already begun to circu-
late at that time: for example, in 1996 I was assured by a group of laywomen
that she could see into past lives and foretell the future to the people she
encountered.

Her popularity during her last years of life is also demonstrated by the
documentary “The first bhiksuni of Modern Times” (Dangdai di yi bigiuni),
which was prepared for her 100th-birthday commemoration and includes
footage showing Longlian during rituals and everyday life, up to her last pub-
lic appearances.” For example, we can see the hundreds of people who gath-
ered in Aidaotang for the consecration ritual held in 2001: she was dressed in
Tibetan style, wearing her yellow pandita hat, seated in a wheelchair, accom-
panied by her followers. Judging from the video, her few words of “May the
Buddha light illuminate all things; may you all receive auspicious blessings”
(foguang puzhao, dajia jixiang {0 B8, K7 #F) evoked a highly emotional
response among the audience. At the end, the documentary also shows her
funeral service: inside and outside Aidaotang there were hundreds of nuns
and monks, laypeople, common believers, governmental authorities, and
even Daoist masters, all praying and bowing to bid her farewell. More lay
believers were kneeling along the streets when the body was brought out to
be cremated.

Since then, many voices have risen to narrate their own view of Longlian.
All of them are unanimous in stating that she was “the most eminent nun.”
All refer to some central themes, such as her early calling, her natural gifts,
her scholarship, and her intelligence. Yet, they differ from one another in the
details and, above all, in stressing one aspect more than others.

73. This documentary is available on DVD (Aidaotang, Dangdai diyi bigiuni) and was
intended to be broadcast on national television networks. It includes some original videos
which have been collected and edited for Longlian’s one hundredth birthday; some of these
videos, which are available online, have been watched by thousands of people.
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Longlian’s achievements as a scholarly nun are genuinely impressive.”*
She wrote several books, which can be divided into works based on notes taken
while listening to other Buddhist masters (one inspired by Wang Enyang, one
by Fazun, and the remaining seven by Nenghai) and four translations from
the Tibetan; she also translated the “dual ordination” procedures into English.
Furthermore, Longlian wrote brief essays on various topics which were part
of broader works such as the Zhongguo dabaike quanshu FE KGR 2EH
(Encyclopedia of China, 1988) and the Zhongguo Fojiao H[E{##( (Chinese
Buddhism, 1989).” In addition, in the early 1950s she contributed to the Zang-
Han dacidian (Tibetan-Chinese Great Dictionary), edited by Zhang Yisun.”® In
1960, she helped write the chapter on Buddhism in the “Religion” section of
the Sichuan Provincial Gazetteer (Sichuan shengzhi, Zongjiaojuan: Fojiaopian
W )IEE, FECE, %), which had been abandoned during the Cultural
Revolution. Finally, she also collaborated with Huang Xianming & ##i(n.d.)
in the compilation of the Zang-Han duizhao xizang dazangjing zongmulu
I 5 R P K AS A8 H $% (General Index of the Buddhist Tibetan Canon
in Chinese and Tibetan).” In addition to her profound Buddhist knowledge,
Longlian also had a sound knowledge of classical culture, which emerged par-
ticularly in her poetry, a characteristic which she shares with other modern
religious leaders (such as Nan Huaijin and Zhao Puchu).”® Longlian wrote
more than one thousand poems, full of scholarly citations and references
to the history and literature of China.”® As a consequence, scholarship is a

74. Longlian has been mentioned as the nun who wrote the most in the whole history of the
Chinese bhiksunisamgha. See Liu Qian, “Dharmacarya Long Lian,” 30.

75. For a list of Longlian’s Buddhist works and articles, see Appendix One, in Bianchi,
The Iron Statue Monastery, 167-168. A collection of her works has been published in Wang
Zhiyuan F5i%, ed., Longlian dashi wenhui &8 KATSI#E (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe,
2011). In April 2014, on the day of Longlian’s birthday, a symposium on her Buddhist
thought was held in Aidaotang, its main objective being the publication of Longlian’s col-
lected works. As of August 2015, the collection was still in progress.

76. See Zhang Yisun iR1A74, ed., Zang-Han dacidian JEAREHE, 2 vols. (Beijing: Minzu
chubanshe, 1985).

77. See Huang Xianming % ¥i$4, Zang-Han duizhao xizang dazangjing zongmulu Ja/% % FR
FHHAS A8 B $% (Xining: Qinghai minzu chubanshe, 1993).

78. See respectively Chapters Five, Seven, and Nine.

79. Longlian’s poems, mostly written in traditional Chinese style, are both secular and reli-
gious; this connects her to the specific tradition of Buddhist poetry, which was an impor-
tant aspect of Chinese poetry over the centuries. Buddhist poetry includes verses written by
monastic poets (such as the Tang dynasty monk-poets Hanshan #€11| (n.d.) and Jiaoran X
9% (730-799)) as well as Buddhist-inspired verses by secular poets (e.g. traditional poems
by Wang Wei F4E (699-761), Bai Juyi F1J& %) (772-846)or Su Shi #£#& (1037-1101)). See the
collection of Longlian poems in Wang Zhiyuan, Longlian dashi wenhui. On the figure of the
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central topic which recurs in the sources.** However, Longlian’s erudition is
considered differently by various authors, some of whom present it as a sign
of her being in line with the Buddhist tradition of the past, reconnecting her
with the ideal of the erudite monk,® whereas others see it as evidence of her
modernity and independence.

This tension between modernity and tradition is not only a matter of sec-
ular versus religious approaches; in fact, Longlian herself favored this dual
appreciation of her accomplishments and identity. This becomes clear when
we recall what she considered to be her two main achievements: namely, the
re-establishment of the correct procedures for bhiksuni ordination, and the
foundation of the first seminary of higher education for nuns in the People’s
Republic of China. On the one hand, “dual ordination” can be seen as a resto-
ration of tradition; on the other, however, as Longlian herself suggested to me
during an interview in 1996, she also believed that the restoration resulted in
an improvement in the status of Buddhist nuns from a political, egalitarian
perspective, thanks to the important role played by the nun-masters. As for
the Institute of Studies, the curricula envisioned by Longlian were presented
as rooted in ancient Buddhist tradition—both the Indian one, in regards to
the vinaya rules and studies, and the Tibetan one, as they were inspired by
the curricula for geshé in Gelukpa monastic colleges.®? At the same time, given
its connections with the various Buddhist institutes founded by reforming
Buddhist clergy in the first part of the twentieth century, the Sichuan Bhiksuni
Institute for Buddhist Studies stands out as a modern religious institution,*

Chinese poet-nuns, see Beata Grant, Daughters of Emptiness. Poems of Chinese Buddhist Nuns
(Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2003): 157-159 are dedicated to Longlian’s poetry.

80. For example: Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi de foxue rensheng”; Qiu Jian, “Sishi nian
gian de niiguan xuefa wei ni”; Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 12-13; and Wei Yixiong,
“Fomen cainii.”

81. On the role of scholarship in the Chinese Buddhist tradition, see particularly
John Kieschnick, The Eminent Monk: Buddhist Ideals in Medieval Chinese Hagiography
(Honolulu: University of Hawafi Press, 1997), 112-138.

82. See Bianchi, The Iron Statue Monastery, 105. The Tibetan model was also emulated by
Nenghai in the Institute of Studies he founded within Jincisi; see Bianchi, “The ‘Chinese
lama’ Nenghai (1886-1967),” 318.

83. Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi de foxue rensheng,” 8-9. Also consider that study pro-
grams of the Sichuan Bhiksuni Institute for Buddhist Studies include lessons in English,
IT, politics, and psychology. On the contemporary Institutes of Buddhist Studies seen as
a continuation of those founded and active during the first half of the twentieth century,
see Raoul Birnbaum, “Master Hongyi Looks Back: A Modern Man Becomes a Monk in
Twentieth-Century China,” in Buddhism in the Modern World: Adaptations of an Ancient
Tradition, Steve Heine and Charles S. Prebish, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), 439-440.
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and its curricula were clearly conceived in a modern, pan-Asian conception of
Buddhism.®

Her role as a teacher is another frequent theme in works about Longlian.®
As a gifted and learned woman, she took up teaching well before entering
the samgha, but it is her career as a teacher of Buddhism that is seen as
exemplary and exceptional. This is how she explained her determination to
teach: “Buddhism is a science of wisdom. It is very difficult to understand,
so it is really important to have masters. I had many masters myself. Half of
the Buddhist doctrine I have learned comes from my masters, and half from
my independent study and practice. Without teachers I would not have what
I have attained today.”®® Her own students and disciples, who often refer to
her as their “beneficent master” (enshi FE\fili), see her disposition to teach as
the clearest evidence of her great compassion,” particularly considering the
life she led since the early 1990s, when she refused most official titles and
commitments in order to be able to devote all her remaining energies to the
Institute of Studies, also sacrificing her own practice in the process.

The image of Longlian as a modern woman in “worldly terms” is another
frequent theme, found not only in journalistic or scholarly works, but also in
many articles and essays written by her disciples and by Buddhist institutional
circles. One of the main topics is her democratic thinking, which she devel-
oped during her youth and which inspired her management of her two nun-
neries.® In this respect, her patriotic attitude might also be mentioned, a “love
of country” that she often expressed in her poetry and which she displayed

84. This reflected her general attitude toward Buddhism: while she had chosen the Tibetan
tradition for herself, for most of her life she was also in charge of a Pure Land nunnery
(Aidaotang); she believed that the “Buddhist Dharma has a unique flavor,” meaning that
every Buddhist school is nothing but a different manifestation of the same and unique word
of the Buddha; see Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi de foxue rensheng,” 6. On Buddhism as a
pan-Asian religion, with reference to both the Tibetan and the Chinese traditions, see Tuttle,
Tibetan Buddhists in the Making of Modern China, 68-102, particularly 74-76.

85. The most comprehensive analysis of her teaching strategy is presented in Guoping,
“Liteshu Longlian fashi de sengcai jiaoyu shijian.” On the topic of nuns’ education in con-
temporary China, see the MA thesis by Yang Xiaoyan, “Dangdai nizhong jiaoyu moshi
yanjiu.”

86. Liu Qian, “Dharmacarya Long Lian,” 29-30.

87. See for instance Chen Zhonghui, “Longlian fashi yu Sichuan nizhong foxueyuan,” Rurui,

“Wo xinzhong yongyuan bu luo de taiyang,” Ruyi, “Mingxin de zhuisi, wujin de huainian,”
and Yinjun, “Yi ginjiao enshi.”

88. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 259. Interestingly enough, Longlian once explained
to me that this “democratic” spirit was actually typical of the Buddhist tradition (Longlian,
personal communication, Spring 1996, already quoted in Bianchi, The Iron Statue
Monastery, 73).
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concretely as a middle-school teacher in Chengdu.® We might also quote in
this context the many official engagements and political commitments she
took on before and after the Cultural Revolution, which are viewed by most of
our sources as evidence of her patriotism and of her support of the Communist
Party® as well as her influential position in politics and her amicable connec-
tions with the government (consider, for instance, Zhou Enlaf’s interest in her,
which is one of the most often cited examples in the literature).”!

Another typical theme is her emancipation as a woman. When she was
young, Longlian pursued a wide array of intellectual interests, at a time when
women usually only received a very basic education. Later on, she summar-
ily dispatched all the matchmakers who lined up with marriage proposals; in
addition, having noticed that the women in her family, despite their educa-
tion, “did not have a desk to write on” once they married, she decided “not
to follow in their footsteps” and refused to marry.*? Finally she created quite
a stir in society when she convinced her parents to approve of her choice to
enter the Buddhist samgha, giving up her government job and renouncing her
career in the provincial government.”® She also proved to be an independent
and “brave” woman as a Buddhist nun; a significant example is the impres-
sion she created at the meeting of the Buddhist Association of China held in
1980, immediately after the Cultural Revolution, when she was the first and
only nun who dared to shave her head again.

In this respect, Longlian can be regarded as a solo voice within the larger
choir of educated and elitist nuns who, in the 1930s and 1940s, clamored for
an improvement in their social position—a phenomenon that has been linked
both to contemporary liberation movements of women in civil society and
to the reform of the clergy stimulated by Taixu. Even if, to my knowledge,
Longlian had no direct relations with the Institutes of Studies for nuns created

89. On Longlian’s patriotism see particularly Chen Meiwu, “Longlian fashi de foxue rensh-
eng,” 4-5 and passim.

90. She is reported to have said: “The Chinese Communist Party is our greatest and best
protector Bodhisattva” (Ruyi, “Mingxin de zhuisi, wujin de huainian,” 44).

91. See Wen Jinyu, “Ying luo Emei diyi feng,” 21.
92. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 49.

93. Her entrance into the Buddhist samgha caused a big sensation in Sichuan, where she
was already renowned for being the first woman ever to have passed the civil examina-
tions in first place. As an example, her life experience was narrated in an article entitled
“There is such a woman” (You zheyang yige niiren 32 f5—1f %2 \), published in the Xinhua
daily of Chongqing. Cited by Qiu Jian, “Sishi nian qian de niiguan xuefa wei ni,” 66. On
the sensation made by Longlian’s choice, see also Zhao Shifu, “Dangdai Zhongguo diyi nit
gaoseng,” 70-71.
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during the first half of the twentieth century, where these ideas were being
developed (e.g. the Wuchang female foxueyuan #Z55%), her efforts were
nonetheless focused on improving the status of nuns in Chinese society and
within the Buddhist community—objectives which in her view had to be car-
ried out within the Buddhist tradition.**

A more personal portrait of Longlian is provided both by Qiu Shanshan’s
work and by accounts of Longlian’s disciples and followers.” As for her best-
selling biography, it was clearly written for as wide an audience as possible;
it touches on most of the main topics considered in this chapter, and pro-
vides a closer look at Longlian as a human being. For instance, Qiu dwells
on details about her secular life, stresses the theme of her refusal to marry
and of her parents’ initial opposition to her choice to become a Buddhist nun,
and describes her health problems in great detail. To Qiu Shanshan’s reader,
Longlian appears as an exceptional yet still relatively normal woman, strong in
spite of her human weaknesses. On the other hand, private matters very rarely
show up in the accounts by her students and disciples, despite their close-
ness to Longlian: certain sensitive topics are smoothed over, there are only a
few hints concerning her nervous breakdowns and—to my knowledge—none
ever mentioned her stroke.” Significantly, Longlian herself was asked to read
Qiu’s book before its publication, at the invitation of Zhao Puchu, who penned
both the calligraphy of the title on the front cover and the book’s preface. This
seems to suggest that, in spite of certain complaints against its excessively
intimate approach expressed by some of her nun-disciples, Longlian was
aware of the book’s contents and implicitly approved this portrait of herself.

As for miracles and otherworldly matters, they are seldom mentioned in
written sources. Yet, during my interviews, not only did lay followers refer to

94. Educated Buddhist nuns, mainly from the Wuchang Female Buddhist Institute of
Studies (Wuchang foxueyuan niizhong yuan & #HE2E LA E, renamed in 1931 Shijie
foxue yuan niizhong yuan tt F #E57 20 %) as well as from some other similar institu-
tions of the Republican period, distanced themselves from the traditional Buddhist views
on women, claiming a leading role in the monastic community and in society as a whole.
The movement of the Chinese Buddhist nuns during the first half of the twentieth century
is investigated in Yuan Yuan, “Chinese Buddhist Nuns in the Twentieth Century: A Case
Study in Wuhan,” Journal of Global Buddhism 10 (2009), 375-412. On the role ascribed to
nuns and women in Chinese Buddhism, see Zhang Wenxue 7% 32, “Zhongguo dalu fojiao
niixing yanjiu shuping " B KBS S EC LRI TTARRE,” Funii yanjiv luncong lar b 55w % 8
(2009), 76-80.

95. Notably: Ruyi “Mingxin de zhuisi, wujin de huainian,” Rurui, “Wo xinzhong yongyuan
bu luo de taiyang,” and Yinjun “Yi ginjiao enshi.”

96. It is interesting to note that Master Hongyi 54— also experienced mental illness or ner-
vous breakdown; as in Longlian’s case, these events were turning points in the shaping of
his religious career. See Chapter Five.
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Longlian’s supernatural capacities (specifically, her foresight, knowledge about
past lives, and capacity to grant spiritual protection), but some of her closest
disciples also mentioned a number of extraordinary and mysterious events,
explaining that they could not be revealed while Longlian was alive but that “after
she has passed away they can be recounted, even if they should not be over-
emphasized.”” For instance, they said that while she was on Mount Wutai dur-
ing the 1950s, she devoted herself to the study, recitation, and practice of the Praj#
aparamitasitra. She did so every day and with deep commitment, until one night
the sacred book was seen emitting bright rays of light.”® Disciples also note that
after Longlian’s death they have often dreamed of her in the guise of Mafijusri
the Youth (her yidam, or meditation deity);”® this same deity, according to another
account, had manifested itself before Longlian on her first arrival at Wutaishan.
But the most important extraordinary event happened when she fell ill in 1996
and was at death’s door. A hundred thousand longevity lamps were offered for
her in Aidaotang, other lamps were lit in Taersi #&#<F (Qinghai), and rituals
were celebrated by the renowned tantric master Jichen {#EE (1900-2002). She
miraculously recovered: she sat up in bed and said to her two disciples, Guoping
SR and Longhui F£ZX: “I am not going; I will stay a while longer.”'®

In conclusion, Longlian is often compared with her own models from the
past, an approach which reconnects her with a specific tradition in Chinese
Buddhism: that of the exemplary Buddhist nun. In fact, despite a widespread
negative image of Buddhist nuns,’ not only did the Buddhist canonical

97. Guoping (personal communication, September 2012).

98. This mysterious event, clearly connected with her cultivation efforts, can be regarded as a

Charisma among Chinese Religious specialists,” Nova Religio 12, no. 2 (2008), 14-16.
99. Guofang (personal communication, September 2012).
100. Guoping (personal communication, September 2012).

101. In Indian canonical literature the image of the nun is essentially negative. Particularly
well-known and influential in the various Buddhist countries is the account of the found-
ing of the monastic female order, which describes the initial reluctance of the Buddha to
admit women in the monastic community and his subsequent decision to set out the eight
“fundamental rules” (Sk. gurudharma, Ch. ba jingfa /\H{1%) that clearly define the subor-
dination of the nuns to the monks’ samgha. As for China, monastic life for a woman was
often seen in negative terms, basically because it allowed an escape to women who were
unwilling or unable to occupy the role of daughter, wife and mother assigned to them by
the Confucian world-view. These ideas were reflected in popular literature and proverbs; for
instance, at the end of the Ming a popular refrain included Buddhist nuns in the group of
the “three aunties and six grannies” (sangu liupo —fi7<#), along with Daoist nuns, fortune
tellers, mediators, procuresses, sorcerers, brothel keepers, grocers and midwives. On the
foundation of the bhiksunisamgha, see Horner, Women under Primitive Buddhism, 103-117;
and Diana Y. Paul, Women in Buddhism: Images of the Feminine in the Mahayana Tradition
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literature already refer to some ideal Indian nuns (such as Mahaprajapati),'**
but the Chinese Buddhist tradition created its own positive figures of bhiksunis,
who were intended to be models of virtue and wisdom to be emulated and
venerated by later generations. One could also suggest that in this respect
Longlian willfully crafted her image based on ancient hagiographical norms,
in a similar way as, according to Daniela Campo, did Xuyun £ .13
Longlian’s own most revered models were Mahaprajapati (Ch. Daaidao
KFiH), reputed to be the founder of the Buddhist monastic order for nuns,
and the Sinhalese nun Tiesaluo #§# %% (a possible rendering of Tesara), head
of the nuns who transmitted the bhiksunt order to China in the fifth century.'**
Mahiprajapati is mentioned in the name of Aidaotang nunnery; as for Tesar3,
the three characters composing her Chinese name are written on a couplet at
the entrance of Tiexiangsi. The choice of these two figures by Longlian makes
sense, considering her dedication to the issue of nuns’ ordination.
Nevertheless, the models with whom Longlian can be more easily identified
are the Chinese nuns of the Bigiuni zhuan LY. [t JE & (Lives of the bhiksunis), a
work she was very fond of and on which she wrote an essay.'® Like Longlian,

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 77-94; on the gurudharmas in the vinaya of
the Dharmaguptaka (T 1428: 923a26-b21) see the translation by Heirman, The Discipline in
Four Parts, 606—-607. On the roles and status of Buddhist nuns in the Chinese society, see
Ester Bianchi, “Monache buddhiste cinesi: figure esemplari di bigiuni e realta di una comu-
nitd monastica nel XX secolo,” in Cina: miti e realta, Alfredo Cadonna and Franco Gatti, eds.
(Venezia: Cafoscarina, 2001), 469—480; Bernard Faure, Sexualités Bouddhiques. Entre désirs et
réalités (Aix-en-Provence: Le Mail, 1994), 126-130; Beata Grant, “Patterns of Female Religious
Experience in Qing Dynasty Popular Literature,” Journal of Chinese Religions 23 (1995), 31-57;
Kajiyama Yuichi, “Women in Buddhism,” The Eastern Buddhist 15, no. 2 (1982), 55-56; and
Tsai, Wen-Ting (Cai Wenting %53 15), “Daughters of the Buddha (Putidao shang de nier
duo EHLE 1 5£),” Sinorama 12 (1998), 82-101.

102. Mahaprajapati was the foster-mother of Sakyamuni Buddha who sought and eventu-
ally obtained the Buddha’s permission to be ordained for herself and for her retinue of five
hundred women.

103. See Chapter Three; for an in-depth analysis of Xuyun hagiography, see Daniela Campo,
La Construction de la sainteté dans la Chine moderne: la vie du maitre bouddhiste Xuyun (env.
1864-1959) (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2013).

104. On Tiesaluo, see Zheng Weiyi, “Tracing Tesara.” Also see above, note 42.

105. See Longlian, “Biqiuni zhuan M.[TJEf#,” In Zhongguo fojiao HEIMHHL, vol. 4.
(Shanghai: Dongfang chuban zhongxin, 1996, first ed. 1989), 173-176. The Bigiuni zhuan
(Taisho 2063) is a collection of hagiographies of sixty-five Buddhist nuns who lived between
335 and 516; it is traditionally attributed to Baochang B, who is said to have compiled it in
517 during the Liang dynasty. In his preface, the author defines four categories of excellence
for these nuns: some stood out for their ascetic lives, others for their meditation or for their
determination, and others were able to spread the Dharma far and wide. The text is translated
in Li, Biographies of Buddhist Nuns, and Kathryn Ann Tsai, Lives of the Nuns: The Pi-chiu-ni
Chuan. Biographies of Famous Chinese Nuns from 317-516 C.E. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass
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many of these bhiksuns from the Six Dynasties, who had a positive and active
role in certain elitist social and cultural environments, were highly learned,
and well-versed in Buddhist doctrines and scriptures, as well as in secular
subjects such as Chinese literature, Confucian classics, literary composition,
and ars oratoria.’” Some were able to study and practice meditation under
famous masters of the time, and others proved to be influential in political
matters.'” Finally, many devoted themselves to the task of teaching Buddhism
and spreading the Dharma, and had a large following of disciples and devo-
tees.'® Much as in the case of Longlian, miracles and extraordinary events are
mentioned in their hagiographies, but instead of being the main focus (as, for
instance, was the case in contemporary Buddhist edifying miracle tales) they
are only a secondary theme, serving to highlight the nuns’ spiritual cultiva-
tion.'” Longlian’s resemblance to many of the bhiksunis of the Bigiuni zhuan
is quite striking, hence Zhao Puchu’s statement that: “Longlian is the first
among contemporary nuns; thus, in future editions of the Lives of eminent
monks and of the Lives of the bhiksunis she must be there.”™

Publishers, 1996); also see Tom De Rauw, “Baochang: Sixh-Century Biographer of Buddhist
Monks . .. and Nuns?” Journal of the American Oriental Society 125, no. 2 (2005), 203-218; Lily
Xiao Hong Lee, “The Emergence of Buddhist Nuns in China and its Social Ramification,” in
The Virtue of Yin: Essays on Chinese Women, Lily Xiao Hong Lee, ed. (Honolulu: University of
Hawali Press, 1994), 47-64; and Nancy Schuster, “Striking a Balance: Women and Images of
Women in Early Chinese Buddhism,” In Women, Religion and Social Change, Yazbeck Haddad
and Ellison Banks Findly, eds. (New York: State of New York University Press, 1985), 87-112.

106. According to Kathryn Ann Tsai, more than eighty percent of the bhiksunis of the Bigiuni
zhuan were scholar-nuns. Some of them also wrote Buddhist works, none of which, how-
ever, have been handed down to us. See Tsai, Lives of the Nuns, 12.

107 On the relationship—which was often criticized by contemporaries—between the medi-
eval Buddhist nuns and monastics, and noble circles, imperial courts, and political authori-
ties, see for example Schuster, “Striking a Balance,” 109.

108. Fabian £ (n.d.), for example, studied under famous foreign masters such as
Dharmamitra and Kalayagas; Miaoyin ## (n.d.) was very influential at the court of
Emperor Xiaowu Z K, (362-396) of the Eastern Jin; Daoxin jE% (n.d.) was reputed to have
a profound knowledge of Buddhist scriptures and to be an excellent teacher; the same is
true of Jinghui {# (n.d.), who was abbess for twenty years and whose disciples amounted
to more than four hundred people. See respectively Taisho 2063: 940b—c, 936¢—937a, 936a-b,
and 943b.

109. On miracles and extraordinary phenomena in the Bigiuni zhuan, see Valentina
Georgieva, “Representation of Buddhist Nuns in Chinese Edifying Miracle Tales during the
Six Dynasties and the Tang,” Journal of Chinese Religion 24 (1996), 58-62, and Lee, “The
Emergence of Buddhist Nuns in China and its Social Ramification,” 55-56. On medieval
Chinese Buddhist miracle tales, see Georgieva, “Representation of Buddhist Nuns in
Chinese Edifying Miracle Tales,” 47-76.

110. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 1.
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Conclusion

Longlian is presented at times as the compassionate Buddhist master caring
for her students and disciples, at other times as an erudite scholar producing
many books and articles. She stands out as a model to be emulated both in a
religious and in a secular sphere, as well as a “holy Bodhisattva”"! deserving
profound veneration, and even as a tutelary presence granting supernatural
protection and spiritual assistance. She is regarded as a modern example of
female empowerment and independence and as a typically traditional nun
strictly adhering to monastic rules and regulations. Longlian is a teacher who
was “destined to have chalk on her fingers throughout her life,”"* but also
a patriotic and clever woman inclined to politics and able to take up many
important governmental offices.

In an attempt to tie together these different strands and adopt instead a
unifying perspective, I shall suggest that all these images of Longlian share
a fundamental common basis: she was exceptional, and she proved to be
so from her early childhood. Her exceptionality, which was acknowledged
already during her life, is sustained by her own recollections and by some
actual events that occurred in her early years, and is confirmed both by the
hagiographical accounts written down by her disciples and followers and by
the more “secular” biography or by the recent nianpu (Chinese-style biogra-
phy). This forms the solid foundation of Longlian’s cult and, at the same time,
allows us to look at her multifaceted image in a traditional light: she stands
out as a precocious child destined to be a saint or an accomplished monastic,
an ambition that is deeply rooted in Chinese Buddhism.!"

Longlian showed her innate and unusual intelligence very early in life: at
age three, although she could not yet read or write, she could recognize some
of the characters on the couplet hung at the entrance of her grandparents’
mansion; at the age of four, she is said to have begun reciting Tang and Song
poems as if it was the most natural thing in the world. But what really matters
in light of her process of “sanctification” is her early calling: at a young age,
she manifested signs suggesting her destiny as an accomplished Buddhist. In

111. “In the heart of believers she is a ‘holy Bodhisattva’ (shensheng de pusa HEE[)E[E)”
(Chen Meiwu, “Boai tianxia pudao renjian,” 12).

112. Liu Qian, “Dharmacarya Long Lian,” 29; a similar quotation is: “fate reserved me a

career filled with chalk” (Ruyi “Mingxin de zhuisi, wujin de huainian,” 43).

113. On this topic, see the recent study by Miriam Levering, “The Precocious Child in Chinese
Buddhism,” in Little Buddhas: Children and Childhoods in Buddhist Texts and Traditions,
Vanessa R. Sasson, ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, AAR Religion, Culture, and
History, 2013), 124-156.
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her words: “I could formally join the Buddhist samgha only at 32, but the idea
to become a Buddhist nun came to me very early, when I was six or seven.”*
More precisely, when she was five she began to abstain from meat and one
day she recited the Avalokitesvara sitra of King Gao (Gaowang Guanyin jing
= EEIE£X) by herself without omitting a word, thus arousing great amaze-
ment among her relatives. Throughout her childhood she devoted herself to
the recollection of the Buddha’s name (nianfo % f#) and the recitation of the
Amitabha stitra (Amituo jing FTFEAL) together with her grandmother. The
most significant sign of her precocious vocation occurred when, at age eleven,
she met Dayong and knew that she would don the monastic robes herself one
day. At thirteen she adopted a fully vegetarian diet, which is usually regarded
as a first step toward monastic life. She made this decision after she found
a book offering an introduction to Pure Land Buddhism (Jing zhong jing you
jing IEHIEIK) in her grandfather’s library: she read it through, unable to
stop. The same year, her father brought from Putuoshan ¥ 1] a manuscript
by master Yinguang, which led to the definitive awakening of her faith in
Buddhism.™

At the same time, Longlian refused the idea of any supernatural element
in her life experience. She wanted to be regarded as a human being, not as a
deity. For example, she denied the appearance of extraordinary phenomena at
her birth: “I was brought into the world in a very ordinary way,” she used to
say."® Thus, when she was told that in the lay devotees saw her as a compas-
sionate Bodhisattva, she burst out laughing and replied: “Me a Bodhisattva? . ..
I may be the Bodhisattva of gluttony.”"” Her request that others not speak about
miracles and extraordinary events she might have experienced supported this
stance. Consequently, as we have seen, miracles are—so far—seldom referred
to in written sources, while they have become a frequent topic in oral accounts
only since she passed away. Why was Longlian so reluctant to speak about
the extraordinary signs in her life? The emic point of view is offered by the
explanation given by her lineage nuns: Longlian knew that to accomplished
Buddhists those phenomena were spontaneous outcomes of a lifetime of
practice and meditation, but she would not let common people know about
them, because she feared that they might not understand their origins and

114. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 16.

115. On Yinguang’s inspiring and influential role in Buddhist milieus of the Republican
period, see Chapter One.

116. Qiu Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 22.

117 In Sichuanese, the term yinshi pusa BXE R means a gluttonous person. See Qiu
Shanshan, Dangdai diyi bigiuni, 261.
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significance. At present, these different approaches have emerged in regard to
her sheli, which are considered evidence of her spiritual realization (chengjiu
Ft) by Buddhist monastics and laypeople, while most common believers
see them as proof of her being the manifestation of a Bodhisattva (pusa jiang-
sheng & FERE ).

The same sort of tension between mundane and supernatural or divine is
to be found also in other religious leaders’ careers, such as the already men-
tioned Li Yujie." On the one hand, Longlian might have sensed that “deifica-
tion” could result in the loss of her “political capital,” which she had built up
over decades, through her own official positions and her relations to the gov-
ernment (i.e., the recognition of a higher status for Chinese nuns through the
establishment of elevated educational standards and ordination procedures),.
On the other hand, however, a religious leader cannot totally renounce her
otherworldly aura and maintain charisma; she can, however, assume a stand-
offish attitude toward such ideas, asking her entourage not spread such
rumors, but not opposing them too vigorously. This, at least, seams to have
been Longlian’s approach.

Will the varied views of and different approaches to Longlian eventually
merge and unify, as has been the case with other modern Chinese religious
leaders?'® In this light, the process of her sanctification would appear at pres-
ent to have reached the midway point. Even so, we cannot but take note of
the fact that at the moment her relics and her memorial hall have become a
favorite pilgrimage spot in Sichuan. Her exceptional character is recognized
by an increasing number of Buddhist believers and laypeople, by her closest
nun disciples and monastics in general, as well as by common people who
see in her an eminent woman, regardless of her religious affiliation.” To all
of them Longlian is a modern saint, even if they may not all share the same
understanding of the concept of “sainthood.”

118. Longhui (personal communication, September 2012).
119. On Li Yujie, leader of a redemptive society, see Chapter Seven. Also see the Introduction.
120. One of the most notable cases is that of Xuyun; see Chapter Three.

121. On the different perspectives on Longlian, also see Chen Meiwu, “Boai tianxia pudao
renjian.”
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