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%, was formed within the Jingliang bu &%, Sautrantika nikaya, i.e. Gandharan
Sarvastivadins, Darstantikas, Sautrantikas. The oldest Chinese Lankdvatara
siitra, Gunabhadra’s Lenggie jing #5{ig, T. XVI 670, of 443 CE, comes too late for
Kumarajiva®. Kumarajiva never makes a clear distinction between Western
Sarvastivadins and Vaibhasikas. Kucha was an area of Sautrantikas. Is that the
reason why he does not stress the Vaibhasikas “orthodoxy”? He also clearly
mentions the seven abhidharma texts as two equal, separate groups. On the one
hand there is the Jaanaprasthana (body, sarira) and its new Mahavibhdsd. On the
other hand the six parts, “feet”, are mentioned as a separate collection (kaya).
Kumarajiva leaves no doubt about the Petaka, going back to Mahakatyayana.
The upadesas of this “abhidharma” are most likely Mahasanghika. Even
Kumarajiva’s own Da zhidu lun is an upadesa.
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13 Bodhidharma (in China ca. 479 1 died ca. 534 A.D.), is said to be from Xiangzhi &=, Gandhavati,
i.e. Gandhara, in the Zutang ji fE%%E (Sodo shi) of 952 A.D., and in the Jingde chuandeng lu &
{EE4% (Keitoku dento roku), T. LI 2076: 217a9, of 1004 A.D.. He is said to be the third son of royalty
from Gandhara, in southern India. As is widely known, his practice is closely linked with the Lan
kavatdra siitra. Here 1 would like to mention that the nuns from Sri Lafka, who arrived in southern
China early in the fifth century, may well have been Mahasanghika nuns who left their homeland for
a welcoming South China. The Mahavihara monks were very powerful at the time, antagonizing i.a.
Mahasanghikas.
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Kumarajiva and Prajfiaparamita in China*
Bill M. Mak

Introduction

As the carrier of ideas and religious values, sacred texts provide the
religious institution identity as well as continuity and are thus of great
importance. In the case of Buddhism which flourished outside its homeland,
the translation of the Buddhist scriptures played a particularly important
role. Kumarajiva ‘s Chinese translation of the Prajfiaparamita (PP) texts is one
of such examples, of which many had surpassed their parallel translations/
retranslations. Some of his works such as the Chinese translations of the Lotus
Sttra and the Diamond Stitra are recited daily by East Asian Buddhists up
to this day, over 1500 years after their creation. These works have taken an
incredibly strong root in the East Asian cultures and continue to show vitality
not only as translations transmitting religious ideas, but also as works of great
philosophical as well as literary values.

In this paper, I would like to examine the relationship between Kumarajiva,
the PP texts and their Chinese translations during the crucial and formative
period of East Asian Buddhism, namely the Six Dynasties from 3% to 6t
century C.E. By examining the circumstances in which Kumarajiva produced
these important translations, I hope to answer the following questions - What
motivated Kumarajiva to undertake the retranslation of such voluminous texts
which occupied nearly half of the translator’s total output? And furthermore,
what are the reasons which make these translations last for such a great span
of time up to the modern age?

*1 thaqk Prof. Funayama Toru for his valuable comments and corrections while I was preparing a draft
of this paper. Needless to say all errors remain mine.
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1.0 Prajfidgparamita in China prior to Kumarajiva
1.1 The translations of Smaller and Larger PP and other philological works

By the designation “Prajiiaparamita texts”, werefer to abody of texts which
took up Prajiaparamita, one of the six paramita-s or Perfections in Mahayana
Buddhism, as its main subject-matter, reflected through their titles as well as
their contents.! Though there are no clear evidences as to when and where these
text were composed and/or compiled, archeological findings suggest that
Prajfiaparamita texts were in circulation in Northwest India and subsequently
in Central Asia by the 1% century C.E? During the 1% and 2™ century when
Buddhist missionaries from India and Central Asia entered China, PP texts
were amongst the earliest Buddhist texts introduced to the Chinese. In 179
C.E., the Yuezhi monk Lokaksema w33 translated Daoxing bore jing AT
24 known later as the Smaller PP. Subsequently, a number of retranslations
were made on the same text, each time supposedly an improvement of the

revious ones in terms of accuracy or style.> As Lokaksema'’s translation was
the first and had apparently the widest circulation, never supplanted by other
retranslations before Kumarajiva ‘s arrival in Ch’ang-an, Daoxing became
synonymous with the Smaller PP.

Despite the apparent success of Lokaksema’s Daoxing, Chinese Buddhists
from a very early age were well aware of the existence of a “larger” PP text of
which the Smaller PP was believed to be an abridgement. Demands for a “true”
and more complete PP manuscript in the Jegendary “West” continued to grow.*

1 For the most comprehensive, though somewhat outdated, survey of PP literature, see Conze 1978.
Amongst Kumarajiva’s PP-related outputs are the Larger PP Kff§#, the Smaller PP R,
the Diamond Satra (Vajracchediki-prajiaparamita) GRIEE, the Heart Stitra [ RS L
(Prajiaparamitad-hydayam) and the Commentary to the Larger PPRE Ehw ( *Prajiaparamitopadesa)
attributed to Nagarjuna. Furthermore, the Madhyamika treatises translated by Kumérajiva belong
also to the PP system of thoughts. ,

2 According to the Indian tradition as it was known to Kumarajiva through his translation of

*Prajfdparamitopadesa (Daizhidu lun), PP was preached by the Buddha himself in the second turning

of the Dharma Wheel: ¥R, KEEHE FR=: AR RS . (REE

sy %65 (43 EFEAER) T(1509)25.517a. Modern scholars however see the PP as a key work of the

Mahayana movement which emerged gradually out of the older Original Buddhism. Conze gave the

date of “the elaboration of a basic text” of PP as “ca. 100 B.C. to 100 A.D.” (Conze 1978:1). The earliest

fragments of PP manuscript to date belong to the first and fifth parivarta-s of the Gandhari Asta in the

“Split-collection”, carbon-dated to 1st or early 2nd century (Falk 2009:7).

The Damingdu jing RKIAFEAE was the first retranslation of the same text based on the same manuscript

but in a more colloquial language, made by Zhi Qian 37t in 225 C.E. According to the Chu sanzang

jijith = ER (CSZ]), at least three more translations of the Smaller PP, none of which extant, were
made by Zhu Shuofo Z#i#, Wei Shidu #+f and Dharmaraksa tvs

One should bear in mind that to the Chinese mind of 2nd or 3rd century C.E., the idea of the “West”

was still somewhat nebulous despite Zhang Qian’s 3% renowned exploration of Central Asia in 2nd

century B.C.E. Beyond the Jade Gate EFB (near today’s Dunhuang), the entire landmass of Eurasia
together with India was known as the Xiyu i3 or the Western Region. The idea of a sacred text in
the “West” had undoubtedly inspired dedicated Chinese Buddhist to seek out the true text as well as

stimulated public imagination.

©w

'S

In 257 C.E., the Chinese monk Zhu Shixing %47 obtained the Larger PP in
Ifhotan, which was eventually partially translated by Dharmaraksa as Guangzan
]'mg JeisE in 286 C.E.° Five years later, in 291 C.E., the text Waé translateé;l in
its entirety by *Moksala 8 X% as Fangguang jing Bt4%, which was extremel

well received and was widely preached by Chinese monks in the subsequenz
decades. Fangguang jing, more expansive in contents, was believed to be a more
complete version of the shorter Daoxing jing, which was often criticized for its
obscure, and by then archaic language.® The availability of the translations
of the Larger PP together with the older Smaller PP translations in the earl

years of the 4™ century offered the opportunity of comparative analyses.” h}i
382 CE, a translation team consisting of Dharmapriya, Buddharaksa and Zhu
Fonian prepared a “critical edition” of the Larger PP through Con{parison of
the Sanskrit manuscript with the two, by then most authoritative PP texts, viz

Lokaksema’s Daoxing and Moksala’s Fangguang.® The result was essentialxll ;
retranslation of the parts which were found missing or different, together Wsifth
potes on variations. Such meticulous philological works reflected the intense
interest in these texts leading up to the end of the 4™ century.’ Yet the ultimate

- solution would be a complete retranslation of the two texts, a task which

awaited Kumarajiva seventeen years later when he was b .
of China in 402 C.E.10 as brought to the capital

1.2 Popularization and indigenization of Prajiiaparamita thoughts

To fully appreciate the atmosphere of the Buddhist community in
Chang’an before Kumarajiva’s arrival in 402 C.E., one should bear in mind
.tha’f starting from the early 4™ century, Chinese Buddhism underwent rapid
1ndlgenization through a process known as geyi #3. Though often criticifed
as misconstruction of Buddhist ideas as a result of misleading translation, and
that the discussion contained therein was driven by concerns of indige’nous

® As Tang had noted, Dao’an insisted on recordi i
: , rding all translations even if they were incomplet: i
is the case of‘ Guangzan, a partial translation of Larger PP of which Dao’an cheived a c;n v grff W?Ch
. after he received Fangguang (Tang 1938:208-9). pyonyyeRe
. SAeeZDhaitc;; an’1 s preface to the Daoxing jing in the CSZJ]. T(224)8.425a.
s aolin 3ZiE#k did in his Daxigopin duibi yaochao K/ ELEHP. Onl
: : Niika . the P i
. 'trlﬁe auﬂzlor himself survived and was recorded in the CSZ];TI T(2145;55 55&}17 ¢ Preface of this work by
e traditional attribution of this edition, titled BE:T#kEE# 1, to T i
, Kajiyoshi 1944:77-87; Yinshun 1981:602. YRR, to 1226 has been disputed, see
For a comprehensive review of the Chinese translation i
0 of PP texts, i arajl
. soee Kajiyoshi 1944:1-87, Yinshun 1981:591-619. et especially those prior to Kumaajiva,
r more precisely, the priority would be given a more thorou i
( gh translation of the Larger PP whi;
;x;a:hit f;y ra’ie t?;)ugght g) be th(zi basis of the Smaller PP. Kumarajiva did exactly just thit or poV;sibCI;
quest of his patron, and only 4 years after the retranslation the Larger PP
‘ : : . was ¢ let
(in tandem Wlth the translation of DZDL) did he begin on the retranslation 0% the Smaller %Y;I;: t]ice}
request of prince Yao Hong #k#iL. CSZJJ T(2145)55.54c¢.
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scholars of Dark Learning %% rather than genuine Buddhist concerns," geyi
was nonetheless an important bridge that connected the Chinese intellectuals
to the foreign religious philosophy. With respect to the PP, this transitional
stage of indigenization was evinced by the emergence of the so-called Six
Branches and Seven Schools 7%t who proposed different interpretations of
the philosophy of the PP."? As the Buddhist community continued to mature,
geyi gradually phased out, and there was a greater desire to understand the
original texts and what they truly meant, thus demanding a more sophisticated
way of reading the texts. Amongst the most influential proponents of this idea
was Dao’an &%, who besides being a seminal figure in the history of Chinese
Buddhism, was also a lifetime preacher of PP texts. Dao’an was remembered
in particular for his observations through his long career working with the
translations of PP texts, of the “five losses and three things ought not to be
changed” Fi%k A=A+ %.* Up totheend of Dao’an’s life (c. 385), there was a feeling
within the Buddhist community that there was still much to be desired with
regards to the Chinese translation of PP texts. Besides the lingering problems
of geyi, the relation among the texts of different Buddhist schools was never
clear to the early Chinese Buddhist, in particular, the position of Mahayana.
In that regard, the obscure language of the early PP translations certainly did
not help. Doctrinally speaking, many of Kumarajiva ‘s translations have a
clear Mahayana orientation, which laid the foundation as well as some of the
subsequent development of Mahayana Buddhism in China.™

2.0 Kumarajiva and Prajiidaparamita

According to his biography in Huijiao ®#&'s Gaoseng zhuan w4 (GSZ),
Kumarajiva , who had an illustrious career as a learned monk and preacher
prior to his arrival in China, was well trained in the Agamas and Abhidharma
during his stay at various monasteries in Kashmir and Kashgar. Sometime
during his teenage years (c. 355-363 C.E.), Kumarajiva was converted to
Mahayana after his encounter with the monk Siiryasoma, a prince of Shache
75815 Subsequently, he returned to his native Kucha #i% and received his full

1 Zhou 1990:255ff.

12 On the doctrines of the various indigenous schools, see Tang 1938:229-277.

18 For a long time, this set of observations noted in his preface to Lokaksema’s Daoxing was understood
by both traditional Chinese and Western scholars as the “Five Losses and Three Difficulties”. I have
adopted Ochd’s suggestion that yi % should be interpreted verbally as “change” (Ochd 1958:251; see
discussion in Hurvitz/Link 1974:426) since it fits better to the context of the preface.

14 One of the main contributions of Kumarajiva’s translations from a doctrinal point of view is that for
the first time, Chinese Buddhists saw the difference between the Mahayéana and the Theravaada from
the point of view of the former. Subsequently, Buddhist polemics no longer followed the indigenous
paradigm of the Dark Learning but rather directly from the Buddhist perspective (Zhou 1990).

15 Shache 5% was first mentioned in Han records and has been identified by scholars as Yarkhand.
Pelliot reconstructed Shache as *Saka/Saka (Pelliot 1963:879).

ordination aF the age of twenty. For some years, Kumarajiva stayed in Kucha
and began his career as a preacher. It was during his twenty-six years’ stay in

his native land that a miraculous event concerning a manuscript of the Larger
PP took place:

WREERA, FFHS. BRFMNET, WEROUE. By, BATL, ER
S A (3] KRS, HOME. BERE WERL. MRESEEE, 7 WEEA, 7
[T 7 HFEL: 7 YoM, EREE, RO, R 7 S A, EEAT
e, WEAR, BTG SATE DAEEEN Y, TR o

[After being prompted by his mother to preach in China prior to her
departure to India, Kumarajiva ] rested in Kucha, staying at *Navavihara.
Later, inside a former palace next to the vihara, he received Fangguang jing [i.e.
the Larger PP] for the first time. As soon as he started reading it, the Marai
concealed the text, causing him to see only a blank manuscript. Kumarajiva
knowing that it was the doing of Mara, resolved to overcome the challenge.
?Fhe letters appeared after Mara departed and he continued to study and recite
it. [Some time later,] again he heard a voice from the sky saying, “You are
a genius. Why would you need to read this?” Kumarajiva answered, “You
petty Mara, begone without delay. My mind is imperturbable like the éarth!”
During his sojourn of two years, he extensively preached the Mahayana stitras
and commentaries, making their mysterious and profound meanings clear.

The King of Kucha made a Lion’s Seat in gold, covered with fine Roman textile
and made him ascend on it to preach.*®

With regard to the actual source of Kuméréjiva’s PP manuscripts, there is
very littlewe cansay for certain since they were apparently already in circulation

6 While we do not doubt that the account given in GS istori i
gfgg%g'%cg%z?n Efomoe v 3 sty it rge v reading:Z was based on elements of historical veracity,
4 MTERTEROE. B, BEAROr. MRS, fHRENA. B0aE. BEEE. 8 G
e : . 4 : ’ ! = ° FHE. B N
;ﬁ?jé%;ﬁj(i@@ BEEPREE. AN, LG, fHE. WRANE. BREE, o, *gi?%ﬂ%%zf}g
Sengrui’s passage presented to us a number of key differences: Firstl i
m%raculous event recounting Kumarajiva’s mother}’f s bidding to his s}c;,nﬂilse gi::iigge I;Zii;cg?rg :;2
miraculous event consists in fact of two parts which took place in two different plac/eS' thirdl}/ the
laudatory passage following the miracles is also missing. Though CSZJJ] and GSZ weJ;e comy;sed
ioughly at the same time in early 6th century, considering Huijiao was still in his twenties I:/vhen
e worked on GSZ while Sgngyou was fifty two years older than the former, GSZ is likely the one
to have borrovyed its materials from CSZ]JJ. As CSZ]] was a work concerning translations and their
translat0r§ while GSZ focused on the monks as eminent figures, it is understandable that GSZ would
want to highlight to its readers the remarkable events concerning the individual. If this was indeed
Fhe case, GSZ had very likely deliberately conflated the events presented in CSZJJ and turned them
into a Qramatic series of interconnected events, showing the connection between Kumarajiva, PP and
the arrlval'of both into China. In connection with Kumarajiva, it may also be noted tl]mt ;niracles
were associated not only with the Larger PP, but also the Smaller PP (T2145.55.54c; Chen2001:51). F
further remarks on the difference between the two narratives, see Lu 2004:18-21. , R
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