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Burning for the Buddha: Self-Immolation 
in Chinese Buddhism is the first book-
length study of the theory and practice of 
“abandoning the body”(self-immolation) 
in Chinese Buddhism. Although largely 
ignored by conventional scholarship, the 
acts of self-immolators (which included 
not only burning the body but also be-
ing devoured by wild animals, drowning 
oneself, and self-mummification, among 
others) form an enduring part of the 
religious tradition and provide a new per-
spective on the multifarious dimensions 
of Buddhist practice in China from the 
early medieval period to the present time. 
This book examines the hagiographical 
accounts of all those who made offerings 
of their own bodies and places them in 
historical, social, cultural, and doctrinal 
context.

Rather than privilege the doctrinal and 
exegetical interpretations of the tradition, 
which assume the central importance 
of the mind and its cultivation, James 
Benn focuses on the ways in which the 
heroic ideals of the bodhisattva present 
in scriptural materials such as the Lotus 
Sutra played out in the realm of religious 
practice on the ground. His investigation 
leads him beyond traditional boundaries 
between Buddhist studies and sinology 
and draws on a wide range of canonical, 
historical, and polemical sources, many 
of them translated and analyzed for the 
first time in any language. Focusing on an 
aspect of religious practice that was seen
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as both extreme and heroic, Benn brings 
to the surface a number of deep and un-
resolved tensions within the religion itself 
and reveals some hitherto unsuspected 
aspects of the constantly shifting negotia-
tions between the Buddhist community 
and the state.

Self-immolation in Chinese Buddhism 
was controversial, and Burning for the 
Buddha gives weight to the criticism and 
defense of the practice both within the 
Buddhist tradition and without. It places 
self-immolation in the context of Chinese 
Mahâyâna thought and explores its mul-
tiple religious, social, and historical roles. 
These new perspectives on an impor-
tant mode of Buddhist practice as it was 
experienced and recorded in traditional 
China contribute to not only the study of 
Buddhism, but also the study of religion 
and the body.

James A. Benn is assistant professor in 
the Department of Religious Studies at 
McMaster University.
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“Benn explores one of the most striking customs in the history of Chinese Bud-
dhism, showing that, far from a marginal act by disturbed deviants, self-immola-
tion was a carefully considered, mainstream practice. This is a subject with im-
plications for scholars interested in the sinification of Buddhism and the history 
of Buddhist asceticism, but also for scholars with interests beyond Buddhism, 
since it has immediate bearing on the history of suicide and attitudes towards 
the body in China.”—John Kieschnick, University of Bristol

“At a time when scholars of religion are paying 
increasing attention to notions of the body, James 
Benn has produced a masterpiece on the practice 
of self-immolation in Chinese Buddhism. This 
wonderfully written and thoroughly researched 
book will remain the authoritative treatment of 
the subject for generations to come. Proceeding 
roughly chronologically, Benn moves from the 
earliest biographies containing accounts of emi-
nent monks burning themselves, through the 
locus classicus for the justification of the practice 
(the Lotus Sutra), to more neglected materials of 
medieval and late medieval times, right up to the 
twentieth century. Along the way, he treats us 
to insightful discussions of the many changing 
social, political, ethical, ideological, and ritual 
contexts of the practice. This book makes it clear 
that ‘burning for the Buddha’—something that 
was once considered to be an exceptional and 
anomalous act carried out by a few monks, was, 
in fact, a well-established and well-recognized 
practice that endured longer than most other 
aspects of Chinese Buddhism.”—John Strong, 
Bates College
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Sedulo curavi humanas actiones non ridere non
lugere neque detestari, sed intelligere.

—Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677)
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Introduction

or a few weeks in late December 526 and early January 527, a monastery
on Mount Ruona 若那山 in Eastern Yangzhou 東楊州 played host to a

series of remarkable and anomalous events.1 The monastery and its environs
echoed with mysterious sounds and were bathed in multicolored rays of light.
Crowds of pilgrims in unprecedented numbers were drawn to the mountain,
where they enthusiastically participated in ceremonies af¤rming their commit-
ment to the Buddhist path. Flocks of birds were observed behaving in an un-
usual yet portentous manner. At the center of this web of activity that extended
into both the natural realm and human society was the death of a single monk.

The events began on the third day of the eleventh lunar month of the
seventh year of the Putong 普通 reign period (December 22, 526) when the
monastery bell started ringing of its own accord. Five days later it rang again.
On the twenty-third day ( January 11, 527) a monk by the name of Daodu 道

度 (462–527) invited a hundred of his fellows to his nearby mountain retreat
to join him in religious practices. More than 300 people, both monks and laity,
answered the call and 170 formally marked their af¤liation to Mahâyâna
Buddhism by receiving from him the bodhisattva precepts. 

Having made these conversions and thereby formed karmic connections
with those he would leave behind him, Daodu ceased eating. Each day he
drank no more than a pint of water that he drew from the well with a bucket
that was normally reserved for the monks’ bathing water. On the morning of
January 13th, Daodu’s fellow monks were astonished to discover ¤ve-colored
rays of light and multicolored vapor emanating from this humble vessel.
Four days later the abbot and several other monks entered Daodu’s medita-
tion chamber and found a purple glow radiating from a niche within it. To-
wards evening on the same day, January 17th, a vast ¶ock of birds, some ¤ve
or six hundred strong, suddenly descended on the monastery. The birds
perched together on a single tree before simultaneously taking off and ¶ying
together towards the west. 

In the early hours of that night the whole monastery complex was illumi-
nated by vivid displays of light that lit up the buildings for several hours.
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2 Burning for the Buddha

Around midnight, from the summit of the mountain came the sound of a
stone chime being struck and someone reciting verses on impermanence.
The monks heard the crackling sound of wood starting to burn. Scrambling
up the mountain to investigate, they discovered their comrade Daodu seated
calmly with his palms together facing the west. His whole body was engulfed
in ¶ames.

Some time later, the local governor, the prince of Wuling武陵王, ordered
what remained of Daodu’s incinerated body to be gathered up, cleaned, and
interred beneath a pagoda.2 By taking such extraordinary care with the re-
mains, the prince was honoring Daodu with a funeral appropriate for an emi-
nent monk. (Most ordinary monks in medieval China probably had their
remains disposed of rather unceremoniously in unmarked graves.)3 Even af-
ter Daodu’s death, anomalies continued to be reported in the area. The clear
and penetrating sound of a stone chime was frequently heard on the moun-
tain. A large, old withered tree under which Daodu had practiced meditation
suddenly ¶ourished again, although it had been dead for ten years.

So much we can glean from Daodu’s epitaph and the accounts of his life
and death that appear in medieval Chinese sources, but can we say what really
happened on Mount Ruona ¤fteen hundred years ago? Given the fact that
our materials were composed by medieval authors with a strong interest and
belief in the miraculous, it would now be impossible to discover any meaning-
ful “objective” viewpoint or to reconstruct events in a way that could satisfy the
sensibilities of the twenty-¤rst-century reader. We can, however, try to under-
stand the ways in which Daodu’s contemporaries and later medieval Bud-
dhists thought about what had happened, and how they made sense of these
events. Daodu’s death certainly did make sense to those who wrote and read
about it: This was not the random act of a disturbed individual, but rather a
single manifestation of a deeply rooted set of ideas and ideals in Chinese Bud-
dhism that blossomed again and again in the history of premodern China.

Let us begin by pulling back the focus from Daodu’s last days and con-
templating his life as a whole to appreciate his standing in medieval society.
Although he is not known now, in his own day Daodu was by no means an ob-
scure monk; he was a religious ¤gure of distinguished lineage who main-
tained connections with the royal family of the Liang 梁 dynasty (502–556), a
pro-Buddhist polity that ruled most of South China for the ¤rst half of the
sixth century. Daodu’s death at the age of sixty-six is presented in our sources
not as a spontaneous act of folly but the culmination of a lifetime of practice.
In these narratives his ¤ery exit from the world is marked as a moment of cos-
mic signi¤cance accompanied by a plethora of auspicious signs that cast the
monastery and the mountain as numinous sites. Daodu’s persona, or his cha-
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risma, did not go up in ¶ames with his ¶esh but continued after his crema-
tion to be remembered and celebrated by both monks and laity. 

The most detailed source that survives for Daodu’s life is his funerary in-
scription, composed by (or at least in the name of) Xiao Gang 蕭綱 (503–
551), the Liang prince who became the emperor Jianwendi 簡文帝 (r. 549–
551). We are very fortunate to have this text—as we shall see, although many
self-immolators had such epitaphs composed for them, very few inscriptions
have survived. This rare document begins, as biographies of monks usually
do, with the native place and surname of its subject: Daodu was a native of
Pingyang平陽, and before he became a monk his surname was Liu 劉.4 He was
credited with a famous ancestor in the shape of Liu Bo 劉勃 (d. 143 BCE),
Prince Jibei 濟北王 of the Han 漢 dynasty (202 BCE–220 CE).5 Both Daodu’s
grandfather and father had served under the Northern Wei 北魏 dynasty
(386–534), a non-Chinese and largely pro-Buddhist regime that ruled North
China for a century and a half. Daodu became a monk at twenty sui 歲 (in
481) and was trained at the monastery Fawang si 法王寺 under the medita-
tion master Bhadra (Fotuo佛阤, d.u.).6 Daodu acquired a reputation for pur-
suing his vocation with constant and demanding practice as well as for
choosing to dwell high in the mountains. He ¤rst arrived in the state of Liang
in 502 and stayed close to the capital at Dinglin si定林寺 on Zhong shan鐘山,
where he practiced dhyâna (meditation).7 It was at this monastery that he ¤rst
forged links with the imperial house: The emperor Liang Wudi’s 梁武帝 (r.
502–549) stepbrother, Prince Anchengkang 安成康王, became his disciple.8

The inscription suggests that Daodu drew his inspiration for burning
himself to death from the Lotus Sûtra, a major Mahâyâna scripture that con-
tains (among other celebrated and in¶uential stories) the most famous lit-
erary example of a living cremation, that of the Bodhisattva Medicine King
(Yao Wang 藥王 ; Skt. Bhaiºajyagururâja). Daodu ¤rst aspired to become a
monk because of this scripture and in 518 he copied out the lengthy sûtra
one hundred times.9 Such concentrated and painstaking acts of physical de-
votion to the Lotus were by no means uncommon in medieval China; they
indicate how strenuously Chinese Buddhists tried to enact and make real
what they imagined to be the world of that particular scripture.

Daodu’s dedication to his practice won the respect of Liang Wudi himself.
On January 11, 526, he was granted a personal audience with the emperor in
the palace chapel, where he explained what he planned to do and why:10 

“The body is like a poisonous plant; it would really be right to burn it and
extinguish its life. I have been weary of this physical frame for many a long
day. I vow to worship the buddhas, just like Xijian 喜見 (Seen with Joy).”11
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Although at ¤rst glance his statement may appear so allusive as to be al-
most completely opaque, Daodu was in fact making explicit reference to
the Lotus Sûtra’s Bodhisattva Medicine King, who was known as “Seen with
Joy by Sentient Beings” when he set ¤re to his own body as an act of homage
to the buddhas. But Liang Wudi, who must have caught the allusion and
understood all too well what Daodu intended to do, disapproved: 

If you really desire to create merit for beings, you ought to follow condi-
tions in order to cultivate the Way. When your body and life become imper-
manent, then you should have your corpse cast into the forest. By donating
it to the birds and beasts one completely perfects dânapâramitâ and also
makes good karma. Because of the eighty thousand worms it is not appro-
priate to burn yourself. It is not something to be encouraged.12

In other words, Wudi was offering Daodu an alternative mode in which to
employ his body as an offering. Rather than burn oneself alive, would it not
be better to donate one’s dead body to sentient beings?

Before we analyze the content of this dialogue between eminent monk
and pious emperor, it is worth pondering the nature of the exchange itself,
which can be seen to function on a number of levels. First, it seems to echo
a trope found in the Indian Buddhist literature particularly concerned with
heroic self-sacri¤ce, or the “gift of the body.” As Reiko Ohnuma’s analysis of
this literature has shown, there are many tales in which the bodhisattva an-
nounces his intention to make a gift (dâna) of his body or parts of it.13 The
sel¶essly generous bodhisattva is often opposed by someone who attempts
to persuade him not to offer himself.14 Ohnuma identi¤es four classes of
people in particular who oppose the gift of the body, the ¤rst of which are
the of¤cials and ministers, whom she sees as representing worldly political
interests.15 In the Indian tales the bodhisattva does not surrender to such
forces but sel¶essly and dramatically offers his own body for the bene¤t of
beings. This particular tension between the worldly and the nonworldly
could not be rendered in quite the same way in Chinese accounts of self-
sacri¤ce. The bodhisattvas who made gifts of their bodies in the Indian lit-
erature were usually represented as kings rather than renunciant monas-
tics, and thus they were possessed of temporal as well as spiritual power in a
way that Chinese monks were not.

Second, the exchange between Wudi and Daodu provides a succinct ex-
ample of a doctrinal problem in Chinese Buddhism that often came to the
surface in the history of self-immolation. This problem was sometimes made
explicit in the form of the question of whether or not self-immolation was an



Introduction 5

appropriate practice for monks in particular as opposed to laypeople. Daodu
presented his intended auto-cremation in terms of an explicit imitation of a
scriptural model—that of the Bodhisattva Medicine King, a lay bodhisattva
whose ¤ery offering of his own body is extolled at length in the Lotus Sûtra. As
we shall see, this model, located as it is in one of the most important scrip-
tures of East Asian Buddhism, provided inspiration, justi¤cation, and a tem-
plate for many self-immolators.

Liang Wudi denied Daodu permission to burn himself for two speci¤c
reasons: (1) it would be better for Daodu to make a gift of his body after dy-
ing a natural death than by killing himself, and (2) by burning his body he
would actually harm the parasites (“eighty thousand worms”) that live in it.
The ¤rst reason is perhaps somewhat speci¤c to Daodu’s time and place and
requires some explanation. It re¶ects a mortuary practice popular among early
medieval Chinese Buddhists that consisted of exposing the corpse for wild ani-
mals to eat rather than burying or cremating it.16 Wudi’s second reason—that
cremation of the living body necessarily entails the murder of many minis-
cule beings—was drawn from the codes that regulate the practice of monks
(Vinayas).17 In other words, Wudi’s objections to self-immolation are perhaps
not what we might expect of an emperor. They were not grounded in secular
authority or Confucian morality but rather were drawn from popular Bud-
dhist practice and monastic regulations—aspects of religious life in which
Wudi apparently took a strong interest. 

In front of some of his subjects Liang Wudi may sometimes have played
the role of a humble disciple of the Buddha, but he was still an emperor. In
the encounter related above it is not dif¤cult to detect an undercurrent of
the tension between religious and secular authority.18 In a hierarchical and
structured society like that of medieval China, there was little acknowledg-
ment that people were free to do as they chose with their own lives, and
monks who made offerings of their bodies always posed a potential danger to
state control. Quite apart from the fact that the state could hardly be seen to
condone or encourage suicide, there was the danger that a heroic monk
could become the center of a cult that might threaten political stability or at
least draw attention and support away from the emperor.

As we know, Daodu disobeyed Liang Wudi’s edict and burned himself, al-
though his lèse-majesté does not seem to have posed a problem for the prince
of Wuling and Xiao Gang, nor for the of¤cials who supervised the interment
of his relics and the composition of his funerary inscription. It seems that rela-
tions between state and saœgha were by no means clear-cut in medieval times,
and both sides often had to adapt to rapidly changing situations as they nego-
tiated a balance of power that was often precarious.
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But the tensions and accommodations of the relationship between the
saœgha  and the state or between a monk and his ruler are not the only themes
that can be drawn from this account. We can also discern some inconsisten-
cies and fragments of evidence that offer tantalizing glimpses of the religious
landscape of medieval China, and we shall pursue them at length in this study.
For example, Daodu pointed to a glorious scriptural precedent for his act, but
apparently he chose to burn himself in secret. Also, his self-immolation was
the cause of miracles that appeared before, during, and after his ¤nal act.
There is even some evidence that suggests a postmortem cult to Daodu: His
relics were enshrined, the sound of his chime was heard on the mountain, and
a dead tree was restored to life. Finally, Daodu had close links with the royal
family that endured even after he apparently disobeyed an imperial edict. 

In the Lotus Sûtra, the text to which Daodu was so devoted, and in which
we must imagine he was thoroughly immersed after having copied it out so
many times, the Medicine King burns his body not in secret on a mountain
but as a public act of devotion to the buddhas. As we shall see, auto-cremation
in China could often take the form of a well-advertised performance, ritually
staged in front of an emotional audience. The fact that Daodu and others re-
sorted to more furtive ways of offering their bodies suggests that self-immola-
tors were sometimes faced with active opposition to their plans.

Self-Immolation and Sympathetic Resonance

The lack of interest in the moment of death (or transformation) especially in
contrast to the attention devoted to recording auspicious signs in Daodu’s
epitaph and many other accounts of auto-cremation alerts us to a fundamen-
tal assumption about the nature and ef¤cacy of self-immolation. Although
we do not ¤nd this assumption clearly articulated in Daodu’s biographies, it
seems that self-immolation was understood to operate according to the
mechanism of “stimulus-response” or “sympathetic resonance” (ganying 感應),
a paradigm that was all-pervasive in every aspect of medieval thought.19 As
Robert Sharf writes, “The notion of sympathetic resonance is deceptively
simple: objects belonging to the same class resonate with each other just as
do two identically tuned strings on a pair of zithers.”20 The miracles that oc-
curred before, after, and during Daodu’s auto-cremation indicated that his
actions were stimulating (gan) a response (ying) from the cosmos, thus prov-
ing that his auto-cremation was ef¤cacious and hence “right.” Self-immolation,
far from being a disrupting force, was an act that was supremely in harmony
with the universe in which medieval people lived.

As we shall see, the paradigm of ganying offers us a way to make sense of
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many of the cases of self-immolation we shall examine. But to apply this
model we need to bear in mind that ganying can operate at several levels si-
multaneously. First, within human society, interactions between inferior and
superior (typically between rulers and their subjects) are predicated on the
rulers responding to the needs of the people. This aspect of ganying may help
us understand why members of the royal family treated Daodu with such rev-
erence in death: They could not afford to ignore or disparage the sincerity of
his actions, lest they be seen to violate the cosmic and human order. 

Second, ganying determines the relationship between the realm of hu-
mans (ren 人) and heaven (tian 天): It is understood that human actions and
emotions can and do cause cosmic response and transformation. Acts that
are the most sincere because they are sel¶ess (for example, self-immolation)
will cause the cosmos to respond in accordance with the petitioner’s inten-
tion. We shall see many examples of this in accounts of self-immolators who
burned themselves to bring rain or to end famine or other human disasters. 

Third, the relationship between beings and the Buddha was conceived
of in China as one determined by ganying. Chinese Buddhists found in Mahâ-
yâna sûtras such as the Lotus the idea that buddhas and bodhisattvas were
capable of assuming different forms and manifesting among humans in re-
sponse to their needs. In the material that we shall examine there are fre-
quent hints, and sometimes overt declarations, that self-immolators were in
fact advanced bodhisattvas who had manifested to teach the dharma in a way
appropriate to the age. But also, self-immolation offered a way of becoming a
buddha—a response to the stimulus of the sel¶ess offering that was prom-
ised in the Lotus and other Mahâyâna texts.

A History of Self-Immolation

The story of Daodu is but a part of a longer history of the ideals and practices
of “abandoning the body” that weaves its way through the Chinese Buddhist
tradition from the late fourth century to the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. For that period of some sixteen hundred years, we have accounts of sev-
eral hundred monks, nuns, and laypeople who made offerings of their bodies
for a variety of reasons, and in different ways. They represent the full spec-
trum of the saœgha in China. Chan masters, distinguished exegetes, prosely-
tizers, wonder workers, and ascetics as well as otherwise undistinguished or
unknown monastics and laypeople all participated in the practice. The deeds
of self-immolators were usually witnessed by large audiences; government
of¤cials and sometimes even emperors themselves attended the ¤nal mo-
ments, interred the sacred remains, and composed eulogies that extolled
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their acts. The act of burning the body in particular was frequently a dramati-
cally staged spectacle, and its performance and remembrance took a strong
hold on the Chinese Buddhist imagination. 

Examining the representations of self-immolators, their motivations,
and the literary crafting of their stories will help us better to understand the
larger issue of the role of the body in Buddhism. We shall discover that self-
immolation, rather than being an aberrant practice that must be explained
away, actually offers a bodily (or somatic) path—a way to attain awakening
and, ultimately, buddhahood. This path looks rather different from those so-
teriologies that stress practices of the mind (such as meditation and learn-
ing), which have probably received the most attention from Western scholars
in Buddhist studies. Nonetheless, as we shall see, it was a path to deliverance
that was considered valid by many Chinese Buddhists.

The remarkable history of self-immolation in Chinese Buddhism is a sub-
ject that has not received a great deal of sustained scholarly attention. Al-
though it was touched upon in surveys of topics such as “suicide” by the
founding fathers of Buddhist studies, to date, only three short studies have ap-
peared in Western languages: those of Jacques Gernet and Jan Yün-hua pub-
lished in the early 1960s and more recently my own article.21 The pioneering
works of Jan and Gernet are rather narrowly focused in terms of the primary
material upon which they draw, and both are now somewhat out of date given
the advances made in the study of Chinese Buddhism in the last forty or so
years. My own article is speci¤cally concerned with the role of apocryphal
sûtras in auto-cremation and other body-burning practices. Prior to the re-
cent appearance of a detailed article on self-immolation in the early medieval
period by Funayama Tôru, Japanese studies tended to be brief and narrowly
focused.22 Chinese scholars began to show an interest in self-immolation only
from the late 1990s.23

The Terminology of Self-Immolation

“Self-immolation” is the term most often used by scholars for the range of
practices we are interested in, but it may be worth paying some attention to
the meaning of the word. In its strictest sense, it means “self-sacri¤ce” and is
derived from the Latin molare, “to make a sacri¤ce of grain.” It does not mean
suicide by ¤re, although the term is now commonly used in that sense.24 With
these usages in mind, I shall employ the term “auto-cremation” to refer to the
practice of burning one’s own body, and “self-immolation” for the broader
range of practices that we shall discuss, such as drowning, death by starva-
tion, feeding the body to animals or insects, and so forth.
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Three Chinese terms are commonly encountered in our sources, and
they are used more or less interchangeably: wangshen 亡身, meaning “to lose
or abandon the body” or perhaps “to be oblivious (wang 忘 ) to the body”;
yishen 遺身, meaning “to let go of, abandon, or be oblivious to the body”; and
sheshen 捨身, “to relinquish or abandon the body.” Here the word shen (body)
also implies “self,” or the person as a whole. These binomes are also used to
translate terms found in Indian Buddhist sources such as âtmabhâva-parityâga,
âtma-parityâga (abandoning the self), and svadeha-parityâga (abandoning
one’s own body).25 Thus, at least at the doctrinal level, self-immolation may
be considered a particular expression of the more generalized Buddhist
ideal of being detached from the deluded notion of a self. Auto-cremation is
usually marked with expressions such as shaoshen 燒身 (burning the body)
and zifen 自焚 (self-burning), but these terms are deployed for the most part
descriptively rather than conceptually. That is to say, in our sources auto-
cremation is treated as a way of abandoning the self but is not usually dis-
cussed as a separate mode of practice or as an ideal in its own right.

To understand how the somatic path of self-immolation was conceived
and enacted we shall be obliged to take seriously a great deal of material that
has largely been untouched by scholarship. To make sense of how acts of self-
immolation were intended and how they were remembered, we shall exam-
ine them ¤rst in the context of medieval Chinese society and religion and
then against the background of the later development of Buddhism in China.

Abandoning the body, or letting go of the self, took a variety of forms in
Chinese history and not all of them involved death or self-mutilation.26 For
example, in Buddhist and Taoist texts and inscriptions, sheshen was paired
with the term shoushen 受身 (to receive a body) to indicate what happened at
the end of one lifetime in the endless round of saœsâra—as one relinquishes
one body, one obtains another.27 Sheshen can also stand as an equivalent for
the common Buddhist term chujia 出家 , literally, “to leave the household,”
which means to become a monk or a nun. In a more extreme case, the pious
emperor Liang Wudi actually gave himself as a slave to the saœgha on a num-
ber of occasions and his ministers were obliged to pay a hefty ransom to buy
him back.28 This kind of offering of the body, which was not uncommon, was
also referred to as sheshen. 

But “abandoning the body” also covers a broad range of more extreme
acts (not all of which necessarily result in death): feeding one’s body to in-
sects; slicing off one’s ¶esh; burning one’s ¤ngers or arms; burning incense
on the skin; starving, slicing, or drowning oneself; leaping from cliffs or
trees; feeding one’s body to wild animals; self-mummi¤cation (preparing
for death so that the resulting corpse is impervious to decay); and of course
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auto-cremation. Thus, although the title of this book is “Burning for the
Buddha,” it is a study not just of auto-cremation, but of a broader mode of
religious practice that involved doing things to or with the body. As we shall
see this mode was by no means static; it was constantly being shaped and re-
formulated by practitioners and those who told their stories. At times auto-
cremation was cast as the dominant form of self-immolation, at other times
it receded into the background. 

Self-Immolation in China

The ¶uid nature of the concept of self-immolation was partly a historical acci-
dent: It was not consistently de¤ned or explained in canonical sources avail-
able to medieval Chinese Buddhists. It was also a consequence of the ways in
which Chinese Buddhist authors composed their works. Of the three types of
historical actors we shall consider in this study—practitioners, biographers,
and compilers of exemplary biographies—the compilers were the most im-
portant in the invention of self-immolation as a Chinese monastic practice.
By grouping biographies of exemplary individuals under the rubric of self-
immolation, they created the appearance of unity from a diversity of prac-
tices, but in their re¶ections on the category they were often reluctant to
draw precise boundaries around the tradition they had created. The dif¤cul-
ties of determining what actions constituted self-immolation, what mental at-
titude was required, and what purpose self-immolation served are not just
ones that we face as scholars now; they also plagued Buddhist authors who
were much more closely involved with self-immolators.

Two related questions will recur throughout our inquiry. First, why did
these compilers group together the biographies that they did? Second, how
did they justify the transmission of biographies of self-immolators as records
of eminent monks (that is to say, models of monastic behavior) if the monas-
tic regulations condemned suicide? There is no simple or single answer to
such questions. Buddhist authors always struggled with these problems and
were often preoccupied with other concerns that shaped their view of exem-
plary practice. The attitude of the state towards the saœgha as a whole or to-
wards certain types of practice; orthodoxy as presented in scriptural
materials; orthopraxy as reported by Chinese pilgrims to India: These and
other factors colored the views of those who wrote about self-immolators.

In the following chapters I aim to give a historical account of the complex
construct of self-immolation by examining both text and practice in some de-
tail. By reintegrating a better understanding of self-immolation into our larger
conception of Buddhist practices in China, we may allow a fuller picture to
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emerge of the Buddhist tradition as a whole. By looking in detail at some
speci¤c cases of how the body was used in Chinese Buddhism, we may gain an
appreciation of the broader range of possibilities for the body in religion.

Of all the forms of self-immolation, auto-cremation in particular seems to
have been a primarily Sinitic Buddhist creation that ¤rst appeared in late
fourth-century China. Although there seem to have been some Indian practi-
tioners who burned their bodies, Buddhist auto-cremation became a distinct
mode of practice in China, as evidenced by the acts of particular monks and
nuns recorded and celebrated in Chinese hagiography.29 Rather than being a
continuation or adaptation of an Indian practice, as far as we can tell, it was
constructed on Chinese soil and drew on a range of ideas, such as a particular
interpretation of an Indian text (the Saddharmapuÿøarîka, or Lotus Sûtra) and
indigenous traditions, such as burning the body to bring rain, a practice that
long predated the arrival of Buddhism in China.30 The practice of auto-
cremation was reinforced, vindicated, and embellished by the production of
Chinese apocryphal sûtras, by the composition of biographies of auto-crema-
tors, and by the inclusion of these texts in the Buddhist canon as exemplars of
heroic practice. As time went on, more biographies were composed and col-
lected. The increasing number and variety of precedents provided further
legitimation for the practice. Although acts of extreme asceticism by non-
Buddhist practitioners are well attested in Indian Buddhist sources and
visible in contemporary Indian religious life, in China auto-cremation be-
came a mode of practice that was accessible to Buddhists of all kinds.31

Self-immolation can thus be considered part of the larger process of the
Sini¤cation of Buddhism. In recent years the doctrinal side of this process
has been explored at some length and is now better understood and appreci-
ated.32 A study of self-immolation affords us an opportunity to examine not
just the ways in which elite monks made sense of the complex soteriologies
they found in Buddhist literature, but also some of the modes in which Bud-
dhist ideas and ideals were put into practice. In the following chapters we
shall encounter a wide variety of bodily practices as performed in life and
death by Chinese Buddhists, and we shall attempt to understand how and
why these men and women aspired to embed and enact the teaching of the
Buddha in China with their bodies. It will become apparent that their so-
matic devotions were not aberrant, heterodox, or anomalous, but part of a
serious attempt to make bodhisattvas on Chinese soil. 

What can a study of self-immolation tell us about the greater shape of
Buddhism in premodern China? More than twenty years ago Erik Zürcher
made some important remarks about the state of the ¤eld, which he cast in
the form of three paradoxes:
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First, that our view of Chinese Buddhism as a historical phenomenon is
greatly obscured by the abundance of our source materials. Second, that if
we want to de¤ne what was the normal state of medieval Chinese Bud-
dhism, we should concentrate on what seems to be abnormal. Third, if we
want to complete our picture of what this Buddhism really was, we have to
look outside Chinese Buddhism itself.33

I have tried to keep Zürcher’s advice in mind throughout this study. By
concentrating on the practice of self-immolation we may cut through much of
the mass of material produced by Buddhists that obscures our view of the over-
all shape of the religion. Self-immolation as an apparently “abnormal” prac-
tice throws into relief the normal (or normative) state of Chinese Buddhism.
Finally, to understand the political and social contexts of self-immolation in
this study, I have striven to include of¤cial historiographical sources as well as
Buddhist materials. 

Self-immolation resists a single simple explanation or interpretation. Cases
of self-immolation were not simply recorded and ¤led away but continued to
inspire and inform readers and listeners. Monks and nuns, emperors and
of¤cials, thought about the practice in different ways at different times. On
the whole Buddhists tended to support their co-religionists who used their
bodies as instruments of devotion, whereas the literati (at least in public) of-
ten regarded such acts with disdain or disapproval. But conversely, we shall
see many literati who participated in the cults of self-immolators, and some
Buddhist monks who were bitterly opposed to the practice. Self-immolation
brought out tensions within the religion—and in society at large. Each case,
in a sense, had to be negotiated separately, and there were clearly regional
variations. The cults of self-immolators were both local—celebrated in partic-
ular places by shrines, stûpas, images, and steles—and made universal through
accounts in collections of monastic biographies and in more popular works
that celebrated acts of devotion to particular texts such as the Lotus Sûtra.
Thus a study of self-immolation requires us to contemplate Buddhism in
China from multiple perspectives.

Sources

Much of the material studied here is preserved in collections of the genre
known as Gaoseng zhuan 高僧傳 (Biographies of Eminent Monks). Biogra-
phies of self-immolators in these collections were, for the most part, based
on the funerary inscriptions composed for their subjects rather than on
sources such as miracle tales and anecdotes. Some of these funerary inscrip-
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tions are preserved in other collections or in the form of the actual stelae,
although in most cases this type of material evidence is sadly lost. Biogra-
phies of eminent monks, especially in the ¤rst Gaoseng zhuan collection,
were largely based on epitaphs written by prominent men of letters (usually
aristocrats in the medieval period) and so, not unnaturally, they stress the
monks’ contacts with the court.34 Thus it is dif¤cult to recover data on the
everyday practice of ordinary people in medieval China; unfortunately most
of our sources remain silent on such matters. This study, then, does not pre-
tend to offer an account of “popular” Buddhist practice (however we wish
to de¤ne that term); for the most part, its focus is on members of the mo-
nastic elite such as Daodu.

The scholarship to date on self-immolation has concentrated largely on
materials contained within one early twentieth-century Japanese edition of
the Buddhist canon with some occasional references to supporting evidence
drawn from the mass of data preserved in Chinese secular sources.35 This par-
ticular edition of the Chinese canon does, of course, contain much useful
data that can be employed to reconstruct the history of Buddhist practice in
China, but the texts chosen by the Taishô editors may give a somewhat lop-
sided picture of Chinese Buddhist history as seen from the perspective of the
later Japanese sects. The immediate problem lies in the fact that the biogra-
phies of self-immolators in the Taishô canon are only collected in an easily ac-
cessible form for roughly the years 350 to 988. In particular, the absence of a
speci¤c category for self-immolators in the Da Ming gaoseng zhuan 大明高僧

傳 (Great Ming Biographies of Eminent Monks, compiled by Ruxing如惺 [¶.
1617], T 50.2062), such as is found in the ¤rst three Gaoseng zhuan, has led to
the mistaken impression that self-immolation either occurred less frequently
from the tenth century onward or that it was less frequently recorded in Bud-
dhist sources.36 In fact, when we consult materials in other editions of the
Chinese canon, it is immediately evident that self-immolation continued to
be practiced and recorded well beyond the end of the Five Dynasties 五代

(907–960) through the Song 宋 (960–1279), Yuan 元 (1279–1368), Ming 明
(1368–1644), and Qing 清 (1644–1912). Self-immolation was not just a medi-
eval form of piety that was supplanted by other forms of devotion; it has re-
mained signi¤cant until today. Although auto-cremation in China is now
very rare, monks and laypeople continue to make offerings by burning their
¤ngers in both China and Korea.37

No matter how diligent we are in gathering materials, we cannot assume
that self-immolation lies waiting to be uncovered in these “primary sources”;
rather, it was their compilers who created and perpetuated self-immolation as
an object of knowledge when they placed the biographies of various individuals
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under that rubric. For example, the same biography could be assigned to dif-
ferent categories in different collections, as is the case with Jing’ai 靜藹 (534–
575), who is classi¤ed as a self-immolator in the Fayuan zhulin 法苑珠林 (A
Grove of Pearls in a Dharma Garden, compiled by Daoshi 道世 [596?–683],
preface dated 668), but as a protector of the dharma (hufa  謢法) in Daoxuan’s
道宣 (596–667) Xu gaoseng zhuan 續高僧傳 (Continued Biographies of Emi-
nent Monks).38 These collections themselves do not claim to be exhaustive,
and it is not hard to ¤nd brief notices of other self-immolators who are not ac-
corded biographies in the Gaoseng zhuan collections.39

As we shall see, self-immolation remains a somewhat elastic category that
is usually not very well articulated in the individual biographies of self-immola-
tors. The compilers of biographical collections also took rather a circum-
spect approach to the topic in the critical evaluations (lun論) in which they
discussed the practice. Therefore, rather than beginning with any a priori as-
sumption of what self-immolation is and picking out textual material that
con¤rms this assumption, we ought to allow the contours of the practice to
emerge from the material. What follows then may be regarded as a kind of
textual ethnography that is sensitive to setting, time, place, and detail. Any at-
tempt at de¤ning the meaning (or meanings) of self-immolation must be
contingent on a thorough investigation of what at ¤rst appears to be a mass
of incidental detail.

Self-Immolation in the Literature of the Mahâyâna

Biographers often represented individual acts of self-immolation like that of
Daodu as if they were predicated on a literal reading of certain texts, particu-
larly jâtaka tales (accounts of the former lives and deeds of Šâkyamuni) and
the Lotus Sûtra. But, one might ask, how else should Chinese of the early medi-
eval period have taken these heroic tales, other than literally? In the Mahâyâna
literature especially, the Chinese were presented with the blueprints for mak-
ing bodhisattvas, and those blueprints said repeatedly and explicitly that
such acts of extreme generosity were a necessary part of the process. For ex-
ample, one of the most in¶uential Mahâyâna texts known to the medieval
Chinese, the Da zhidu lun 大智度論 (Great Perfection of Wisdom Treatise),
which was attributed to the great Indian thinker Nâgârjuna (ca. 150–250
CE), says:

What is to be understood by the ful¤lment of the perfection of generosity
appertaining to the body which is born from the bonds and karma? Without
gaining the dharmakâya (dharma body) and without destroying the fetters
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the bodhisattva is able to give away without reservation all his precious pos-
sessions, his head, his eyes, his marrow, his skin, his kingdom, his wealth,
his wife, his children and his possessions both inner and outer; all this with-
out experiencing any emotions.40

In other words, according to a text that was often referred to by medieval
Chinese Buddhists, the bodhisattva has to surrender dispassionately his own
body and even his loved ones long before he reaches awakening (gaining the
dharmakâya). The text continues by recounting the stories of Prince Višvantara,
who famously gave away his wife and children; King Sarvada, who lost his king-
dom to a usurper and then surrendered himself to a poor brahman so he
could collect a reward from the new king; and Prince Candraprabha, who
gave his blood and marrow to cure a leper.41 The stories of these heroes are
presented in a matter of fact manner as paradigms of true generosity. Medi-
eval Chinese readers surely ought not to be blamed for the fact that the stories
were originally composed in a literary environment that was clearly very dif-
ferent from that of their own classical heritage. 

That difference is all too apparent to the twenty-¤rst-century scholar,
who can survey a vast range of textual material, but must have been almost
impossible to perceive at the time. The fact that Chinese Buddhists received
the teachings of the Mahâyâna not as a single corpus of texts with a curricu-
lum and reading guide attached, but piecemeal over many centuries probably
only contributed to the problems of interpretation that came along with
their sincere desire to make sense of material that was widely divergent and
often ¶atly contradictory. Medieval Chinese Buddhists could not recognize
Indian rhetoric when they saw it because they were not aware of the larger
literary culture of India of which the Mahâyâna texts were but a part. They
were, however, acutely aware that these precious teachings had emerged
from the golden mouth of the Buddha himself. They could point to many
places in the sûtras where the Buddha had more or less explicitly instructed
them to do what they or their compatriots did with such enthusiasm.

An important theme that runs through this study is the way in which the
miraculous world described in Buddhist sûtras and represented in Buddhist
artworks took root in Chinese soil. This may be seen, for example, in the de-
velopment from early accounts of monks emulating jâtaka stories and the Lo-
tus Sûtra to later direct and unmediated encounters with the Bodhisattva
Mañjušrî in China and the increasing prevalence of the spontaneous com-
bustion of eminent monks. We may also trace this process by paying atten-
tion to the mention of relics in the biographies. Broadly speaking, in early
accounts relics hardly ever appear; later the relics of the Buddha start to play
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signi¤cant roles, but by the tenth century self-immolators themselves were
commonly depicted as being able to produce relics in vast quantities, some-
times spontaneously while still alive. I would see the changing nature of relics
as part of an ongoing process in which Chinese monks grew more con¤dent
of their abilities to create bodhisattvas in China. The rise of Chan Buddhism
is just the best-known example of this process, but the present study may sug-
gest other ways in which this could happen.

Contents and Scope of the Volume

The limited scope of this book means, unfortunately, that many interesting
cases have been excluded. I do not discuss in any detail, for example, the case
of the holy ¤gure of Liu Benzun柳本尊, active in Western Sichuan around the
late ninth and early tenth century. Beautifully executed three-dimensional
reliefs of his “ten austerities” (the burning and cutting of various parts of his
body) are still to be found in Dazu 大足 and Anyue 安岳 county.42 I touch on
the mass auto-cremations of the followers of Mahâsattva Fu (Fu Xi傅歙 , 497–
569) only in passing.43 I do not have room to discuss the case of the eminent
Song-dynasty Tiantai 天台 master Siming Zhili 四明知禮 (960–1028), who in
1017 vowed to burn himself along with ten of his companions and, despite a
lengthy correspondence on the matter with the literatus Yang Yi 楊億 (974–
1020), ultimately did not go through with his plan.44 There are also refer-
ences to self-immolation and auto-cremation in dynastic histories I have not
pursued because they are not directly related to the cases I have chosen to
study.45

There are a couple of examples of faked auto-cremation known to me.
An unnamed Tang 唐 (618–907) monk is said to have conspired with the fa-
mous general Li Baozhen 李抱真 (733–794) to ¶eece pious donors by staging
a fake auto-cremation. The plan was that the general would collect donations
from the onlookers and set the pyre ablaze while the monk made his escape
from a tunnel hidden beneath. However, the general had the tunnel sealed
up, thus ensuring the death of the monk and not having to share the spoils
with an accomplice.46 The following story is found in the Shasekishû 沙石集

(Collection of Sand and Pebbles, 1279–1283), a Japanese work of edifying
tales. An old lay priest from Hitachi province knew a “beggar monk” who
made a tidy living out of performing the “Body Lamp Ritual.” A fake dead
body was covered in ¤rewood while the hoaxer escaped through a tunnel and
slipped into the crowd. The monk took the money and rice that were given as
donations. Once the monk only barely escaped alive. Later he met a devout
layman who had seen him apparently burn to death; the monk tricked him a
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second time by fooling him into believing that the layman had actually died
himself and that they were meeting in the intermediate existence between re-
births. Convincing the man that he could return him to the land of the living,
the beggar monk relieved him of his clothes.47

But these episodes aside, there remains a great deal of material for us to
explore. Because this book is intended to be a history of self-immolation, its
six chapters run in more or less chronological order. The ¤rst offers a de-
tailed examination of the earliest accounts of self-immolation as presented in
the biographies of eminent monks and nuns from the ¤fth century. Chapter
2 examines the importance of the Lotus Sûtra (and related Mahâyâna litera-
ture) as a source of inspiration for auto-cremation in medieval China and
investigates records of self-immolation as they appear in biographical collec-
tions of Lotus devotees. 

By the sixth century Chinese Buddhists had both a large corpus of trans-
lated texts and a growing repertoire of well-established practices like self-
immolation on which to draw. Some were also becoming conscious that the
teaching of the Buddha, which the saœgha had worked so hard to plant and
nurture in Chinese soil, was not only under threat from secular forces, but
also losing ef¤cacy because of the ever-increasing temporal distance between
themselves and the Buddha. In Chapter 3 I explore how the political realities
of a newly reunited empire, combined with fears of the decline of the
dharma, affected the practices of self-immolation.

Although most of the book concentrates on bodily practice as recorded
in biographical materials, the doctrinal and ethical dimensions of self-
immolation as interpreted by Chinese monks also deserve consideration. A
particularly interesting justi¤cation of self-immolation by the tenth-century
monk Yongming Yanshou 永明延壽 (904–975) is the focus of Chapter 4.
Although Daoshi had offered a spirited defense of the practice in the mid-
seventh century, Yanshou’s work provides the most extended discussion of
the doctrinal meaning of self-immolation that we now possess, and as such
it deserves an extended examination. 

By the eighth century self-immolation was a well-established practice in
China, but the increasingly unstable and fragmented state of the empire in
the late Tang and Five Dynasties meant that it was often deployed for imme-
diately local ends or to shore up a collapsing imperium. Chapter 5 exam-
ines cases of self-immolation during this often tumultuous period. 

In Chapter 6 I survey the later history of self-immolation from the Song
dynasty until the early Republic—that is to say, from the tenth century to the
early twentieth. The variety of cases that have been preserved for this long pe-
riod of history shows that self-immolation continued to be a well-attested
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form of Buddhist practice that was still open to reinterpretation. In particu-
lar I note the types of self-immolation that were performed at major critical
and traumatic points in Chinese history, such as the loss of North China to
the Jurchen Jin in 1126, the fall of the Ming dynasty in 1644, and the end of
Imperial China in 1911. In the Conclusion I offer some ¤nal re¶ections on
the importance of self-immolation in the history of Chinese Buddhism and
suggest ways in which to rethink our perspective on religious practice in
China and East Asia as a whole.

There are two appendices. The ¤rst provides synopses of all the biogra-
phies I have studied in the order in which they originally appeared in bio-
graphical collections. To give some idea of how biographies of self-
immolators were disseminated beyond the monastic community, I have
included in the appendix details of the biographies that were reproduced in
such popular Buddhist collections as the Shishi liutie 釋氏六帖 (The Bud-
dhists’ Six Documents) and the Liuxue seng zhuan 六學僧傳 (Biographies of
Monks by the Six Categories of Specialization). I also present the biographies
contained in the Hongzan fahua zhuan 弘贊法華傳 (Biographies Which
Broadly Extol the Lotus), an important Tang collection of pious practices cen-
tered on the Lotus Sûtra. 

The second appendix contains complete, annotated translations of the
critical evaluations by the compilers of the ¤rst three Gaoseng zhuan collec-
tions. I have supplied translations because the allusive language and subtle
arguments presented in these documents defy easy summary. I think it is im-
portant for us to know exactly what these men said about the acts docu-
mented in their collections.
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C H A P T E R  1

“Mounting the Smoke
with Glittering Colors”

Self-Immolation in Early Medieval China

he biographies of religious practitioners in medieval Chinese are not
just sources of valuable data for historians; they also gave shape to the

contours of Buddhist practice and doctrine. In China, unlike India or Tibet,
the biographies of monks formed a distinct genre that became an important
part of Buddhist literature.1 As collections of biographies entered the canon
and were widely read, accounts of the conduct of monks and nuns recorded
Buddhist practice and shaped it as well. From the sixth century onwards mo-
nastics could ¤nd exemplary models of conduct in the history of their own
community in China as well as in scriptures translated from Indian lan-
guages. For self-immolators of later periods in Chinese history and the think-
ers who defended them in their writings, the fact that eminent monks of the
past had made offerings of their bodies conferred legitimacy on the practice.
Thus a close look at the earliest sources we have for self-immolation will not
only reveal much about its early history, but also show how these accounts
provided inspiration and authority to monks and nuns of later generations
who were aware of their illustrious predecessors.

There were three signi¤cant early collections of biographies. Two are
devoted to the lives of monks: the Mingseng zhuan 名僧傳 (Biographies of Fa-
mous Monks), compiled by Baochang 寶唱 (463–after 514) and the Gaoseng
zhuan 高僧傳 (Biographies of Eminent Monks) by Huijiao 慧皎 (497–554).2

Baochang also compiled nuns’ biographies to form the collection Biqiuni
zhuan 比丘尼傳 (Biographies of Bhikºuÿîs).3 The individual accounts col-
lected in these early sources are really quite diverse because they come from
different locations and times and were written by people of varied back-
grounds (often laymen, in fact) who were ruled by an assortment of regimes
in the North and South during the ¤rst few hundred years of the Buddhist
presence in China. The biographies were not written from a single point of
view, and when read en masse they offer us multiple perspectives on the Bud-
dhist order in China. Sometimes these perspectives converge to bring as-
pects of Chinese Buddhism into clearer view, but at other times they diverge
sharply, leaving us no more than fragmentary impressions.

T
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How, then, are we to comprehend self-immolation as represented in
the biographies of medieval Chinese monks and nuns? We should not as-
sume that because these sources now appear in three “books” they form no
more than a collection of hagiographical clichés, legends, or literary
tropes—although individual biographies may contain one or more of these
elements. Equally, we cannot assume that they are historically veri¤able in
every detail. We must give some weight to the fact that they record some-
thing and that most people who read these accounts in traditional China,
whether they were sympathetic to the acts described therein or not, re-
sponded as if they recorded what had truly occurred. 

When we examine the biographies of men and women who performed
extreme acts of devotion with their bodies, it is important to remember that
we are not faced with accounts that are particularly anomalous or obscure.
On the contrary, the circumstances of these events are as well supported by
textual and epigraphical evidence as any other aspect of medieval Chinese
life in which modern scholarship has shown an interest. If contemporary
scholarship has tended to relegate self-immolation to the margins, then that
tendency reveals more about nineteenth- and twentieth-century construc-
tions of Buddhism as a rational middle way than it does about how Chinese
Buddhists viewed (and continue to view) aspects of their own practice.

Many of the works studied in this and subsequent chapters are collections
that concern “eminent monks” (gaoseng 高僧), and we should always bear in
mind how very eminent these monks were, not only within the monastic com-
munity, but above all in their relations with secular authority. They were not
unlettered peasants, but the con¤dants and advisers to rulers and generals.
Local governors and aristocrats composed their memorial inscriptions and
praised them in verse. Their deaths were witnessed by great crowds of all
classes, including emperors and princes, empresses and concubines, as well as
their fellow monks, nuns, and peasants. In the case of the Gaoseng zhuan in
particular, the prominence of the social elite was no doubt connected to
Huijiao’s own experience in his native area, Kuaiji 會稽—a place of “material
prosperity and cultural brilliance” where Buddhism was patronized by both
the Liang court and the aristocracy.4 But we should further note that in medi-
eval China, as in medieval Europe, the religious practices and beliefs of the
elite and the common people had more in common than not.5

Although the collections of biographies represent our major source of
information concerning self-immolation by Chinese Buddhists between the
fourth and tenth centuries, it would be naive to assume that they contain
either a complete or unbiased record of these practices. After all, the individ-
ual biographies were not composed to be exhaustive and accurate, but rather
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to extol the conduct of the deceased and thus edify the living. The compila-
tions are then not innocent and inert repositories of data; they were de-
signed by their compilers to ful¤ll certain agendas and are highly selective
and carefully arranged. For all the hundreds of thousands of monks and
nuns who lived in China between the third century and the tenth—even if we
include epigraphic and other sources beyond the Gaoseng zhuan collections—
we only have biographical information for about ‰ of 1 percent of them.6

Thus we must always bear in mind that the monks who appear in these
sources were not just common or garden-variety monks: They were famous,
admirable, exemplary, and elite monks.

Biographies of Famous Monks

Although the Mingseng zhuan has long been eclipsed by the Liang-dynasty
Gaoseng zhuan, this early collection of monastic biographies established
many of the conventions of Buddhist hagiography in China. In particular,
Baochang’s classi¤cation of biographies of monks by type of religious speci-
ality is a feature that was adopted by later collections and gave them their dis-
tinctive shape. The Mingseng zhuan includes biographies of self-immolators
under the heading “Abandoning the body—steadfast practice in the face of
hardship” (yishen kujie 遺身苦節).7 Baochang evidently saw self-immolation as
a practice that was as readily identi¤able and appropriate for Chinese Bud-
dhists as was the translation of sûtras or the erection of stûpas, to mention but
two of the other categories in his collection.

Baochang, one of the most important ¤gures in early Chinese Buddhist
historiography, began compiling the Mingseng zhuan in 510.8 By the time he
completed it, he had a large collection of 425 biographies in 30 fascicles. His
work seems to have been the most extensive of the collections of monastic bi-
ographies that were in circulation before the Gaoseng zhuan was completed in
531.9  The Mingseng zhuan no longer survives in its complete form, but the
table of contents (mulu 目錄; Jpn. mokuroku) and some excerpts from the bi-
ographies were copied out by a thirteenth-century Japanese monk by the
name of Shûshô 宗性 (1202–1292). These few precious fragments survive as
Meisôdenshô 名僧傳抄 (Manuscript Copy of the Mingseng zhuan).10 Why the
Mingseng zhuan was not transmitted is unclear, but it seems to have fallen out
of favor after Huijiao’s more selective collection was completed.11 A compari-
son of the preserved excerpts with biographies in the Gaoseng zhuan reveals
that Huijiao incorporated a great deal of Baochang’s work into his own.12

The table of contents, which appears to be complete, indicates that the Ming-
seng zhuan contained the biographies of nineteen self-immolators under the
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category yishen kujie. The term kujie is attached to six other category headings
in Baochang’s collection, such as zao tasi kujie 造塔寺苦節 (“Building  stûpas
and monasteries—maintaining steadfast practice in the face of hardship”).13

In Baochang’s system of typologies, abandoning the body is classed as the
third of seven types of “steadfast practice.” As far as we can determine then,
the rubric of “self-immolation” as a category of worthy behavior by monks be-
gan with Baochang’s collection, was adopted by Huijiao, and continued to be
applied in every collection of biographies thereafter—with the exception of
Biographies of Eminent Monks Compiled under the Great Ming, which we men-
tioned in the Introduction.14 Given its signi¤cance, it is somewhat unfortu-
nate that so little of the Mingseng zhuan survives. 

Compilers of biographies did not just collect and organize; they evalu-
ated and commented on their material. As we shall see, we can gather many
clues about medieval hagiography from critical evaluations (lun 論) that the
compliers wrote and appended to relevant sections of their work. Because we
have no critical evaluation from Baochang for the section on self-immolation,
his rationale for the creation of this category must perforce remain obscure.
We may say with certainty that Baochang did include self-immolators at the
heart of Buddhist practice in his scheme of monks’ vocations. 

Baochang not only created the category of self-immolation, but also col-
lected much of the important early data. The biographies of many of the self-
immolators collected by Baochang also appear in the Gaoseng zhuan, although
not necessarily in the self-immolation section of that work. The full list of nine-
teen biographies in Baochang’s collection may be found in Appendix 1.

Biographies of Bhikºuÿîs

Those rare records of female Buddhist practice in ¤fth-century China that
Baochang also preserved for us prove that it was not just famous or eminent
monks who made offerings of their bodies—nuns did so, too. Baochang’s Bi-
qiuni zhuan is the only biographical collection exclusively devoted to Bud-
dhist women of medieval China.15 It is arranged chronologically, so there is
no separate category for self-immolators. Of a total of sixty-¤ve biographies,
no fewer than six concern female auto-cremators, although three of these
cases are intimately connected. In the absence of other collections devoted
to nuns, it is frustratingly dif¤cult to discuss female self-immolation systemati-
cally after the Liang dynasty, but we shall see more biographies of nuns who
gave away their bodies in other collections discussed below. I believe that a
search of biographies contained in local gazetteers would turn up many
more examples of self-immolation by nuns in later periods.
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Biographies of Eminent Monks

When Huijiao compiled the Gaoseng zhuan he discarded many of Bao-
chang’s twenty rubrics for the divisions of monastic specialization, but he did
preserve a separate “self-immolation section” as one of the ten sections of his
work.16 Thus the origins of this particular rubric would seem to lie at least as
far back as Baochang’s conception of renowned monastic behavior, although
the precise parameters of his vision remain obscure to us in the absence of a
complete version of the Mingseng zhuan. We can at least say that because so
many of the self-immolators in Baochang’s collection also had biographies in
Huijiao’s, the latter must have considered them eminent as well as famous.
The category of self-immolation was then not just an idiosyncratic invention
on the part of one monastic historian; it was a mode of religious practice that
evidently had some meaning for other members of the Buddhist community.

Huijiao seems to have completed his own collection around 531, about a
dozen years after the Mingseng zhuan.17 He took considerable pains, in his
preface at least, to distinguish his work from the earlier Mingseng zhuan on
the grounds that his compilation dealt with monks who were truly “eminent”
(gao 高) and not merely “famous” (ming 名).18 His success in promoting his
own vision of the monastic ideal may be measured in part by the fact that the
Mingseng zhuan essentially ceased to be transmitted and was superseded by
his own work.19 Nevertheless, Huijiao does seem to have owed a great deal to
his predecessor, and in addition to the material that he took from funerary
inscriptions and eyewitness accounts, whole biographies were lifted verbatim
from the earlier work. Only the loss of Baochang’s complete collection pre-
vents us from knowing exactly how much information Huijiao borrowed
from him.

The geographical bias of the Gaoseng zhuan in favor of monks who were
based in the area corresponding to modern-day Jiangxi, Jiangsu, and Zhe-
jiang was already noted by Daoxuan in his preface to his own collection of
monastic biographies and has been con¤rmed by modern scholarship.20 Be-
cause of the division of early medieval China into the alien regimes of the
North and the more cultured states of the refugee Chinese aristocrats in the
South, and because of his own personal inclinations, Huijiao was more inter-
ested in and better informed about monks from the South. However, his col-
lection of self-immolators does include a fair number of biographies of
monks who were active in North China. The somewhat unusual prominence
of northern monks in the self-immolation part of the collection (¤ve biogra-
phies) may mirror the broad distinction between the austere, practice-
oriented Buddhism of the North and the more genteel and intellectual
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“gentry Buddhism” of the South. It also re¶ects somewhat different forms of
patronage of the religion by the non-Chinese rulers of the North, who
tended to favor more devotional styles of Buddhism than did the more liter-
ary and philosophical southern regimes.

We can get some idea of how Huijiao saw self-immolators as a class from
his preface, in which he describes the qualities of the monks in the ¤rst eight
categories of the collection. (He considered the remaining two, hymnodists
[jingshi 經師] and proselytizers [changdao 唱導], to be much less important.)
Huijiao extols the translators of Buddhist texts at some length and explains
that he has placed them ¤rst in his collection because “the enlightenment of
China was wholly dependent on them.” He goes on to praise the exegetes,
the thaumaturges, the meditators, the Vinaya masters, the self-immolators,
the chanters, and the promoters of merit:

When the wise explanations [of the exegetes] revealed holy [truth], then
the way [of Buddhism] encompassed millions [of world systems]. When the
penetrating responses [of the thaumaturges] produced appropriate trans-
formations, thereby violent and ¤erce people were paci¤ed. When [the
meditators] constrained their thoughts and entered into meditation, then
merit ¶ourished. When [the Vinaya masters] propagated the Vinaya, con-
duct in accord with the prohibitions was of limpid purity. When [the self-
immolators] were oblivious to their physical forms and abandoned their
bodies, then prideful and avaricious people experienced a change of heart.
When [the cantors] intoned the words of the dharma, the invisible and visible
worlds tasted blessedness. When [the promoters of merit] planted and nur-
tured merit and goodness, then the symbols bequeathed by the Buddha
could be passed on to posterity. [The monks in] all these eight categories,
even though their legacies of good deeds were not all the same, and though
their transforming in¶uences were markedly different, yet were all endowed
with virtue like that of the four classes of saints and their achievement lay in
meritorious acts of body, mouth and mind. Therefore they are [the types of
monks] praised by all the scriptures and extolled by all the sages.21

In this important passage Huijiao articulates his vision of the multi-
faceted nature of the monastic mission in China. Different types of monks
performed different roles in the ideal Buddhist order. Huijiao considered
self-immolation to be part of the propagation of Buddhism, as signi¤cant
and as effective in its own way as exegesis of the scriptures, the working of
miracles, or the maintaining of monastic discipline. For him, and in accor-
dance with the logic of sympathetic resonance, the deeds of the monks he
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selected for his section on self-immolation were sel¶ess acts that had the po-
tential to rectify society as a whole by changing the attitudes of the sel¤sh.
Far from being nihilistic or antinomian, self-immolators were in fact not all
that different from Vinaya masters. Self-immolators countered the faults of
pride and avarice, while Vinaya masters worked to ensure purity and cor-
rectness of conduct in the monastery.

In his collection under the heading of “self-immolation” Huijiao placed
eleven main biographies (zhengzhuan 正傳) and two supplementary biogra-
phies (fujian附見). Of these thirteen, eight of the monks are auto-cremators,
four offered their bodies in other ways, and one monk is mentioned only
through association with a self-immolator. Although at ¤rst glance it may
seem that Huijiao drastically reduced the overall number of self-immolators
from that recorded in his predecessor’s work (nineteen), in fact only four
were dropped from the compilation altogether and four other biographies
of Mingseng zhuan self-immolators were assigned to other categories. In other
words, all of the self-immolators in Huijiao’s collection have biographies in
Baochang’s, but Huijiao does not acknowledge this fact. Because Baochang’s
collection includes 425 main biographies and Huijiao’s only 257, the exclu-
sion of four biographies cannot really be taken as a signi¤cant reduction in
the coverage of self-immolation as a vocation for monks. 

To grasp what kinds of practice were considered “abandoning the body”
in the early ¤fth century, it is worth paying some attention to these early biog-
raphies. A thematic discussion follows; details of the biographies in the order
in which they appear in the Gaoseng zhuan may be found in Appendix 1.

The Hungry Tigress

One of the most common methods of (attempted) self-immolation after
auto-cremation involved casting the body in front of a hungry tiger or tigress.
The prime exemplar of this act was the Buddha himself, as seen for example
in a jâtaka contained in the Jinguangming jing 金光明經 (Suvarÿaprabhâsa
sûtra, Sûtra of Golden Light).22 This particular tale was also widely known
from other Chinese translations of jâtakas.23 Evidence of the popularity of
this theme may be seen in the many contemporary artistic representations of
the scene of the bodhisattva hurling his body before the emaciated tigress.24 

The story of the hungry tigress in the Sûtra of Golden Light runs as follows.
There was a king called Mahâratha (Moheluotuo 摩訶羅陀) who had three
sons: Mahâpraÿada (Moheponaluo 摩訶波那羅), Mahâdeva (Mohetipo 摩訶

提婆 ), and Mahâsattva (Mohesatuo 摩訶薩埵 ). One day, the three princes
were in a bamboo grove in the park when they saw a tigress that had given
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birth to seven cubs seven days before. Her body was emaciated and weak, and
she was suffering from hunger and thirst. The third son, Prince Mahâsattva,
was inspired by the compassionate acts of the bodhisattvas and resolved to
donate his body, discarding his useless and impermanent form in exchange
for a changeless one, replete with wisdom and virtue. Sending his older
brothers away, he went back to where the tigress lay and stripping off his
clothes made a vow: “I do this now for the bene¤t of all beings, to attain the
supreme unsurpassable awakening, and to save all beings in the three
realms.” He threw himself in front of the hungry tigress, but she was too weak
to move. Realizing this, the prince rose and looked for a knife but could not
¤nd one. Taking a sliver of bamboo, he slit his throat so that the blood
gushed out. In response to his act, the earth shook in six ways and the sun
stopped shining. There was a rain of ¶owers and marvelous fragrances. Then
gods appeared, amazed at this unprecedented act, and they praised the
prince: “Excellent, O Mahâsattva (dashi大士), because of your true great com-
passion for beings, you are able to discard that which is hard to discard. You
will quickly attain pure nirvâÿa.” The tigress saw the blood ¶owing from the
prince’s body, licked it up, and devoured his ¶esh, leaving only bones. 

The two older brothers, having witnessed the earthquakes, darkness,
and magic rain, realized what had happened and rushed back to the place
where they had last seen Mahâsattva. The scene that awaited them is de-
scribed in vivid detail: They found his discarded clothes hanging from a bam-
boo; his bones, hair, and skin scattered all over the ground; and a big pool of
blood. In shock, the two princes passed out on top of their brother’s bones.
On regaining consciousness, they lamented their loss. The story goes on to
describe the shock and distress of the prince’s parents. The king, accompa-
nied by a large crowd, paid homage to Prince Mahâsattva’s relics (šarîra) and
erected a seven-jewelled stûpa. Before throwing himself before the tigress,
the prince had made a vow that his relics should cause beings of future gener-
ations for many kalpas to take up Buddhism.

This particular jâtaka had a deep in¶uence on the religious imagination
of medieval China. It contains at least six elements that were signi¤cant for
the construction of a logic of self-immolation in China: 

1. Prince Mahâsattva’s donation of his body did not occur to him spontane-
ously; it was inspired by the actions of bodhisattvas before him. By imitat-
ing him, in their turn Chinese Buddhists became part of an in¤nite
lineage of beings who had become buddhas through actions such as this.  

2. The jâtaka emphasizes that Mahâsattva did not simply discard his
body—rather he exchanged an impermanent form for a permanent
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one. This motif of exchange or transformation is one that we shall see
repeated in many of our Chinese materials.

3. Before he offered his body to the tigress, Mahâsattva made a vow in
which he stressed that his offering was not just for the animal but for all
beings. Chinese self-immolators frequently made similar public vows
that emphasized their belief in the salvi¤c power of their actions. 

4. The Bodhisattva’s death was not an easy one: He had to slit his own
throat to allow the tigress to feed on him. The jâtaka makes clear in the
most graphic and horri¤c way the heroic determination that was neces-
sary to make an offering of the body.

5. In the jâtaka the universe responded to Mahâsattva’s death with earth-
quakes and eclipses. Biographies of Chinese self-immolators also em-
phasized the reactions of the cosmos and the displays of auspicious signs
attendant on the moment of death.

6. The king buried Mahâsattva’s relics (which had the power to convert be-
ings in future generations) beneath a stûpa. Similarly, kings and of¤cials
interred the relics of Chinese self-immolators and entertained similar
expectations about the power of those sacred remains.

But to understand fully the associations of the hungry tigress as a trope
in Chinese accounts of self-immolation, we ought to look beyond the Indian
antecedents and consider also the image of the tiger in Chinese culture. As
Charles Hammond remarks in his study of the lore surrounding this animal,
“One might say that in traditional China the tiger was the most savage beast
one could expect to meet.”25 Because of the dread that it inspired, the tiger
was also seen as a symbol of greed or tyranny, as in the famous remark attrib-
uted to Confucius: “An oppressive government is worse than a tiger.”26 In
time, this saying came to be understood as implying that good government
removed the threat of man-eating tigers, and in the biographies contained in
the early dynastic histories one ¤nds examples of the arrival of benevolent lo-
cal of¤cials accompanied by the rapid departure of the unwanted felines.27

From this point of view, we might see the acts of monks who tamed man-
killers with their own bodies as part of a broader history of competition for
the hearts and minds of the people between religious specialists and repre-
sentatives of the secular order (who of course often included religious tech-
niques in their repertoire).28

An archetypal account of a monk and a tiger comes from the early ¤fth
century. Around the year 420 the area below Jia shan駕山 in Pengcheng彭城

was plagued by a man-eater.29 Every day one or two villagers were killed, so to
halt these attacks a monk called Tancheng 曇稱 (d. after 420) proposed to
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offer his body. The villagers tried to persuade him not to do it, but he ig-
nored their pleas. That very night, he sat alone in the bush and called out this
vow to the tiger: “With this body of mine I will ¤ll you with food and drink,
causing you to abandon your hateful and harmful intentions from now on. I
shall obtain [for you] the food of the unsurpassable dharma in the future.”30

As presented in the biography, Tancheng’s vow illustrates the premeditated
nature of his action and his conscious imitation of scriptural models. What
he offered the tiger in his vow was not just a solution to its immediate prob-
lem of hunger, but also an assurance of its future liberation from saœsâra. He
made explicit the connections between his own body as food for now and the
teachings of the Buddha as the more sustaining nourishment for the future,
thus setting the tiger as well as himself ¤rmly on the path to buddhahood.
Realizing how determined the monk was, the weeping villagers returned
home. In the middle of the night they heard the tiger take Tancheng. Rush-
ing back to the place where they had left him, they found his body had been
completely devoured; only the head remained. The villagers interred the
head beneath a pagoda, and the tiger never attacked humans again. 

There is, of course, at least one signi¤cant difference between the Bodhi-
sattva saving the life of a starving tigress and her cubs and Tancheng, who
saved the lives of villagers threatened by a man-eating tiger. The act of self-
sacri¤ce, in Tancheng’s case, was directed ¤rst towards human beings rather
than animals, although Tancheng did promise the tiger the food of the un-
surpassable dharma in the shape of his own body. But details such as the erec-
tion of a stûpa for Tancheng’s head, which mirrors the account in the Sûtra of
the Causes and Conditions of the Erection of the Stûpa for the Bodhisattva Who Gave
Away His Body to the Hungry Tigress, suggest that the hungry tigress theme was
a key source of paradigms for medieval Chinese forms of piety.31 This
in¶uence remained strong in later centuries, as we shall see in accounts that
tell of monks who attempted to get tigers to eat them without too much con-
cern for whether the animals were starving, threatening the lives of villagers,
or just quietly going about their own business.

The Body as Food and Medicine

Indian Buddhist sources contain many stories of heroes who offered their
bodies as food or medicine to those in extremis.32 Just as with the jâtaka of the
hungry tigress, these accounts provided models for pious imitation in China.
Two biographies in the Gaoseng zhuan show how these heroic offerings were
enacted: Daojin 道進 (d. 444) offered his own ¶esh to feed the hungry, while
Sengfu 僧富 (d. after 385) saved the life of a child by substituting his own



“Mounting the Smoke with Glittering Colors” 29

body. Both monks were disciples of the leading Buddhist masters of the late
fourth and early ¤fth centuries.

The biography of Daojin, a disciple of the great translator Dharmakºema
(Tanwuchan 曇無讖, 385–433), appears in the Gaoseng zhuan under the name
Fajin 法進.33 Daojin was held in high esteem by Juqu Mengxun 沮渠蒙遜 (r.
401–433), the non-Chinese ruler of the dynasty of Northern Liang北涼 (397–
440).34 After Mengxun died, his son, referred to in the biography as Jinghuan
璟環, continued to consult Daojin on matters of state:35 “He asked Daojin,
‘Now I wish to turn and seize Gaochang 高昌, will I succeed or not?’36 Daojin
said, ‘You will certainly triumph, but my only concern is that there will be di-
saster and famine.’”37 Despite Daojin’s warning, Jinghuan marched on Gao-
chang and captured it. It seems that Daojin was not just Dharmakºema’s
disciple in religion, but also played a similar role to his master’s as adviser to
the crown.38 If that is so, we should be alert to the possibility that his radical
¤nal gesture may have had a political as well as religious dimension.

In 444 Anzhou 安周 (?–460) succeeded to the throne, and there was a
famine just as Daojin had predicted.39 Daojin repeatedly asked for food from
Anzhou to feed the hungry, but as the national granaries gradually became
exhausted, he stopped asking for help. One day after bathing he took a knife
and some salt and went to a remote cave where the starving people had gath-
ered. He bestowed on them the triple refuge (san gui三歸), thus formally con-
verting them to Buddhism, then hung his robe and bowl on a tree and ¶ung
himself before them saying, “I give myself as food for all of you.”40 The people
were famished but had some dif¤culty in accepting this unprecedented offer,
so Daojin began to slice and salt his own ¶esh. When the ¶esh on both his
thighs was gone, he no longer had the strength to continue. He told the starv-
ing people, “Take this ¶esh of mine. There is still enough for several days. If
of¤cials of the king come here they will take [my body] away, so just take [the
¶esh] and store it.” But no one could bear to take it. A short while later,
Daojin’s disciples arrived, followed by of¤cers of the king who took him back
to the palace. Obviously affected by his sel¶ess act, the ruler decreed that the
granaries be reopened. In this account we see the logic of sympathetic reso-
nance operating at the worldly level: The sincerity of Daojin’s actions on be-
half of the common people stirred the ruler into action.

By the next morning Daojin was dead. He was cremated (shewei 闍維)
north of the city walls.41 Smoke and ¶ames shot into the sky for seven days be-
fore the ¤re burned out. Although his corpse and skeleton were completely
consumed, his tongue remained unburned. We shall have occasion to discuss
the signi¤cance of the unburned tongue in more detail later, as the trope
appears again in later accounts. Suf¤ce it to say here that the miraculous



30 Burning for the Buddha

indestructible tongue was an important mark of sanctity in Chinese religious
biography, and here it must be understood as a marker of the righteousness
of Daojin’s self-sacri¤ce.

Given what we know about Daojin, it is likely that his decision to offer his
body was inspired by the Sûtra of Golden Light, a text translated by his master,
Dharmakºema, which contains the story of Prince Mahâsattva’s sacri¤ce of
his own body to the hungry tigress.42 Another text translated by Dharmakºema,
Karuÿâpuÿøarîka (White Lotus of Compassion), also contains extremely
graphic scenes of ¶esh-giving in its accounts of the previous lives of the Bud-
dha.43 In Daojin’s case he fed hungry human beings rather than animals, but
like the prince he carved up his own body to encourage others to feed on his
¶esh.

Attitudes toward cannibalism in medieval China were complex and defy
easy summary, so it is dif¤cult to know where the case of Daojin belongs in
the larger narrative.44 However, we can say that in light of research by Michi-
hata Ryôshû and Hubert Durt it seems likely that the introduction of Bud-
dhism to China brought with it new ideas concerning the consumption of
human ¶esh.45 Note, for example, that Daojin sliced the ¶esh from his thigh,
a practice that is now mostly associated with the feeding of parents by ¤lial
sons and daughters in the Confucian tradition (although in fact this particu-
lar part of the body was a favorite offering of the heroes of jâtaka literature).46

Certainly, Daojin’s act was cast as a form of self-sacri¤ce in response to the
real suffering of people—for which there was also ample scriptural support—
rather than as an act of pûjâ (homage) to a holy being or sacred text of the
kind we shall see more of below.

The biography of Sengfu provides another example of the heroic offer-
ing of the body to save the life of another being. Sengfu was a disciple of
Daoan 道安 (312–385), the most knowledgeable and charismatic Buddhist
teacher of his day.47 After Daoan died, Sengfu returned to Tingwei monas-
tery 廷尉寺 in Wei 魏 commandery, where he became a recluse.48 In the local
village some bandits kidnapped a young child, intending to use his heart and
liver as a sacri¤ce to some bloodthirsty god.49 Sengfu was wandering by when
he happened to see the bandits and realized what they planned to do. He
asked whether the ¤ve viscera of an adult would serve their purposes just as
well as those of a child.50 The bandits still did not take his offer seriously, so
Sengfu grabbed a knife and cut open his torso down to the navel. The ban-
dits all blamed each other for this shocking outcome and ran away. Sengfu
managed to send the child back home. 

A person who was walking by at the time saw Sengfu and asked what had
happened. Although the monk was on the point of death, he was still able to
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give a full account of the preceding events. The passerby went home and
fetched a needle with which he sutured the skin of Sengfu’s abdomen and
smeared it with some ointment.51 Sengfu was taken back to the monastery,
where he is said to have recovered somewhat, although the circumstances of
his death are not known.

Jâtaka tales offered repertoires of bodily gifts that could be as bloody as
they were bizarre. Sengfu’s story has some of this almost grotesque ¶avor
while still retaining its Chinese setting. The lack of de¤nite information on
Sengfu’s death suggests that the biography was taken from a miracle tale
rather than a funerary inscription, and this may give us a clue as to how to
read it. Although there is no clear conversion narrative (the body snatchers
simply run away), the story hints at the competition between Buddhism and
bloody indigenous cults that required sacri¤ces.

The Transcendent and the Duck

Although it is possible to see the in¶uence of the jâtakas on Chinese Bud-
dhist practice in the biographies we have discussed so far, there are some
cases that seem to owe a debt to more indigenous traditions. Huijiao’s collec-
tion of self-immolators opens not with auto-cremation or a monk being eaten
by a tiger, but with a biography that is rather less spectacular in scope. Seng-
qun 僧群 (¶. ca. 404) built a thatched hut for himself on a mountain called
Huo shan霍山 (in Luojiang subprefecture羅江縣 on the coast of present-day
Fujian), where he observed the precepts, ate vegetarian food, and chanted
the sûtras.52 Huo shan’s solitary peak was surrounded by the sea, and on its
summit was a large stone pond. According to legend, when “Sengqun the
transcendent” (xian 仙 ) drank from it he did not experience hunger, and so
he was able to “abstain from grain” (jueli 絕粒). Reports about Sengqun’s abil-
ities came to the attention of the governor of Jin’an晉安 , Tao Kui陶夔 (¶. ca.
404), who tried to get hold of some of this magic water for himself.53 Seng-
qun sent him some, but it began to stink as soon as it left the mountain. Tao
Kui tried to visit the mountain in person, but his boat was turned back by
storms, which caused him to lament on being cut off from such a sage. 

Sengqun’s hut was separated from the pond by a small mountain
stream, which he crossed by means of a narrow bridge when he went to
draw water. One day a duck with a broken wing landed on the bridge, and
whenever Sengqun approached, it would stretch out its wings and peck at
him. Sengqun considered using his monk’s staff to push the duck aside, but
he was concerned that he might injure it, and for this reason he turned
around and went back. Cut off from his supply of magic water, he died after
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only a few days; the biography claims that he was 140 years old. As he lay dy-
ing, Sengqun explained that when he was young he had broken the wing of
a duck and that the present situation was a repayment of that karmic debt.

This biography is unusual among those of self-immolators in that it ex-
plains Sengqun’s self-sacri¤ce in terms of karma.54 As we have already noted,
self-immolation was usually understood less as a repayment of past karma
than as a practice productive of merit for the present and future, especially
when performed as an act of homage (pûjâ; Chn. gongyang 供養).55 The biog-
raphy also contains elements that are not entirely Buddhist. Most obvious
among them is the fact that Sengqun is referred to by locals as a “transcen-
dent,” a term with a long history in China but more usually associated with
Taoism by the ¤fth century. 

Sengqun was able to attain remarkable longevity not through the purity
of his Buddhist practice, but by drinking an elixir-like water that enabled him
to “abstain from grain.” As far as I am aware, the practice of abstention from
grain has no doctrinal basis in Indian Buddhist texts but was an indigenous
Chinese idea.56 It is recommended in a number of texts associated with lon-
gevity, such as Ge Hong’s 葛洪 (283–343) Baopuzi 抱朴子 (The Master Who
Embraces Simplicity), for example. Another early fourth-century Taoist text,
Taishang lingbao wufuxu 太上靈寶五符序 (Explanation of the Five Talismans
of the Most High Numinous Treasure, DZ 388) provides a fairly typical rec-
ommendation of the practice:

You attain the Tao by avoiding all grains. You will never again have to fol-
low the rhythm of the moon and plant and harvest. Now, the people of mys-
terious antiquity, they reached old age because they remained in leisure
and never ate any grains. As the Dayou zhang 大有章 (Verse of Great Exist-
ence) says, “The ¤ve grains are chisels cutting life away, making the ¤ve or-
gans stink and shorten our spans.”57

As we shall see in some of the biographies below, abstention from grain
could also be used as a preparatory practice for self-immolation.58

We might see Sengqun as representative of a type of early medieval holy
man who was not clearly perceived as either Buddhist or Taoist but as a hybrid
of the two. The fact that the account was drawn from a miracle tale collection
rather than a funerary inscription may account for this ambiguity.59 It would be
tempting to suggest that the apparent terminological confusion involved in call-
ing a Buddhist monk a “transcendent” represents an early stage in the history of
Chinese Buddhism were it not for the fact that even as late as the nineteenth
century other Buddhist self-immolators were still referred to by this term.60 
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Sengqun’s self-immolation, like those of Sengfu, Tancheng, and Daojin,
was more or less spontaneous and aimed at rescuing a fellow being from im-
mediate danger. We have not yet seen a premeditated act of self-immolation
complete with elaborate physical and ritual preparations. 

Auto-Cremation

Seven biographies in Huijiao’s self-immolation section are cases of auto-
cremation: those of Fayu 法羽 (ca. 352–396), Huishao 慧紹 (424–451),
Sengyu 僧瑜 (412–455), Huiyi 慧益 (d. 463), Sengqing 僧慶 (437–459),
Faguang 法光 (447–487), and Tanhong 曇弘 (ca. 400–455). In some ways
they are quite different from the biographies we have discussed so far and
not just because they involved death by ¤re. The grouping together of these
biographies may well have been a deliberate strategy on Huijiao’s part be-
cause they do not seem to follow a strictly chronological order.

Fayu, who died in 396, is the earliest known auto-cremator.61 His premedi-
tated and publicly staged performance seems quite distinct from the more
spontaneous acts we have mentioned so far. Possibly his ritualization of bodily
practice was indebted to the kinds of devotion he had worked on in his earlier
career. Fayu’s master, Huishi 慧始 (d.u.), was particularly diligent in the prac-
tice of austerities and cultivation of dhûta (toutuo 頭陀) in which he seems to
have also trained his disciple. The term dhûta (also written dhuta), which
means literally “to cast off,” denotes ascetic practices such as eating only once
a day, sleeping in the open, and not lying down to sleep—all of which were de-
signed to free one from attachment to the body.62 In the early biographies,
self-immolators are often described as having been trained in toutuo, which
suggests an association between these particular modes of physical practice.63

But toutuo in our medieval sources probably does not refer strictly to the
twelve or thirteen ascetic practices (dhutaguÿas) known from the canonical
sources; it is often used in the larger and vaguer sense of “austerities” in gen-
eral. The term seems to be encountered most often in biographies of monks
from the north of China, where Buddhists (and Taoists for that matter) had a
reputation for tough physical cultivation. Perhaps practitioners from the
North regarded auto-cremation as one aspect of a larger ascetic ideal.

Although the Lotus Sûtra is not mentioned by name in Fayu’s biography,
we are told that his constant aspiration was “to follow the traces of the Medi-
cine King and to burn his body in homage to the Buddha.”64 The Medicine
King, hero of the eponymous chapter in the Lotus Sûtra, was a major inspira-
tion for Chinese auto-cremators as we already noted in the Introduction and
as we shall discuss at greater length in the next chapter.
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Fayu began by informing the illegitimate “prince of Jin晉” Yao Xu姚緒 (¶.
late fourth century), that he intended to burn himself alive.65 Yao Xu tried to
dissuade him, but the monk was not to be put off. He swallowed chips of in-
cense and wrapped his body in cloth, then recited “The Chapter on Abandon-
ing the Body” (sheshen pin捨身品).66 At the conclusion of his recitation Fayu set
¤re to himself. The religious and laity who witnessed his act are described as
being “full of grief and admiration.”

Although Fayu’s biography seems to be the earliest account of auto-
cremation that we now possess, it is hard to know whether such a matter-of-fact
report could represent the origin of the practice. The usual style of medieval
Chinese biographies, both secular and religious, tends to be laconic, and this
text in particular gives no clue as to whether Fayu came up with the idea him-
self or was inspired by an earlier auto-cremator for whom documentary evi-
dence has not survived. Fayu’s aspiration to emulate the Medicine King is not
explained in any way, nor is the necessity of his asking for permission from
the local ruler spelled out—although this precaution would have been self-
evident in medieval China, where it was dangerous to do much without per-
mission from the authorities. All of the elements that were to characterize
auto-cremation in the ¤fth and sixth centuries—the involvement of secular
powers, preparation of the body with incense or oil, the chanting of the text,
and the public nature of the ¤nal act—are already present in this biography
from 396. But we should note that there is no mention of any relics or
miracles. Both of these elements are marked features of later accounts.

Fayu staged his performance in North China, then under the ¤rm con-
trol of non-Han rulers, and it may be that the religious atmosphere and types
of devotional practice that were in vogue in the North were particularly con-
ducive to auto-cremation. It is also signi¤cant that auto-cremation seems to
have begun around the year 400, when Buddhism was really making its mark
in court circles and Buddhists were becoming more deeply involved in poli-
tics. This was around the time when translation activities ¤rst came under the
patronage of the state, for example.67 In both the North and South, rulers
cultivated the power of monks in a more systematic way than had been the
case in earlier centuries. This new atmosphere had well-recognized and far-
reaching effects on translation and the formation of the Chinese Buddhist
canon; could it not also have affected and shaped physical practices such as
self-immolation?

Fifty-¤ve years after Fayu’s auto-cremation, in 451, a twenty-eight-year-
old monk called Huishao hired some people to cut ¤rewood, which he then
stacked up in a grotto in the Dong shan 東山 mountains near Yangzhou in
Jiangnan江南 .68 In the middle of this pyre the monk opened a niche (kan 龕)



“Mounting the Smoke with Glittering Colors” 35

just large enough for his own body.69 Later he returned to his home monas-
tery to say farewell to his master, Sengyao 僧要 (d.u.). Sengyao played the
same role as the prince of Jin in Fayu’s biography and the opponents of gifts
of the body in the jâtaka tales: He begged his disciple not to go through with
his plan. Huishao, like Fayu, ignored his entreaties. On the day of the auto-
cremation itself, Huishao held a large-scale ceremony on Dong shan during
which he administered the eight precepts (baguan 八關) to the laity.70 His in-
tended auto-cremation was well advertised, drawing huge crowds and large
amounts of donations. 

Why would laypeople want to witness an auto-cremation or give alms on
that occasion? Clearly self-immolation was thought of as an act that was ca-
pable of generating large amounts of religious merit. The laity gave material
goods in the expectation of seeing spiritual rewards at a later date. They
wanted to be present at the offering itself so they could form good karmic
connections with the auto-cremator. This logic was one that was constantly re-
inforced in the jâtaka literature. Just as those who witnessed the Bodhisattva’s
offerings in his previous lives came to be intimately connected with the Bud-
dha after his awakening, so laypeople in medieval China might have hoped to
have similarly glorious careers in their future lives when their own local hero
became an advanced bodhisattva and in time even a buddha. The karmic
message was simple: A simple donation made now could accrue enormous in-
terest over lifetimes and ¤nally pay out handsomely in the future.

Huishao obviously wanted to make the most of his performance. He
planned it for the hours of darkness, when the ¶ames would be most spectacu-
lar. During the ¤rst part of the night religious ceremonies were performed,
and Huishao himself took part in the ritual “procession of incense” (xiang-
xing 香行). Then he took a torch and set ¤re to the pyre. He got inside the
niche, sat down, and began to recite the chapter on “The Original Acts of the
Medicine King” (Yaowang benshi pin 藥王本事品).71 Although the ¤rewood was
completely a¶ame, the crowd could still hear Huishao reciting. When the
¤re reached his forehead, they heard him chant “one mind” (yixin 一心), and
with those words his recitation ended.72 The pyre must have been fairly sub-
stantial; it took another three days to burn out completely.

Biographies of medieval Chinese monks do not often offer us much
insight into the psychology of individuals. Motives for auto-cremation are
often provided only in the briefest fashion and most conventionally pious
language, if at all. But the biography of Sengyu provides perhaps a glimmer
of insight into the mind of an auto-cremator.73 In 438, together with some
of his companions, Sengyu constructed a hermitage on the southern range
of Lu shan 廬山 .74 He thought that being bound to the three “evil destinies”
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(rebirth as a hell dweller, hungry ghost, or animal) was due to having emo-
tions and a physical body. This somewhat pessimistic perspective, combined
with his admiration for the example of the Medicine King, led him on several
occasions to announce his vow to burn his body. Seventeen years later he
¤nally carried out his heartfelt wish. The biography skips over the interven-
ing years between vow and act, leaving us no idea what else he might have
done in the interval. The biography describes Sengyu’s ¤nal hours thus:

On Xiaojian 孝建 2.6.3 of the Song ( July 3, 455), he stacked up ¤rewood,
leaving just a niche, and invited the saœgha to hold a vegetarian banquet, at
which he said farewell to the community.75 That day clouds obscured the
sun, and a heavy rain fell ceaselessly. Sengyu pronounced the following
vow: “If what I intend is to be ful¤lled, the sky should clear up. If it will not
be ef¤cacious then let the rain pour down. Thus all classes of people will
know that the divine responses are unambiguous.” As he ¤nished speaking,
the clouds parted to reveal a clear bright sky. 

In the ¤rst watch of the night he went into the niche in the pyre. He
put his palms together and sat down calmly. He recited the chapter on the
Medicine King. The ¶ames continued to rise but he kept his palms to-
gether. People who knew of this, both religious and lay, swarmed over the
whole mountain. They all made prostrations, touching their heads to the
ground, as they wished to make karmic connections with him. They all saw
a purple vapor that rose into the sky and lingered for a long time.76 At that
time he was forty-four.77

The logic of sympathetic resonance is, I believe, stated quite explicitly in
this passage. Sengyu did not proceed with his auto-cremation until the
clouds had cleared, thus showing that the cosmos was in harmony with his
plan. After his death the witnesses saw the auspicious sign of purple vapor,
which not only marked Sengyu’s ascent from the mundane world, but also
was another sign of the response of the cosmos to the stimulus of his burning.
Although it may be tempting to read his avowed dislike of saœsâra as “nega-
tive” or pessimistic, this characterization does not seem to be borne out by
the text, which makes much of the ecstatic crowds and auspicious signs that
attended the event.

As we have seen, preparations for auto-cremation could be quite elabo-
rate and time-consuming. They could even occupy several years. Following a
pattern that is by now becoming familiar to us, Huiyi, a resident of Zhulin si
竹林寺 in the Song capital, Jiankang 建康, practiced austerities and vowed to
burn his body.78 Some of his fellow monks castigated him for this while
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others praised him. In Daming 大明 4 (460) he began by “abstaining from ce-
reals” (queli 卻粒) and eating only sesame and wheat.79 Two years later he
stopped eating wheat and consumed only oil of thyme.80 On occasion, he dis-
pensed with the oil and ate only pills made of incense. The biography stresses
that although this diet made him physically feeble, Huiyi was still able to ex-
ercise sound judgment. 

No less a person than the Song emperor Xiaowu 孝武 (r. 454–464) at-
tempted to dissuade Huiyi from carrying out his plans, dispatching his chief
minister, Liu Yigong 劉義恭 , prince of Jiangxia 江夏 (413–465), to the monas-
tery to reason with him.81 Huiyi, of course, would not go back on his vow. He
planned to burn himself on the eighth day of the fourth month of Daming 7
(May 11, 463)—that day being the anniversary of the birth of the Buddha and
thus frequently chosen for auspicious events including auto-cremations.

Huiyi’s method provides a unique example of an explicit re-creation of
the Buddha’s cremation rather than the auto-cremation of the Medicine
King. Nevertheless, the Medicine King was not entirely absent from this epi-
sode. Huiyi began by having a cauldron full of oil set up on the southern slope
of Zhong shan 鐘山 . He got into the cauldron, lay down on a little couch
within it, and wrapped himself in cloth. On his head he added a long cap,
which he saturated with oil so that it would act as a wick. When he was about to
apply the ¶ame to it, the emperor ordered his chief minister to approach the
cauldron and try to dissuade him. But Huiyi’s resolve was unshakeable and he
showed no remorse. The biography describes the auto-cremation thus:

Huiyi took up the torch in his own hand and ignited the cap. With the cap
ablaze, he cast away the torch, put his hands together, and chanted the
chapter on the Medicine King. As the ¶ames reached his eyebrows the
sound of his recitation could still be clearly discerned. Reaching his eyes it
became indistinct. The cries of pity from the rich and poor echoed in the
dark valley.82 They all clicked their ¤ngers [in approval]; they intoned the
name of the Buddha and cried, full of sorrow.83

The imitation of the Buddha’s parinirvâÿa and subsequent cremation is
suggested in many accounts of auto-cremation in China. In Huiyi’s biogra-
phy it is made quite apparent. Although Huiyi may have declared his inten-
tion to imitate the Medicine King, his method of auto-cremation is indebted
not so much to the Lotus Sûtra as to the Mahâparinirvâÿa-sûtra, a scripture
that contains a detailed account of the Buddha’s cremation.84 According to
this text, the funeral of a Buddha was based on that of a cakravartin (universal
monarch), which required that the body be wrapped in cotton (no less than
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¤ve hundred pairs of shrouds in most versions of the sûtra) and placed in an
iron container ¤lled with oil.85 Looking at this prescription from a practical
point of view, we may infer that wrapping oil-soaked cloth around the body
may have been intended to produce a “wick effect,” thus making it burn
more rapidly and completely.86 The biographies record that many Chinese
auto-cremators wrapped their bodies in oil-soaked cloth in imitation of the
Medicine King rather than the Buddha.87 Whether intentional or not, this
method does seem to have been an effective way of fully reducing the body to
ashes rather than producing a charred corpse, which would be the case if an
unprepared body was burned on an open ¤re.

The oil-¤lled iron vessel described in the Mahâparinirvâÿa-sûtra has been
the subject of some controversy and speculation by scholars of Buddhism; if
understood literally, a cremation performed in such a manner would result
in a deep-fried Buddha or perhaps yield no more than a pot containing a
mixture of oil, rendered fat, skin, and bones.88 To make sense of the crema-
tion process, scholars have suggested a number of alternative explanations
for the iron cof¤n.89 Perhaps the auto-cremation of Huiyi, in which the
¶ames apparently burned within the iron container rather than the caul-
dron placed on top of the pyre, may offer us a glimpse into how medieval
Chinese Buddhists drew on and adapted scripture as a template for their own
practices. 

Huiyi may have burned like a Buddha as he lay on a couch imitating the
posture of the Buddha passing into parinirvâÿa, but his bodily preparations
for the pyre have a distinctly Chinese ¶avor to them. Prior to his auto-
cremation, Huiyi abstained from grain and ate sesame. As we shall see below,
abstention from grain was commonly paired with the ingestion of oil and
incense, thus preparing the body as a suitably fragrant offering to the Bud-
dha. But the consumption of hemp and sesame also echoes the ingestion of
elixirs by the transcendents described in texts such as the Shenxian zhuan 神
仙傳 (Biographies of Divine Transcendents) by Ge Hong.90 This prepara-
tory process cannot have been casual or performed at the spur of the mo-
ment: Huiyi apparently followed his special dietary regime for years. If this
diet was merely a matter of making the body more ¶ammable or if it was
only a preparatory fast, one would not expect it to be quite so drawn out.
The procedure has much in common with the dietary practices adopted by
Huiyi’s Taoist contemporaries. Especially noteworthy is the presence of “in-
cense pills” in Buddhist materials; Taoist texts called for the making of pills
and pellets out of mineral and vegetable drugs.91 

Buddhist auto-cremators in China clearly adopted and adapted indige-
nous techniques associated with transcendence. But the ingestion of oil and
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incense also consciously mimics the Bodhisattva Medicine King’s prepa-
rations for auto-cremation in the Lotus Sûtra, where he is said to have con-
sumed the essential oils of ¶owers for twelve thousand years.92 As we have
already noted, the Lotus was clearly the primary textual model for Chinese
Buddhist auto-cremation, especially in the ¤fth century. The Lotus Sûtra de-
scribes the Medicine King’s preparations thus:

Straightway then he applied [to his body] various scents, candana, kunduruka,
turuºka [two kinds of frankincense], p¿kkâ [trigonella], the scent that sinks in
water, and the scent of pine-tar; and he also drank the fragrant oils of
campaka-¶owers. When a thousand two hundred years had been ful¤lled, he
painted his body with fragrant oil and, in the presence of the Buddha Pure
and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon, wrapped his body in a garment
adorned with divine jewels, anointed himself with fragrant oils, with the force
of supernatural penetration took a vow and then burnt his own body.93

Note the emphasis in the Lotus on applying fragrant materials to the
body: “painting” and “anointing” it with oil. There is much less about actu-
ally drinking oil, and no mention of swallowing incense or incense pills or
fasting. In the Lotus Sûtra the body is in a sense a passive object, perhaps
even already dead. Actions are performed on the body—it is decorated and
perfumed—whereas in Chinese enactments of this drama indigenous ideas
about transforming the constituents of the body by diet took center stage.
For Chinese auto-cremators, the body itself became the site of transforma-
tion (or actively participated in the transformation) rather than a passive
substance transformed by ¤re. Clearly, by the ¤fth century, ideas about ab-
stention from cereals and the ingestion of such things as herbs, sesame, and
honey were not items of arcane knowledge, but simply part of the cultural
background of the Six Dynasties. If one were to drink oil, as suggested in
the Lotus, then it also made sense to eat the other items referred to and
swallow pills made of incense. In this way the body was made into a fragrant
human candle, but the process of physical transformation had already be-
gun even before the re¤ning or smelting action of the ¶ames. 

In fact, the inspiration for the preparations described in the Lotus probably
comes from Indian cremation practices, in which the body was prepared for
the pyre by soaking it in oil—as mentioned earlier with reference to the cre-
mation of the Buddha. In China, there really was no strong tradition of cre-
mation prior to the ninth or tenth century, so it is not surprising that the
Medicine King’s preparations were understood in a different way and that we
¤nd a greater emphasis on internal cultivation. Although Indian scriptures
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posited the body as primarily an offering to be given to the Buddhas, early
medieval Chinese religious ideas interpreted it foremost as a site of transfor-
mation—as an active means of deliverance. 

The biography of a monk from Shu 蜀 (present-day Sichuan) who
burned to death in 459 shows that Huiyi’s dietary preparations for self-immo-
lation were not unique. Sengqing was probably not raised as a Buddhist; ac-
cording to his biography his family had been members of the Taoist “Way of
the Five Pecks of Grain” (Wudoumi dao五斗米道) for generations.94 He began
his devotions by burning off three of his ¤ngers (the ¤rst mention in these bi-
ographies of this popular practice) and ¤nally vowed to burn his body. Seng-
qing gradually ceased eating grains (jue liangli 絕糧粒) and consumed only
fragrant oil.

On Daming 3.2.8 (March 27, 459), west of Wudan si 武擔寺, at the walls of
Shu, facing an image of Vimalakîrti ( Jingming淨名) that he had made him-
self, he burned his body in homage.95 The prefect (cishi刺史), Zhang Yue張
悅 (¶. mid-¤fth century), personally came and witnessed it.96 [No matter
whether] religious or laity, travellers or residents, everyone left the city
empty [and went to attend the auto-cremation]. Passing clouds gathered
and a heavy rain was falling gloomily when suddenly the sky cleared and
¤ne bright weather returned. [The witnesses] saw something like a dragon
come out of the pyre and leap into the sky. At the time he was twenty-three.
The governor (taishou 太守 ) of Tianshui天水, Pei Fangming 裴方明 (¶. mid-
¤fth century), had his ashes gathered and erected a stûpa for them.97

As we have seen, although public auto-cremation certainly drew crowds,
there could be considerable diversity in the practices on display. The date of
this offering, the eighth day of the second month, was one on which the Bud-
dha’s parinirvâÿa was sometimes celebrated. Sengqing burned himself be-
fore an image of Vimalakîrti, the lay bodhisattva who was very popular in
early medieval China, but we ¤nd no mention in his biography of the Lotus
Sûtra or the Medicine King.98 It seems that from the ¤rst auto-cremation
could range from self-conscious attempts to imitate the Lotus to more indi-
vidually constructed expressions of piety. But even if Sengqing’s devotion
was offered not to the relics of the Buddha but to an image of a lay bodhi-
sattva, the sympathetic resonance model was once again to the fore: The
overcast sky cleared in anticipation of his auto-cremation and his ascension
was marked by a ¶ying dragon.

The concise account of the auto-cremation of Faguang contains some of
the classic elements of ¤fth-century auto-cremation: avoidance of grain, a
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change in diet, the making of a vow, and recitation of a text.99 Other ele-
ments, however, are conspicuously absent; the biography makes no mention
of miraculous signs or the involvement of local authorities. 

[Faguang] diligently practiced dhûta (kuxing toutuo 苦行頭陀) and did not
wear silk.100 He refrained from the ¤ve grains (jue wugu 絕五榖) and ate only
pine needles. Later he vowed to burn his body, and from then on he ate
pine resin and drank oil for half a year. On Yongming永明5.10.20 of the Qi
齊 (November 21, 487), within Jicheng si 記城寺 in Longxi 隴西 [present-
day Shaanxi], he piled up ¤rewood to burn his body in ful¤lment of his
former vow. As the ¶ames reached his eyes the sound of his recitation
could still be heard. When they reached his nose it became indistinct. He
passed away peacefully. He was forty-one.101

Faguang’s biography only makes complete sense in the context in which
it now appears—as part of a compilation of other cases with fuller descrip-
tions of the processes of auto-cremation. Appended to his biography is an
even briefer account of another auto-cremator, which shows once more the
involvement of local authorities in venerating those who chose this path: 

At the same time, around the end of the Yongming reign period (483–493)
in Shifeng 始豐 county, there was a monk called Facun 法存 who also burned
his body in homage.102 The prefect of the commandery (junshou 郡守), Xiao
Mian 蕭緬 (456–491), sent the šramaÿa Huishen 慧深 (d.u.) to erect a stûpa
for his ashes.103

Most cases of auto-cremation were public events—some very lavish and
well attended as we have seen—but there could also be a furtive side to auto-
cremation: There were monks who burned themselves in secret. Tanhong
lived at Xianshan si 仙山寺 in Jiaozhi 交趾 , which is now in North Vietnam.104

There he recited two texts that particularly extol the virtues of rebirth in the
Pure Land of the Buddha Amitâbha—the Wuliangshou jing 無量壽經 (Sûtra
of Immeasurable Life, T 12.360) and the Guan wuliangshou jing 觀無量壽經

(Book on the Contemplation of the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, T
12.365)—and he vowed to be reborn in the Pure Land (anyang 安養).105 One
day in 455 he gathered up ¤rewood on the mountain, secretly entered the
pyre, and set ¤re to himself. He was rescued by his disciples, although half of
his body had already been consumed by ¤re. He survived and after a month
showed some signs of improvement. But one day, when a nearby village held
a religious assembly (hui會) and invited all the occupants of the monastery,
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Tanhong was left alone and again attempted to burn himself. By the time the
villagers reached him he was already dead, so they added ¤rewood to build
up the ¤re, which did not burn out until the next day. Although the circum-
stances of a failed auto-cremation followed by a second attempt seem inauspi-
cious and show that offering the body could be a potentially messy business,
Tanhong’s death (as we shall see below) was accompanied by miracles that
suggest that his determination was nothing but praiseworthy.

Auto-Cremation by Nuns

The six cases of auto-cremation by women are harder for us to interpret be-
cause the biographies are relatively brief and short of detail when compared
with those of their male counterparts. This is not to say that female auto-cre-
mation was less signi¤cant, less powerful, or less productive of miracles. In fact,
nuns seem to have been at the forefront of the practice in the ¤fth century.

The nun Shanmiao 善妙 (¶. ¤fth century) of Shu lived with her younger
sister, a widow, and her sister’s young child.106 Her sister often heard Shan-
miao lament that she had not been born at the time of the Buddha. After they
had lived together for four or ¤ve years, Shanmiao wove a length of cloth and
began to purchase large quantities of oil, telling her sister that it was “for a
work of religious merit.” Shanmiao set ¤re to herself at midnight on the
eighth day of the fourth month, a favorite day for acts of auto-cremation. As
she burned she ordered her sister to summon the other nuns. Still alive when
they arrived, she had time to deliver a ¤nal speech to them, urging them to
work hard to escape saœsâra. Finally, she revealed that she had abandoned
her body as an offering to the buddhas in twenty-seven previous lives but that
only now would she attain the ¤rst fruit (chuguo 初果)—that is to say, she would
be a “stream enterer” and no longer be reborn in the unfavorable destinies.

Shanmiao wove her own cloth whereas monks normally purchased it or
received it as a donation. This relatively minor domestic detail is one of the
few things that clearly distinguishes the nun’s auto-cremation from that of
her male contemporaries. Doctrinally speaking, Shanmiao took rather a
long view of the path to enlightenment, seeing herself only at the lowest
level of attainment despite having made numerous offerings of her body in
previous lifetimes. Nevertheless she evidently did not doubt that this so-
matic path out of the horrors of saœsâra was open to her as a woman. Per-
haps Shanmiao considered her rebirth in a female body as a sign that her
progress was not likely to be swift. 

Shanmiao may have had few opportunities to enjoy a distinguished mo-
nastic career, living as she did with her sister and her sister’s child, and auto-
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cremation may have seemed like a particularly productive alternative. Dao-
zong 道綜 (d. 463) of Sanceng si 三層寺 in Jiangling 江陵 also seems to have
had rather an unmemorable monastic career. A reference to her “muddled
outward behavior that disguised her inner depths” may indicate that she was
considered a little eccentric by her contemporaries.107 She burned herself on
the night of Daming 7.3.15 (April 18, 463), just a few weeks before the monk
Huiyi did the same. The middle of the lunar month was another favorite
night for auto-cremation: The light of the full moon would certainly have
added to the drama. Daozong chanted steadily while she burned in front of
an awestruck crowd. The scholar Liu Qiu 劉虯 (438–495) is said to have com-
posed her eulogy in the form of a gâthâ.108 

Rather than being marginalized by the Buddhist establishment in the
¤fth century, it seems that female auto-cremators were quite the equals of
their male counterparts. They chose the time, place, and means of their of-
ferings and were celebrated in the same ways: by large numbers of witnesses
and by the eulogies of literati. Just as male auto-cremators sometimes en-
countered and overcame opposition to their acts, so too did nuns.

The account of the auto-cremation of Huiyao 慧耀 (d. 477) of Yongkang
si 永康寺 in Shu shows that people could sometimes be suspicious about the
true motives of those who intended to burn themselves.109 Huiyao is also no-
table for the fact that she left behind what are explicitly referred to as šarîra,
which as we have seen were rare enough for monks in the ¤fth century.
Huiyao became a nun in childhood and constantly vowed to burn her body as
an act of devotion to the Three Jewels (sanbao 三寶). At the end of the Taishi
泰始 reign period (465–471) she announced her intention to the governor,
Liu Liang 劉亮 (d. 472), who initially gave his permission.110 She wished to
perform the act on top of a tile pagoda belonging to a Madam Wang王, who
agreed to her plan. At midnight on the ¤fteenth day of the ¤rst month (the
day of the lantern festival, which marked the end of the new year celebra-
tions), Huiyao and her disciples arrived, bringing oil and cloth with them. 

Before Huiyao could burn herself a letter arrived from Liu, saying that if
she went ahead her convent would be committing a major offense. Madam
Wang immediately suspected some collusion between the governor and the
nun—perhaps a ruse designed to bring glory to Huiyao without her actually
having to burn. But the nun dismissed Wang’s accusations and returned to
her convent. There she abstained from cereals and drank oil until 477, when
she ¤nally burned herself, reciting scriptures until the ¶ames reached her
face. Before she died Huiyao told the nuns that she would leave two sheng 升

of bones. They gathered exactly that amount.
The biography goes on to explain that just over a month before Huiyao
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burned herself, a foreign monk appeared with long black hair sprouting
from his shoulder—because, he explained, he never covered that part of his
body with his robe. The monk said he was from Vârâÿasî and brought a silver
vase that was later used to hold the šarîra from Huiyao’s bones.111 Huiyao’s ac-
count is as replete with signs and miracles as any of her male contemporaries.
The presence of an Indian monk is especially signi¤cant as it conferred a mi-
raculous legitimacy on the act by having it foretold and approved of by a
strict practitioner from the very home of Buddhism.

One unique feature of female auto-cremation is the joint offering of
bodies by two or more women. In 493 two nuns, Tanjian 曇簡 (d. 493) and
Jinggui 淨珪 (d. 493), burned themselves at the same time and place.112 Seven
years later Tanyong 曇勇 (d. 501), who was Tanjian’s sister by birth as well as
by vocation, did the same. (In a later chapter we shall examine an account of
two sisters who burned together.) Why should women in particular be linked
in this way? One is tempted to imagine some deep emotional bond between
Tanjian, Jinggui, and Tanyong, but the biographies do not actually mention
this possibility, and as is often the case we are left only with a tantalizing
glimpse into the religious lives of women of the medieval period.  

Unlike Shanmiao and Huiyao, Tanjian came from a distinguished clan
(the Qinghe Zhang清河張) and was an accomplished meditator. She had her
own convent, Fayin si法音寺, which she donated to a monk called Huiming慧
明 (d.u.). She built a thatched hermitage on Bai shan白山 , went out begging,
and was sustained by alms.113 

She often gathered ¤rewood, saying that she was going to carry out a merito-
rious act, and on the night of Jianwu 建武1.2.8 (March 11, 493), she mounted
this pile of ¤rewood and kindled a ¤re, thereby abandoning her saœsâra
body as an offering to the Three Jewels.114 When people in the neighboring
village saw the ¤re they raced to rescue her, but when they arrived Tanjian
had already died. Religious and laity alike lamented, their cries reverberat-
ing through the mountains and valleys. Then they built a tomb for her re-
mains that they had gathered.115

Jinggui had a long association with Tanjian: As a child, her parents al-
lowed her to take up residence in Tanjian’s convent. She studied both scrip-
tures and Vinaya and like Tanjian was a skilled meditator. The biography
notes that she tended to neglect her body and often looked emaciated. Al-
though this laconic remark may suggest parallels with the role of food in
the lives of medieval European women studied by Caroline Bynum, we do
not yet have enough contextual evidence to come to any ¤rm conclusions
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about the attitude of medieval Chinese nuns towards their own bodies.116

When Tanjian left for Bai shan, Jinggui went with her; when Tanjian
burned her body, Jinggui did the same. Jinggui’s relics—again the text ex-
plicitly calls them šarîra—were gathered up and entombed.

Tanyong, Tanjian’s elder sister, moved to Bai shan with the other two
nuns. She was a meditator and a strict observer of the Vinaya. She is said to
have “deeply comprehended impermanence, and highly venerated the joy of
cessation.”117 On the night of Yongyuan永元3.2.15 (March 19, 501), she piled
up ¤rewood and burned herself in front of witnesses. Her remains—not re-
ferred to as šarîra but as “leftover ashes” (yijin 遺燼)—were entombed.

Women burned themselves in public, had their acts recorded by literati,
and left relics, just as their male counterparts did. Can we really imagine that
such practices did not continue after the sixth century just because the biog-
raphies ceased to be collected after Baochang? This seems hard to credit
especially because we can still ¤nd scattered references to female self-immo-
lation in other sources.

As we have seen, the biographies of self-immolators record what oc-
curred on a particular day and sometimes events leading up to the ¤nal act,
but they also give clues to the subsequent commemoration of self-immolation.
The actions of the men and women they celebrate produced miracles; they
changed the landscape and the monks and nuns lived on as heroes in the
memories of those left behind. Let us now give some thought to how and why
these performances affected those who witnessed them as we examine some
miracles associated with self-immolation in the early period.

Miracles

The witnesses to Huishao’s auto-cremation saw a star descend straight into
the smoke of his pyre and suddenly rise into the sky. They identi¤ed it as an
emissary of the Celestial Palace 天宮—meaning perhaps the Pure Land of
Amitâbha or Tuºita Heaven, the home of the future Buddha Maitreya—
come to fetch Huishao. This sign lends itself to a number of possible inter-
pretations. First, it could imply simple ascent into any unspeci¤ed heaven in
the way that transcendents were also said to ascend. Second, it could mean
speci¤cally that Huishao had attained rebirth in a Pure Land, a stage of non-
retrogression whence he would continue the bodhisattva path without being
reborn in the lower destinies. Third, Huishao may have been understood to
have joined the retinue of Maitreya, ready to descend with him in glory when
the time was ripe for the appearance of the next Buddha. Whatever interpre-
tation we favor, the sign shows that some external force recognized and
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validated Huishao’s offering of his body and again we can detect the pres-
ence of the underlying logic of sympathetic resonance.

The descending star was not the only miracle associated with Huishao’s
act. Just before the time of his death, he told his fellow disciples: “A ¤rmiana
tree (wutong 梧桐 ) will grow in the spot where I burn my body.118 Don’t let
anyone cut it down.”119 Three days later one did indeed spring up there. The
wutong is an important tree in Chinese mythology: According to the Zhuangzi
莊子, for example, it is the only tree on which the phoenix will land.120 The
miraculous growth or regrowth of a sacred tree might stand metaphorically
for the miraculous production of a new kind of body by the auto-cremator or
just as an appropriately rare auspicious sign indicating the response of the
cosmos, but sometimes the biographies insist on providing the tree with a
speci¤cally Buddhist gloss. 

The ¤rmiana tree appears again at the end of the biography of Sengyu.
Here, the tree is a sign that the biography explores and explicates in detail. In
this case the reader is left in no doubt about the level of the monk’s attain-
ment. The biography tells us that fourteen days after Sengyu’s auto-cremation:

A double ¤rmiana tree sprang up in his cell; it ¶ourished root and branch
and the proportions [of both halves] were exactly symmetrical. [The two
trunks of the tree] went straight down into the ground and straight up into
the air, and then became intertwined [thus forming an auspicious natural
arch]. The knowledgeable claimed that they were the precious [twin] šâla
trees that had been present at [the Buddha’s] parinirvâÿa and because Sengyu
had attained nirvâÿa, this proof had appeared. So people referred to him
as “the double ¤rmiana šramaÿa.”121

Sengyu’s ¤rmiana tree with its twin trunks is multiply auspicious. It retains
the numinous power of the perch of the phoenix and forms an auspicious
arch, and it is also explicitly interpreted as the twin šâla trees beneath which the
Buddha entered parinirvâÿa. Alan Cole has suggested that the appearance of
the ¤rmiana trees should be read as a symbol of agrarian fertility.122 Although
that symbol may be present at some level, it seems to me that in Sengyu’s biog-
raphy a greater claim is being made, one that draws on both Chinese omen
lore and powerful Buddhist cosmological myths. Speci¤cally, the double ¤rmi-
ana echoes the auspicious “intertwining trees” (mulianli 木連理), a traditional
sign of the ruler’s virtue and the harmony of all under heaven: “When a ruler’s
virtue and kindness are pure and harmonious, and when [the peoples at] the
borders of the empire are united as a single family, intertwining trees grow.”123

The stress on such traditional auspicious signs in the early biographies shows
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how important it must have been to overwrite the polluting implications of an
unlucky site of death with positive messages of hope and good fortune. The
connection between self-immolation and a harmonious empire may not ap-
pear obvious to us now, but it was one that was often suggested in the biogra-
phies and was grounded in the mechanisms of sympathetic resonance.

From the Buddhist perspective, Sengyu’s auto-cremation was presented
as functionally equivalent to the Buddha’s ¤nal exit from the world. Because
the tree appeared, ergo he had entered nirvâÿa, just like the Indian sages of
the past. This was something of a bold claim, but as we shall see, it was taken
up and expanded upon in later biographies in which relics of auto-cremators
increasingly came to replace stars, trees, and purple vapor as the indisput-
able marks of sanctity. In terms of the postmortem status of auto-cremators,
in Sengyu’s biography we have already progressed considerably beyond the
earlier accounts where there was no hint of the possibility of entering nirvâÿa
as a consequence of sacri¤cing the body. Perhaps as the practice became
more widespread it had to be supported by claims to the attainment of the
very highest goal in Buddhism.

In Sengqing’s biography the dragon in the sky seen by witnesses gives us
the clue that his auto-cremation ought to be read as a transformation of the
body rather than an act of self-destruction. This kind of evidential sign of the
ef¤cacy of auto-cremation is a fairly common feature of ¤fth- and sixth-
century biographies, but it tends not to appear in later cases, perhaps
because it was so reminiscent of the transformations of non-Buddhist sages.
Although the local governor had Sengqing’s ashes placed in a stûpa, in this
biography the auto-cremator’s remains are not referred to explicitly as šarîra.
They were, however, preserved for the local community and a new sacred site
was created. They may even have been the focus of a cult, which was the case
with the šarîra of some later auto-cremators.

Although Tanhong’s auto-cremation was a private, secretive affair—
perhaps even inauspicious because his ¤rst attempt had failed—the local
community was not denied their miracle:

That day, the villagers saw Tanhong, his body golden in color, heading west,
riding a golden deer. He was in such a hurry that the villagers had no chance
to exchange greetings with him. Not until then did the religious and laity re-
alize [the meaning of] this miraculous and anomalous event (shenyi 神異).
Together they gathered the ashes and bones and erected a stûpa for them.124

The glittering form of Tanhong serves as a sign that his body had truly
transformed from that of an ordinary being to that of a bodhisattva.
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Although the golden deer does not appear to be associated with any particu-
lar sage, Tanhong’s departure for the west, the direction of Amitâbha’s
Pure Land, carries with it echoes of the departure of Laozi in the same di-
rection on the back of a water buffalo.125 Like the ¤rmiana trees that were
equated with the šâla trees standing witness to the Buddha’s nirvâÿa, Tan-
hong’s ¤nal revelation as a “golden man” hints at a Buddhist view of trans-
formation. Once the bodhisattva has abandoned the body made of ¶esh, he
gains a dharmakâya, a body composed of pure dharmas. Tanhong’s body of
gold, with its associations of purity and incorruptibility, is surely a gesture in
this direction.

State and Literati Involvement

It was not only monks and nuns who participated in and witnessed acts of self-
immolation. As we have seen, literati, of¤cials, and even royalty were all active
participants. At the very least, local of¤cials arranged the interment of remains
and the composition of epitaphs for self-immolators. According to Sengyu’s bi-
ography, Zhang Bian張辯 (¶. mid-¤fth century) of Wu吳 commandery was the
governor of Pingnan 平南 at the time of the monk’s death.126 He witnessed the
events and composed both a biography and a verse eulogy (zan贊), which is re-
produced at the end of the Gaoseng zhuan entry.127 In Zhang Bian we have an
eyewitness, a real historical ¤gure who, we are told, composed the biography of
the auto-cremator. This kind of independent corroboration does not prove
that events unfolded exactly as described in the biography, but the presence of
¤gures whom we know from other sources does at least add to the appearance
of veracity. Sengqing’s biography says that his auto-cremation was witnessed by
the local prefect, Zhang Yue. So we can place on the spot at the time of Seng-
qing’s death both Zhang and Pei Fangming, the governor of Tianshui, who
gathered the monk’s ashes and had them interred beneath a stûpa.

We are not told what kind of relationship Zhang Bian and Sengyu en-
joyed, but the biography of Huiyi shows him to have been very close to the em-
peror Xiaowu.128 When he set out for the site of his auto-cremation in a cart,
being presumably too weak to walk, it occurred to Huiyi that he ought ¤rst to
say farewell to the emperor in his role as patron of the Three Jewels. He
wanted to enter the palace under his own strength, but when he reached the
Yunlong gate 雲龍門, he could no longer proceed on foot. Common people
were never permitted to enter the imperial palace in carts or on horseback, so
he could only send a message, in which he presented his farewells and en-
treated the emperor to safeguard the dharma. When the emperor heard this
he was upset and immediately came out to meet him at the gate. Huiyi again
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entrusted the dharma to his care and then left, followed by the emperor and a
retinue of princes, concubines, religious, laity, and of¤cials who ¶ooded into
the valley, all of them offering donations.

Xiaowu tried to dissuade Huiyi from going through with his planned self-
immolation, but the monk asked only that the emperor should permit the or-
dination of twenty monks. The emperor immediately issued an edict autho-
rizing these ordinations. We have some independent con¤rmation that the
emperor kept his promise: The biography of a monk called Fajing 法鏡 (437–
500) records that he was among the twenty monks who had been ordained as
a consequence of Huiyi’s auto-cremation.129 The relationship between em-
peror and monk is dramatically rendered in the biography. We read that after
Huiyi’s body had been burned:

The ¤re did not die down until the next morning. At that moment the em-
peror heard the sound of pipes in the air and smelled a strange perfume that
was remarkably fragrant. He did not return to the palace until the end of that
day. At night he dreamed that he saw Huiyi, who came striking a bell. Again
he entrusted to him the Buddhadharma. The next day the emperor held an or-
dination ceremony. He ordered the master of ceremonies to give a eulogy for
the funeral service. At the place of the auto-cremation was built Yaowang si 藥
王寺, which alludes to [Huiyi’s recitation of] “The Original Acts.”130

The lengthy descriptions of Huiyi’s contacts with the court and the pres-
ence of the emperor himself at the cremation site make evident the close
relationship between saœgha and state in medieval China. The repeated ad-
monitions of Huiyi that the emperor should safeguard the dharma and his re-
quest for the ordination of more monks show clearly what was at stake here
for Huiyi: the continued survival of the saœgha in China. The ability of the
self-immolator to protect the whole community is a theme that we shall see
taken up in many later accounts.

Huijiao’s Critical Evaluation

Having examined these early biographies in some detail, we will now con-
sider what Huijiao, the compiler of the Gaoseng zhuan, made of the materi-
als he selected for inclusion in his collection.131 How did these accounts of
bodily devotion, extreme generosity, and miraculous transformation by ¤re
¤t into his vision of Buddhist practice in China? We have some clues as to
how Huijiao intended his readers to make sense of these biographies. He
summarized and evaluated the biographies in each section of his collection
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under the heading “critical evaluation” (lun 論), a form of appraisal he bor-
rowed from secular historiography but which also had an immediate ante-
cedent in the Mingseng zhuan.132

Huijiao’s critical evaluation, as we would expect from this type of formal
medieval prose, begins with a general statement of the subject containing
learned allusions to the Analects and to Mencius. Next, he compares the
sel¤shness of ordinary people to the sel¶essness of self-immolators: This was
to become a favorite theme of later writers who expanded upon it in their
own evaluations. Huijiao then summarizes the biographies and compares
them to examples found in the scriptures. Finally, he offers an appraisal of
the ethics of self-immolation.

Life and the physical form are precious to most people, says Huijiao. That
is why many are driven to spoil themselves with the material comforts of rich
food and ¤ne clothes. Some try to hang on to life as long as they can by prac-
ticing various techniques associated with longevity: taking herbal and mineral
drugs and cultivating meditational and gymnastic techniques.133 These sel¤sh
people, who would not do the least thing to help others, are contrasted with
self-immolators, who are completely sel¶ess and extremely generous. Their
charity arises from the fact that they have realized that the body is merely illu-
sory, a temporary stopping place in saœsâra. This realization of the ultimate
emptiness of the self, of material possessions, and indeed of one’s own family,
allows them to give away everything. For Huijiao, the self-immolators in his
collection are just such men.

Huijiao then summarizes the acts of Sengqun, Sengfu, Daojin, and Tan-
cheng, with a pithy phrase for each. Their acts are explicitly compared with
those of Prince Mahâsattva and King Šibi—the two great archetypes of sel¶ess
giving in the Mahâyâna literature.134 The rest of the self-immolators, from
Fayu to Tanhong, are auto-cremators. Huijiao hints that they were motivated
as much by the determination to be reborn in a Pure Land as by the perfec-
tion of charity (dânapâramitâ). He further notes that such acts were accompa-
nied by auspicious signs such as the sudden appearance of the ¤rmiana tree.
According to Huijiao, the portents indicate that these acts were successful
and thus beyond the constraints of normal morality.

The remainder of Huijiao’s discussion is taken up with the ethics of self-
immolation. The obvious tension between interpretations of the act of self-
immolation in the sûtras and Vinaya was a topic that the learned Buddhist
doctors of China returned to again and again as we shall see in succeeding
chapters. First, says Huijiao, if there is no auspicious sign that indicates the le-
gitimacy of the act and no bene¤ts for other beings, then the monk’s primary
duty is to obey the Vinaya, which prohibits killing. The body of a monk is not



“Mounting the Smoke with Glittering Colors” 51

just his own but an important ¤eld of merit for the laity and thus not some-
thing to be lightly destroyed. The bene¤t of self-immolation is that it involves
being oblivious to the self, which is a fundamental precondition of enlighten-
ment. The cost is that one breaks the precepts. Having set out this fundamen-
tal dichotomy between precept and practice, which was always the core of the
ethical problem, Huijiao moves on to a more detailed exposition.

Although advanced bodhisattvas may be able to make the supreme
sacri¤ce—as is attested in so many stories about the previous lives of the
Buddha—according to Huijiao, a bodhisattva who is just starting the path is
not able to attain such heights. Any attempt to do so leads to an unbalanced
practice. For example, Prince Mahâsattva’s generosity saved the tigress but
caused his parents great distress and so was un¤lial. The next objection to the
practice is one we have already met: It may cause harm to the parasites that
live in or on the human body. The Buddha had said that the body of the arhat
had to be inspected carefully for such creatures before being cremated, but
obviously burning oneself alive was sure to kill them. Huijiao presents two
possible counters to this rule. First, if an arhat, like Ânanda for example, can
burst into ¶ames, why not an ordinary person?135 Second, advanced practi-
tioners can will their lives to be over before they actually enter the ¶ames, thus
sparing the lives of their eighty thousand parasitic companions. I am not sure
if there is any scriptural support for this last idea or if it is casuistry on
Huijiao’s part. Huijiao also muses on the fact that, in the early stages of the bo-
dhisattva path, bodhisattvas are still subject to rebirth, but this does not stop
them from jumping into ¤res or slicing themselves up.

In the ¤nal analysis, for Huijiao there is a clear distinction between bo-
dhisattvas who appear on earth in human form and ordinary humans. As
auto-cremation by the former cannot be censured—and as we shall see in
later chapters, some auto-cremators in China were quite clearly understood
to be bodhisattvas in human form—ordinary humans, who undertake it for
fame or notoriety, reveal their inadequacy because fear overcomes them at
the last moment. It seems, from his description, that Huijiao was familiar
with such cases, but he has certainly excluded them from his compilation. 

Huijiao’s verse at the end of his critical evaluation leans heavily towards
indigenous, speci¤cally Taoist, imagery and offers us an important clue to
how self-immolators were understood in medieval society: 

If a person can stiffen his will (zhi 志), then metal and stone cannot be 
considered hard.136

Melting away what others consider important, they sacri¤ced it for that 
precious city,
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With its luxuriant vegetation and aromatic ¤rmiana trees, and its ¤ne 
¶oating purple buildings.

Mounting the smoke with glittering colors, spitting out tallies, and bearing 
auspicious omens.

They remain noble for a thousand years, their reputation is transmitted for 
ten thousand generations.137

In these lines Huijiao shows himself most impressed by auto-cremators,
who “melt away” their bodies and rise into the heavens with the smoke. He
attributes their actions not primarily to generosity but to determination—an
interpretation that squares with that found in the Lotus Sûtra as we shall see.
Rather than discarding their bodies, auto-cremators use them as a means of
transport to the heavens (“that precious city”) or perhaps nirvâÿa. As if to
stress the mechanism of sympathetic resonance, Huijiao indicates the pres-
ence of the same ¤rmiana trees that sprang up on earth to indicate a success-
ful act of self-immolation.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have seen the signi¤cance of self-immolation as a monastic
practice for compilers of biographies in the sixth century. For Huijiao and
Baochang, self-immolation was not a deviant or marginal tendency, but a tra-
dition that could serve the saœgha just as effectively as translation, exegesis, or
miracle-working. In the actual biographies themselves, self-immolation ap-
pears to have been endorsed by the monastic establishment and by the sec-
ular powers, albeit with the occasional show of reluctance.

As for the origins of auto-cremation in China, they have proved impos-
sible to determine. The biographies of the earliest auto-cremators show no
interest in establishing where and when their subjects learned of the possi-
bility of re-enacting the Medicine King’s offering. But as far as we can estab-
lish from the sources, auto-cremation was not the preserve of a single area
or cult activity. We have also learned that women were performing acts of
auto-cremation as early as men.

There are a number of signi¤cant themes that we shall see develop or
change over the history of self-immolation. We have noted the importance of
scriptural models to those who performed and recorded acts of self-immola-
tion—particularly the Lotus Sûtra and the jâtakas. It seems that not just indi-
vidual details but also the narrative form and doctrinal logic of jâtaka tales
were incorporated into the practices of Chinese monks and nuns. The Lotus
Sûtra provided not only a template for auto-cremation, but also the liturgy:
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Monks chanted the Medicine King chapter as they enacted it, thus turning
the scripture into a kind of performative speech. In this way Chinese monks
and nuns incorporated themselves into one of the most important and be-
loved scriptures of the Mahâyâna. At the same time, the biographies make
explicit some aspects of self-immolation that are only suggested by the scrip-
tures, such as the power of self-immolation to convert people to Buddhism
and to save beings.

We have seen in this chapter many references to and descriptions of mir-
acles attendant on self-immolation. Descending and ascending stars, divine
monks, unburned tongues, and intertwined trees were important markers of
the response of the cosmos to human actions. The miracles and signs associ-
ated with our Chinese auto-cremators were open to multiple interpretations
both traditional/classical and Buddhist. Intertwined trees and dragons, for
example, carry more Chinese associations and show how self-immolation did
not depend on a Buddhist symbolic framework but could be read and under-
stood in terms of more indigenous schemes. The fact that relics were mostly
associated with female auto-cremators, who interestingly seem to have pro-
duced few miracles, may suggest that relics were a type of miracle that could
be read most satisfactorily as Buddhist. In other words, there may have been
some resistance on the part of male biographers to attributing auspicious
signs such as intertwined trees and dragons to the acts of females.

If there were indigenous aspects to the miracles, there were also ele-
ments in the preparation of the body, such as abstention from grain and con-
sumption of incense pills, that suggest that self-immolators were drawing on
a large and varied repertoire of techniques. Certainly by the time of Huijiao
and Baochang, auto-cremation was a distinctive element of Chinese Bud-
dhism that made a certain amount of sense to the saœgha and to the secular
world in part because of the practitioners’ successful use of frames of refer-
ence from both Buddhist and indigenous traditions. As we shall see, as self-
immolation developed in the succeeding centuries there were fewer overt
references to such omens as Buddhist authors became more conscious of the
boundaries of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. Likewise, references to relics in-
creased as Chinese Buddhists became more con¤dent in their ability to pro-
duce such marvels in their own territory.
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C H A P T E R  2

The Lotus Sûtra, Auto-Cremation,
and the Indestructible Tongue

s is immediately apparent from the many references to the scripture
(both explicit and oblique) in biographies of auto-cremators, the Lotus

Sûtra was a text that offered both rationale and model for burning the body.
To understand the way in which Chinese Buddhists shaped their auto-cre-
mation practices we will need to examine the nature of this text as a whole in
addition to looking closely at the legend of the Bodhisattva Medicine King.
How did a piece of literature composed in quite a different religious and cul-
tural milieu come to affect Chinese beliefs and practices so deeply and en-
duringly? Why and how was the Lotus in particular so in¶uential on body
practices?

Auto-cremation is not unique to the Lotus: It appears in a variety of other
Buddhist texts. Scriptures such as the Samâdhirâja sûtra contain accounts of
auto-cremation that may have been in¶uential even if they were not attrib-
uted with inspiring the kind of devotion that the Lotus did. We shall examine
here some of these other texts to appreciate the range of literary presenta-
tions of burning the body and how these different tableaux were understood
by Chinese monastics.

Forms of bodily devotion associated with the Lotus can be found through-
out the Gaoseng zhuan literature, but if we look beyond these sources we will
¤nd collections of biographies of Lotus Sûtra devotees that seem to have been
even more popular and enthusiastically pious. These collections include ac-
counts of lay auto-cremators as well as monks. How did the practice of auto-cre-
mation and its textual representation change outside the monastic context?

The Lotus Sûtra and Its Interpretation in China

By any standards the Lotus Sûtra is a very odd literary work. Actual preaching
never begins because it is endlessly deferred by stories, testimonials, and mir-
acles that attest to and extol the miraculous powers of the sûtra.1 The reader

A
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of the scripture is thus caught up willy-nilly in a dizzying series of recursive
loops that refer back to themselves so as to produce a kind of closed system—
an entirely self-contained Lotus Sûtra universe. The reader must perforce sur-
render both reason and disbelief if he is to enter that universe, which is ad-
vertised in the most enticing and hyperbolic manner. The language of the
scripture seems designed not so much to convince by pure reason as to over-
whelm the senses, drawing the reader (or listener) into a very different world
in which the normal constraints of time and space do not apply. Textually
speaking, the work is not a coherent whole, as parts of the sûtra were written
at different times, but that fact was not immediately apparent to medieval
Chinese Buddhists. They found within the Lotus universe dramatic stories
and beautiful gâthâs rather than systematic presentations of profound philos-
ophy. The words came from the “golden mouth” of the Buddha himself, so
they were true, however fantastic they may have seemed. The challenge that
faced Chinese monks and nuns was to incorporate the Lotus world into their
own paths of practice.

The Lotus Sûtra’s stories of enthusiastic and heroic bodhisattvas and
their aspirations and devotions employed a kind of rhetoric and hyperbole
understood by those familiar with the Indian literary tradition, but one that
many medieval Chinese—who had rather a different attitude to the writings
of sages—could be forgiven for taking quite literally. The modelling of
moral behavior, government, and ritual after ancient and respected norms
found in the classics was, after all, the ideal in medieval China. We may re-
member, for example, the disastrously bookish suggestion of Fang Guan 房

琯 (697–763) that the Tang army should follow the way of the ancient sages
and ride into battle on ox-drawn carts rather than horses. Fang’s tactic
rather predictably ended in a rout at the hands of more conventionally
mounted cavalry forces and forty thousand casualties.2 This example is per-
haps rather an extreme case, but it does illustrate that sometimes in medi-
eval China the precedent of a text was elevated over experience or common
sense and that such behavior was not con¤ned to the realm of religion.

The Lotus de¤es understanding—or so the text itself claims. It is full of
drama and magic. Scenes are played out against a vast cosmic backdrop, and
the buddhas and bodhisattvas express themselves in emotive and highly
charged language very different in tone from the cooler and more measured
prose of the Prajñâpâramitâ sûtras. Although the individual chapters of the
Lotus are self-contained (and parts of the sûtra circulated independently in
China), if we look at it as a whole we may discern the following three ideas
that inspired modes of Buddhist practice in China: (1) the elevation of the
Buddha and his powers far beyond other beings and their abilities, (2) the
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ineffability of the dharma, and (3) the primacy of worship (pûjâ) over other
types of practice.3 In the second chapter, “Expedient Devices,” (Fangbian pin
方便品; Skt. Upâyakaušalya), the Lotus reveals that the omniscience of the
Buddha is hard to attain and beyond the capacity of ordinary people.4 In
Chapter 5, “Medicinal Herbs” (Yaocaoyu pin 藥草喻品; Skt. Oºadhî), the true
dharma itself is also said to be beyond understanding.5 The Buddha says that
he alone possesses the power to save and enlighten others: 

Those not yet in nirvâÿa I enable to attain nirvâÿa. For this age and for later
ages, I know things as they are. I am the one who knows all, the one who
sees all, the one who knows the Path, the one who opens up the Path, the
one who preaches the Path.6

Because the Buddha himself, as he appears in the Lotus, is the access to
deliverance, we see other practices not focused on the Buddha, such as medi-
tation or observance of the Vinaya, recede in importance. The worship of the
Buddha and/or his relics becomes the way to attain supreme enlightenment,
which the Lotus explains is nothing less than the attainment of buddhahood
itself. 

In the Lotus, bodhisattvas well known from other sûtras, such as Mañjušrî
and Samantabhadra, play somewhat subsidiary roles, although there is much
celebration of newly quali¤ed bodhisattvas who advance rapidly through
their enthusiastic acts of devotion. All these characteristics of the scripture
can only have encouraged the practice of worship and devotion in China and
inspired ordinary men and women to join the ranks of these magni¤cent
creatures.7 In fact, in our Chinese sources we ¤nd that some self-immolators
were presented as newly minted bodhisattvas. The fervor of their devotion
and the emotional language used to eulogize them seem to be drawn from
the operatic world of the Lotus’s bodhisattvas. If we seek evidence of the
in¶uence of the Lotus Sûtra on Chinese Buddhist practice and the language
used to describe it, then records of self-immolation surely offer us a broad
range of material.

The impact of the Lotus on Chinese material and artistic culture provides
an instructive parallel to its in¶uence on practice. From a purely materialist
perspective, the Lotus Sûtra is, as Liu Xinru has so memorably described it,
“virtually a workshop manual rather than a text of Buddhist philosophy.”8 In
the scripture, the precious objects suitable for worshipping the Buddha
(through the decoration of stûpas, images of buddhas and bodhisattvas, or
copies of the Lotus Sûtra itself) are repeatedly listed in great detail: ¶owers,
incense, garlands, ointments, clothing, necklaces, gems, jewels, canopies,
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parasols, ¶ags, and banners.9 These objects are not just decorative; according
to the Lotus the donation of such luxuries will in itself bring certain buddha-
hood.10 In a famous episode from the sûtra, the daughter of the nâga king
changes sex and attains enlightenment because she presents the Buddha
with a priceless gem.11

The obsession with material wealth and frequent mentions of money-
lending throughout the sûtra have been noted in the scholarship and attrib-
uted to the fact that the Lotus was composed against the background of the
rise of a monetary economy in northwest India in the early centuries of the
common era.12 The donation of the Medicine King’s body, understood as his
“internal wealth,” thus parallels the orgiastic donation of “outer wealth” so
lovingly described elsewhere in the sûtra. The donations of precious objects
given by nobility and commoners to auto-cremators show that Chinese be-
lievers entertained similar expectations about the power of charity and the
transformation of wealth into merit. Reinforcing the logic of the concept of
donating material goods in return for spiritual rewards was the Lotus Sûtra’s
insistence that a bodhisattva could share his merit with others. In the biogra-
phies of Chinese auto-cremators, the merits of abandoning the body are
understood to extend far beyond the practitioners themselves, and the biog-
raphies often emphasize the bene¤ts that accrue to other beings. Thus many
of the underlying attitudes towards self-immolation in China, and not just
the practice of auto-cremation itself, can be traced back to ideas found in the
Lotus Sûtra.

But, as Eugene Wang’s work on the artistic representations of the Lotus
Sûtra universe in China has shown, medieval Buddhists were not content
merely to imitate or represent the cosmos presented to them in the text.13

The murals and inscriptions made by medieval Chinese that ostensibly depict
the Lotus Sûtra defy any attempt by the modern viewer to anchor them ¤rmly
to the text; they rather, as Wang argues, attest to “an imaginary world that
draws on not only the Lotus Sutra but a host of other domains of experi-
ence.”14 We have already seen similar evidence in the biographies: Even those
who explicitly identi¤ed the Lotus as their inspiration, who chanted the text as
they burned, manifested patterns of behavior and ways of thinking that quite
clearly come from somewhere other than the Lotus (for example, abstention
from grain and the ingestion of incense pills were combined with wrapping
the body in oil-soaked cloth and chanting the scripture). The Lotus Sûtra did,
nevertheless, supply some of the most important elements in the repertoire
of the imagination upon which self-immolators and their biographers drew.

As we have seen from the frequent invocation of the Bodhisattva Medi-
cine King in the biographies, auto-cremation was in part predicated on a
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literal understanding and literal (or perhaps we may say ritual) re-enactment
of one episode from the Lotus Sûtra. However, because the term shaoshen
(burning the body) is also used in scriptural accounts to refer to the Bud-
dha’s cremation, the act of auto-cremation always carried echoes of the most
important body in Buddhism—that of the Buddha himself. We see in this imi-
tation of the ideal the introduction of a double. At the moment of burning,
the practitioner’s body is that of a buddha or a bodhisattva, yet at that same
moment the double is also denied: It is oneself who is burned, not the substi-
tute. The doubling is suggested by the biographical accounts as when the
auto-cremator returns in dreams or visions after his death or when he is re-
vealed to have been a bodhisattva in disguise. This effect may also help us to
understand the absence of pain: The sensations of the body are denied at the
very moment when the body becomes the focus of religious practice. As auto-
cremators took on the role of the Medicine King, they also took on his body
with all its miraculous powers. We should therefore take a close look at the
scriptural model that was part of the repertoire familiar to self-immolators.

The Original Acts of the Medicine King 

To understand what some auto-cremators used as the literary blueprint for
their acts, let us consider the contents of the chapter “The Original Acts of
the Medicine King” (Yaowang pusa benshi pin 藥王菩薩本事品; Skt. Bhaiºajya-
râjapûrvayoga).15 The narrative frame of this chapter is introduced by the Bo-
dhisattva Be¶owered by the King of Constellations (Xiuwanghua宿王華 ; Skt.
Nakºatrarâjasaœkusumitâbhijña), who asks the Buddha to explain the
“dif¤cult deeds and austerities” (nanxing kuxing 難行苦行) of the Bodhisattva
Medicine King. The Buddha relates that in the past, innumerable kalpas ago,
there was a Buddha called Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon
(Riyuejingmingde 日月淨明德; Skt. Candrasûryavimalaprabhâsašrî). (The
very name of this buddha seems to presage the radiance of the bodhisattva’s
burning body.) This buddha had eighty million bodhisattva-mahâsattvas, and
they all had a lifespan of forty-two thousand kalpas. His realm was perfectly
¶at and adorned with jewelled trees, banners, and terraces; women, hell
dwellers, hungry ghosts, and asuras were absent. It was, in other words, a Pure
Land. At that time in the far distant past, in a Buddha realm very different
from our own, the Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon
taught the Lotus Sûtra to the Bodhisattva Seen with Joy by All Living Beings
(Yiqie zhongsheng xijian 一切眾喜見; Skt. Sarvasattvapriyadaršana). This bo-
dhisattva wished to cultivate austerities within the time of the dharma of the
Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon to attain buddhahood
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himself, and so he practiced diligently for twelve thousand years. Through
his practice he attained the “samâdhi that displays all manner of physical
bodies” (yiqie seshen sanmei 一切色身三昧). He was delighted with this result,
which he attributed not to his own practice alone, but to his having heard the
Lotus Sûtra.

Seen with Joy by All Living Beings resolved to make offerings (pûjâ,
gongyang 供養) to the Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon
and to the Lotus Sûtra. First he went into samâdhi and produced a rain of ¶ow-
ers and incense. Later he decided this was not as good as making an offering
of his own body. The Lotus Sûtra describes his preparations in a way that will
echo through later accounts of auto-cremation in China.

The Bodhisattva doused himself in fragrance and oil, drank scented oil,
and wrapped his body in an oil-soaked cloth. He made a vow and then
burned himself. (We have already seen these stages described in the Chi-
nese sources that speak of the Bodhisattva’s later imitators.) The light of his
burning body illuminated world systems to the number of eight hundred
million times the number of grains of sand in the Ganges. The Buddhas of
all the world systems were favorably impressed and praised his action:

Good man, this is true perseverance in vigor! This is called a true Dharma-
offering to the Thus Come One. If with ¶oral scent, necklaces, burnt in-
cense, powdered scent, paint-scent, divine cloth, banners, parasols, the
scent of the candana of the near seashore, and a variety of such things one
were to make offerings, still they could not exceed this former [act of
yours]. Even if one were to give realms and walled cities, wives and chil-
dren, they would still be no match for it. Good man, this is called the prime
gift. Among the various gifts, it is the most honorable, the supreme. For it
constitutes an offering of Dharma to the thus come ones.16

Note here how the offering of inner wealth is described as far surpass-
ing even the most extravagant gifts of external wealth and even the offering
of one’s own wife and children (well known in China and elsewhere in the
Buddhist world from the story of Prince Višvantara).17

The Bodhisattva’s body burned for twelve hundred years before it was
consumed. Because he had made such a great offering he was immediately
reborn again in the realm of the Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of
Sun and Moon. He was born not in the usual manner but by transforma-
tion, and he materialized sitting cross-legged in the household of King Pure
Virtue ( Jingde wang 淨德王 ; Skt. Vimaladatta). There he introduced him-
self in verse: 
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O Great King! Now be it known that I, going about in that place,
Straightway attained the All-Body-Displaying Samâdhi,
Whereby, striving and greatly persevering in vigor,
I cast off the body to which I had been so attached.
Making this offering to the world-honored one,
I seek the unexcelled wisdom.18

This gâthâ tells us three important things about the Bodhisattva’s self-
immolation. First, it was a consequence of attaining the samâdhi. Second, it
was a practice of the perfection of vigor (vîryapâramitâ) and not the perfec-
tion of charity (dânapâramitâ) as we might have expected. Third, it was an of-
fering to the Buddha. It is interesting to note that in the cases of auto-
cremation described in our Chinese materials, these three aspects are not
necessarily to be found—a fact that suggests that auto-cremators were in fact
picking and choosing from a repertoire of the imagination rather than slav-
ishly reproducing textual models. For example, I have not found any mention
of the “samâdhi that displays all manner of physical bodies” in the biographies.
Commentators on self-immolation often chose to present it as a practice of
the perfection of charity rather than vigor as in the Lotus. Finally, the offering
of the body to the Buddha, although it may often be implicit, is not always ex-
plicitly presented as being articulated in vows or enacted before buddha im-
ages or relics in the biographies.

After explaining himself in verse, the Bodhisattva announced to his new
father that he would again make offerings to the Buddha Pure and Bright Ex-
cellence of Sun and Moon. He went to the Buddha, made obeisance, and
spoke a gâthâ. The Buddha told him that he was about to enter parinirvâÿa
that very night and immediately entrusted the Bodhisattva with the dharma,
his bodhisattvas, the world systems of his realm, and ¤nally his precious
šarîra. In the last watch of the night he entered nirvâÿa.

The Bodhisattva cremated the deceased Buddha and collected the
šarîra, which he placed in eighty-four thousand reliquaries inside eighty-four
thousand stûpas. He draped them with banners, covered them with parasols,
and adorned them with jewelled bells, but again it occurred to him that he
should make a further offering. He announced to the assembled bodhisatt-
vas, their disciples, gods, nâgas, and yakºas, “You are all to attend single-mind-
edly. For I will now make an offering to the šarîra of the Buddha Pure and
Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon.”19 He then burned his forearms for sev-
enty-two thousand years, causing many beings to open their minds to anut-
tarasamyaksaœbodhi (complete and perfect enlightenment) and enabling
them to dwell in the “samâdhi that displays all manner of physical bodies.”
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But the assembled witnesses were somewhat upset that the Bodhisattva had
no arms. He then vowed, “I have thrown away both arms. May I now without
fail gain the Buddha’s golden-colored body! If this oath is reality and not van-
ity, then may both arms be restored as before.”20 His arms were of course im-
mediately restored, the great world system shook in six ways, and all men and
gods “saw something they had never seen before.” 

The reference to the Buddha’s golden body in the Bodhisattva’s vow is
alluded to in some of the biographies we shall discuss below. The golden
body and other physical attributes of attainment, such as the unburned
tongue or the production of relics, seem to have been particularly important
to self-immolators and their biographers. Without them, auto-cremation
might be nothing more than a bizarre form of suicide.

With the dramatic return of the Bodhisattva’s arms (echoing as it does
the magical restorations of body parts that occur in the jâtakas), the story of
the former acts of the Medicine King concludes and we return to the narra-
tive frame of the chapter.21 The Buddha now reveals to the Bodhisattva
Be¶owered by the King of Constellations that the Bodhisattva Seen with Joy
by All Living Beings is none other than the present-day Bodhisattva Medicine
King. The Buddha describes the Medicine King’s practices and then makes a
recommendation to ordinary practitioners:

Gifts of his own body, such as this one, number in the incalculable hundreds
of thousands of myriads of millions of nayutas. O Be¶owered by the King of
Constellations! If there is one who, opening up his thought, wishes to attain
anuttarasamyaksaœbodhi, if he can burn a ¤nger or even a toe as an offering to
a Buddhastûpa, he shall exceed one who uses realm or walled city, wife or
children, or even all the lands, mountains, forests, rivers, ponds, and sundry
precious objects in the whole thousand-millionfold world as offerings.22

In this speech Šâkyamuni explicitly states that burning the body is not re-
stricted to advanced bodhisattvas alone but may be practiced by anyone who
wishes to attain buddhahood. However, in the typical fashion of the Lotus
Sûtra, this claim for the powers of auto-cremation is immediately undercut by
a further claim that the merit accrued by one who memorizes even a single
gâthâ of the Lotus exceeds that gained by one who gives away a trichiliocosm
full of the seven jewels. No matter what praise it heaps on other practices, the
Lotus Sûtra always reserves a special place in its heart for itself. The chapter on
the original acts of the Medicine King concludes with the usual praise for the
miraculous powers of the Lotus Sûtra, and the Buddha entrusts this chapter
to the Bodhisattva Be¶owered by the King of Constellations.
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By burning their bodies as prescribed by this chapter of the Lotus, Chi-
nese monks and nuns literally became bodhisattvas by enacting the role of its
hero. Some were careful to mimic the Bodhisattva’s consumption of incense
and oil and the wrapping of the body in oil-impregnated cloth that preceded
his auto-cremation. Evidence of their success in emulating his example was
manifested if not by the “world system shaking in six ways” then at least by
lights and signs in the sky, by miraculous trees growing in their cells, or at the
site of the act, by dreams and portents—and, perhaps most importantly of all,
by their relics. Some self-immolators even returned and revealed their new-
found (or long-established) status to their followers. All of these factors indicate
that something much more signi¤cant than simple suicide was understood to
have occurred. Auto-cremation was not presented as mere termination but
as transformation, just as the Lotus had promised.

Chinese Translations and Commentaries

The Lotus Sûtra was so extraordinarily popular and widely circulated that it
would be hard to overstate its ubiquitous in¶uence on medieval Chinese reli-
gious life. The most important early translation was known as the Zheng fahua
jing 正法華經 (Sûtra of the Flower of True Dharma) made in 286 by Zhu
Fahu 竺法護 (Dharmarakºa, ca. 230–308).23 It is now known from the revised
version of 290. As Tsukamoto Zenryû has pointed out, although the text was
translated in North China, its in¶uence was by no means restricted to that
area. It circulated in the Central Plain, and even south of the Yangzi from
quite an early date.24 But the sûtra really became popular only after 406,
when Kumârajîva ( Jiumoluoshi 鳩摩羅什, 344–413 or 350–409) translated it
afresh as the Miaofa lianhua jing 妙法蓮華經 (Sûtra of the Lotus Blossom of
the Wondrous Dharma). Kumârajîva’s beautiful and accessible prose, which
incorporated many semivernacular elements, made the Lotus an instant and
enduring success throughout China.

The popularity of the Lotus may be gauged from the number of artistic
representations it inspired, the compilation of numerous biographies of Lo-
tus devotees, and its frequent mention in other sources, but it may also be
seen in the number of copies made of it. The Russian expert on Dunhuang
manuscripts L. N. Menshikov made the following calculations concerning the
most popular sûtras in medieval China based on surviving copies: 

1. The Diamond Sûtra (Vajracchedikâ) is represented in collections of Dun-
huang manuscripts in London, Paris, and St. Petersburg in 1,470 copies. 

2. The Lotus Sûtra (Saddharmapuÿøarîka) exists in 3,140 fragments, or 450
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copies. In London and Paris collections alone we ¤nd 2,181 items, or
around 310 copies. There are 100 individual copies of the twenty-¤fth
chapter concerning Avalokitešvara in various locations.

3. The Sûtra of the Golden Light (Suvarnaprabhâsa[uttama]-sûtra), which we
discussed in the last chapter, has survived in 1,200 fragments (and ap-
proximately 120 copies of the full text). 

4. The Sûtra on the Essence of the Great Wisdom (Prajñâpâramitâh¿daya-sûtra)
exists in 150 copies.25

Although it is true that there are many more full copies of the Diamond
Sûtra than the Lotus, the Diamond is a much shorter text—only a few sheets of
paper are required to make a copy of it. The material evidence proves that
Chinese Buddhists did exactly as the Lotus Sûtra itself recommended: They
copied it again and again for the great merit that such an action was said to
bring. The Lotus spread across the landscape of medieval China not only as
written text but as recitation, performance, and image. We know that recita-
tion of the Lotus was not restricted to religious professionals in medieval
China; it was recited by laypeople, especially in ceremonies sponsored by lay
societies (known variously as yiyi 邑義, yiyi 義邑, and fashe 法社) often led by
monks.26 Steles with images of the preaching of the Lotus were erected by
such societies. Recitation of the text brought with it great rewards that were
frequently attested in the biographies of both monks and laity.27

Bhaiºajyagururâja’s offering of his body by ¤re evidently captured the
Chinese imagination, and as a tale in its own right it gained some autonomy
outside its place in the Lotus Sûtra. We may note, for example, the indepen-
dent circulation of a text about burning the body called Shao shen-bi-zhi
yuanji 燒身臂指緣記 (Account of the Circumstances of Burning the Body,
the Arm, and the Finger), which is no longer extant but was noted in Lu
Cheng’s 陸澄 (423–494) Fayuan zayuan yuanshi ji mulu 法苑雜緣原始集目錄

(Catalogue of the Original Collections of Miscellaneous Accounts from the
Dharma Garden).28 According to the catalogue, this text was excerpted
from the Lotus Sûtra. We may say with some con¤dence then that whether
as part of the Lotus or as an independent account the legend of the Medi-
cine King was very widely known and admired throughout China, possibly
even before the ¤rst known case of auto-cremation in 396.

The commentarial literature on the Lotus is vast but not always relevant
for understanding self-immolation.29 This is because Chinese Buddhist com-
mentary on sûtras does not work in quite the same way as, say, commentaries on
the classics. Chinese commentaries often do not explain sûtras word-by-word
or chapter-by-chapter. Neither do they usually summarize the teachings or
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narrative of sûtras nor provide an interpretation of sûtras from a doctrinal
point of view. Instead, commentaries tend to overlay a blueprint of the struc-
ture of the sûtra upon the text so that they often assume the shape of an ex-
tended list or outline. When translated into English, they resemble the table
of contents of a particularly imposing piece of legislation with many sections,
subsections, paragraphs, and subparagraphs. It is when they are rendered dia-
grammatically that they fully reveal their architectonic form with many
branches nested one inside the other. In other words, commentators were
more interested in the deep structure of the sûtra taken as a whole, than they
were with individual episodes within it. 

This is not to suggest that the auto-cremation of the Medicine King goes
entirely unremarked by the commentators. Commentaries on texts and mir-
acles in China that attested to the powers of those texts were not mutually in-
compatible. For example, Jizang 吉藏 (549–623) and Guanding 灌頂 (561–
632) refer to Guanyin 觀音 miracle tales in their writings.30 The Fahua wenju
法華文句 (Textual Commentary on the Lotus Sûtra)—attributed to Tiantai
Zhiyi 天臺智顗 (538–597) but actually written by Guanding from notes taken
of Zhiyi’s talks and much borrowing from the works of Jizang—mentions the
auto-cremation in Changsha 長沙 of a Liang-dynasty dharma master Man 滿

who had lectured on the Lotus one hundred times.31 This brief mention was
later picked up and included in a Song-dynasty collection of biographies of
Lotus devotees, the Fahua jing xianying lu 法華經顯應錄 (Record of Manifest
Responses to the Lotus Sûtra), compiled by Zongxiao 宗曉 (1151–1214).32

But the story of the Medicine King was not just edifying; his auto-cremation
was also illuminating. Zhiyi himself was said to have become enlightened on
reading the Medicine King chapter of the Lotus.33

On the doctrinal aspect of auto-cremation, there is the following passage
found in the earliest extant Chinese commentary on the Lotus, that of Dao-
sheng 道生 (360–434). Daosheng had studied under Kumârajîva himself and
had a sophisticated understanding of doctrine and the sûtra. Here he com-
ments on the auto-cremation of the Medicine King:

What does burning one’s body signify? When it comes to what a man trea-
sures and values, nothing exceeds bodily life, and when one burns it oneself,
it is because there is something as treasured as much as the body. If one is ca-
pable of grasping such meaning, even though one exists with the physical
form, one is burning, as it were, all the time. [If] li 理 (principle) is perverted
in the attempt to understand it, even though one burns oneself all day long,
[in reality] one is never burning. [The Buddha] hopes that they attain [li]
free of its traces and so will not be stagnated in worldly facts (shi 事).34
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It seems that Daosheng’s comments were not purely theoretical and could be
applied to people actually burning themselves in China. He also stressed repeat-
edly that all humans were bound to become buddhas in time, and this idea may
have encouraged people to act like the bodhisattvas they read about.35 A later
commentary on the Lotus by Jizang also takes the auto-cremation of the Bodhi-
sattva to be a real event rather than a parable of some kind. He says that the bo-
dhisattva does not break the precepts against burning the body or the arm
because he is a lay bodhisattva and not a monk.36 Certainly this would indicate
that he gave the practical and ethical rami¤cations of the matter some thought.

Auto-Cremation in Other Buddhist Sûtras

Lest anyone imagine that the description of a bodhisattva burning his body
is in any way unique to the Lotus Sûtra—or even that it is particularly anom-
alous within the broader span of Buddhist teachings—let us now examine
other scriptural cases, some of which were known in China and others ap-
parently only known elsewhere in the Buddhist world. In 1963, the scholar
of Indian Buddhism Jean Filliozat wrote an article in response to Jacques
Gernet’s piece on auto-cremation in China, which had appeared in 1960.37

Filliozat took Gernet to task somewhat for not knowing more about the In-
dian textual antecedents to the Chinese cases, although in fact Gernet had
given a very full account of the Chinese material and early medieval Chi-
nese knowledge of self-immolation in the translated texts. In particular,
Filliozat expressed some surprise that there was no mention of the auto-
cremation described in the Samâdhirâja sûtra, a text that was quite well
known in China. It is true that this sûtra is scarcely referred to in Chinese ac-
counts of self-immolation, and I can only assume that the Medicine King’s
offering of his own body in the Lotus took such a powerful hold on the Chi-
nese imagination that it could not be usurped by other texts.

The auto-cremation found in the Samâdhirâja sûtra is at least as dramatic
as the one recounted in the Lotus Sûtra, and the episode centers in a similar
fashion on a junior bodhisattva who offers his own body to relics. Chapter 33
of the Samâdhirâja sûtra, which is entitled Kºemadattaparivarta, appears in the
Chinese translation by Narendrayašas of 557 (Yuedeng sanmei jing 月燈三昧經;
Skt. Candrapradîpasamâdhi sûtra, Moonlight Samâdhi Sûtra, T 15.639), al-
though there were earlier translations of the sûtra by An Shigao安世高 (d. late
second or early third century) and others. Given the popularity of Prince
Moonlight (Yueguang wang月光王) as a messianic ¤gure in medieval China, it
is hard to believe that this sûtra did not have some background in¶uence on
auto-cremation, even if it was not mentioned as a speci¤c source of devotion.38
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The story goes as follows, according to the Narendrayašas translation:39

During the period after the passing away of a Buddha called Ghoºadatta
(Shengde聲德), King Šrîghoºa (Deyin wang德音王) had erected eighty-four
thousand tens of millions of stûpas containing relics, which were worshipped
with innumerable lamps, music, ¶owers, incense, and so on. A bodhisattva
called Kºemadatta (Anyinde 安隱德) was a young bhikºu at that time. Observ-
ing all the millions of lamps that blazed in front of the stûpas and the vast as-
sembly of gods, courtiers, and commoners assembled in devotion, he vowed
to make an act of homage before the relic stûpas. This act, he said, should
cause all gods, humans, and asuras to marvel and be joyous. He wanted his of-
fering to surpass that of King Šrîghoºa and thus cause the king and his court-
iers to marvel at his act and be joyous.

That night, when Kºemadatta saw the great assembly in front of the stûpas
listening to the dharma, he wrapped his right arm in cloth and soaked it with
oil before burning it as an offering to the buddha. At that moment he aspired
to perfect and total enlightenment, and thinking of nothing else, he did not
move. There was a great earthquake, and the radiance from his arm spread in
all directions. Kºemadatta attained the samâdhi in which the fundamental
identity of all dharmas is made manifest, and with beautiful and melodious
speech he preached to the assembly. Gods and apsaras offered him homage
and sang his praises. King Šrîghoºa, who was then observing the scene from
the top of a pavilion along with his harem, saw Kºemadatta’s act and realized
that he must have attained great spiritual powers. He was so delighted that, ac-
companied by his entire harem, he ¶ung himself off the pavilion at Kºema-
datta’s feet. Even though it was thousands of feet high, the gods, nâgas, and
yakºas all protected him and did not allow anyone to hit the ground. Seeing
the pitiful state of the bodhisattva’s arm, the king and the rest of the crowd
cried out and wept. When Kºemadatta asked the reason for their tears, the
king sang his praises in gâthâs. Meanwhile, Kºemadatta raised his arm, and it
was restored to its former state.

It is interesting that Kºemadatta, a bodhisattva-mahâsattva, is explicitly
and repeatedly described in the sûtra as a bhikºu and not a layman. Given the
disputes over the issue of whether or not monks could burn themselves, it
does strike me as somewhat odd that no one seems to have brought up this
example—which actually refutes the claims made by Yijing義淨 (635–713) in
the early eighth century that only lay bodhisattvas burn themselves in the
sûtras.40 The text also repeats that Kºemadatta felt no pain, only joy and eu-
phoria, the same emotions experienced by the participants. We should also
note the importance placed on the presence of the king and his courtiers—
just as in the Chinese biographies discussed in Chapter 1. Although the text
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may not have been a direct in¶uence on self-immolation in medieval China,
it may well have supplied some of the logic of the practice.

There are other important Mahâyâna texts that endorse the idea of do-
nation of the body. Karuÿâpuÿøarîka (White Lotus of Compassion), despite
its rather innocuous title, contains numerous tales of the extreme violence
the Buddha in¶icted on his body in previous lives, most of them related with
meticulous attention to the goriest detail. The text seems to have been quite
popular in China, and episodes from it are frequently alluded to in the biog-
raphies of self-immolators. In this scripture, for example, as part of a cycle of
stories about King Pradîpapradyota, one of  Šâkyamuni’s former lives, the
Bodhisattva wraps his arm in oiled cloth and sets ¤re to it to light the way for
¤ve hundred merchants lost at sea. His arm burns for seven days.41

A story from the popular collection Zhongjing zhuanza shiyu 眾經撰雜譬

喻 (Various Avadânas Selected from the Sûtras) tells of a disciple of a brah-
min who soaks his turban in oil and sets ¤re to it to act as a lamp for the Bud-
dha.42 As a result of this he becomes the Buddha Dîpaœkara (“he who acts as
a lamp”). While the lamp is burning, the young man shows no sign of pain
and continues to read the holy texts. Finally, the story of the Medicine King is
told with approval as an example of the immense bene¤ts of worshipping the
Buddha (Buddhapûjâ) in the Da zhidu lun 大智度論, the great compilation of
Buddhist lore that was so frequently consulted and taken as an authority by
the learned doctors of medieval China.43

Further stories of auto-cremation are preserved in other languages and
seem to have no analog in Chinese. They show the popularity and persis-
tence of the trope of self-immolation throughout the Buddhist world. The
Lokapaññatti, a text compiled in Burma in the eleventh or twelfth century, re-
lates the following story about King Ašoka:

Then, King Ašoka, wishing to pay [even] great[er] pûjâ to the Mahâstûpa,
had his own body wrapped in cotton up to his neck and his limbs up to his
wrists, and he had himself soaked with ¤ve hundred pots of scented oil.
Then, standing facing the Great Stûpa, with folded hands, his head
anointed with oil, and mindful of the Buddha, he had his body set on ¤re;
and the ¶ames rose up in the air to a height of seven persons.

The king kept repeating a stanza in praise of the Buddha: “Hail to the
Blessed One, the arhat, he who is altogether enlightened [namo Bhagavato
arahato samasambuddhassa]. . . . For the bene¤t of many he taught the
Dharma. . . . His is the community of disciples which conducts itself up-
rightly, properly, and correctly.”

In this way, he recollected the Triple Gem, and, while he was so meditat-
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ing, the ¶ames did not burn his body in the slightest, and he remained cool
as if he had been smeared with sandalwood paste. And so it was on the sec-
ond, third, and up to the seventh day; the king paid pûjâ to the Great Stûpa
with his entire body ablaze. Then he bathed, and, adorned with all his or-
naments and surrounded by his ministers, he worshipped the stûpa, circum-
ambulating it three times. Then he listened to the preaching of the
Dharma for seven days and nights, offered food to the community of
monks, worshipped it and went off together with his entourage.44

Evidently, auto-cremation in front of relics as recounted in the Lotus
Sûtra and Samâdhirâja was such a powerful trope that it could be applied even
to historical ¤gures such as Ašoka and not just to bodhisattvas in other world
systems. 

The late Pâli text called Dasabodhisattuppattikathâ (Birth Stories of the
Ten Bodhisattvas), obviously a work of Mahâyâna inspiration, contains many
stories that feature the classic themes of the offering of children, the head,
the eyes, and so on. The following story is told of the Buddha Râmarâja:

During the Dispensation of Kassapa the Perfect Buddha, this Râmarâja was
the youth Nârada, full of con¤dence and gladdened by the Triple Gem.
Then, Sâriputta, the youth Nârada seeing the Perfect Buddha Kassapa sur-
rounded by the assembly of gods, Brahmas and men, embellished with the
thirty-two marks and eighty minor marks of a Great Being, illuminated by a
halo extending a fathom, thought thus: “A Perfect Buddha is very rare;
what is the use to me of this disgusting life; it is worthwhile sacri¤cing one’s
life for the Buddha.” Having pondered thus, taking two pieces of cloth, he
soaked them in scented oil and wrapped himself with them from head to
foot and then set ¤re to them with a torch as an offering to the Buddha.
Having sacri¤ced his life thus, he made the aspiration “May this light-offering
help to obtain the All-knowing Knowledge.”

Then, Sâriputta, the Perfect Buddha Kassapa prophesied, seated in the
assembly: “Nârada, this Auspicious Aeon will end in ¤re; then there will be an
incalculable period without Buddhas called an empty aeon. At the end of this
empty aeon there will be a Maÿøa Aeon with two Buddhas; then you will be
the Perfect Buddha named Râma.”  So he did prophesy.  Then the youthful
Bodhisatta Nârada burnt himself throughout one whole night without any
agitation, maintaining a pure heart, and having expired he was born in Tusita
city. On the oblation ground a lotus bud blossomed. The people seeing the
lotus bud applauded, saying; “This youth Nârada is certainly an extraordinary
person and will be a Buddha in the future,” and they paid great homage.
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Thus, Sâriputta, by reason of the offering of life and limbs, in the fu-
ture he will be the Perfect Buddha named Râma. By the merit of offering
the body he will be eighty cubits in height; on account of sacri¤cing his life,
his span of life will be ninety thousand years; from the merit accruing by
burning the body as an offering throughout one night Buddha-rays will ra-
diate continuously night and day all over the world overpowering the light
of the moon and sun.45

The ubiquity of the theme of self-immolation in Buddhist literature
shows how violence in Buddhism was often directed inwards and accepted
with joy by the bodhisattva. Surrounded, as early medieval Chinese Buddhists
were, by almost constant af¤rmation of the act in sûtras, jâtakas, avadânas, and
learned treatises, we can hardly be too surprised if people on occasion acted
on these instructions to do likewise.

Lotus Miracles in China: Manifestations of Guanyin

To understand the miraculous aspects of self-immolation connected with the
Lotus, it may be helpful to look to another well-attested set of miracles that
were known in China. There exists a large body of literature that describes
how the Bodhisattva Guanyin觀音 (var. Guanshiyin觀世音, Guangshiyin光世

音, Guanzizai 觀自在 , Guanshizizai 觀世自在; Skt. Avalokitešvara) appeared
and intervened in people’s lives in China in a very direct way.46 If Guanyin
could appear in the here and now, why should the acts of the Medicine King
not be present in China also? The belief in Guanyin’s “real presence” in me-
dieval China took the form of “embodied devotion,” as Robert Campany has
shown at some length.47 Auto-cremation—taking on the role of the Medicine
King—may be conceived of as just another form of that kind of devotion. In
the manifestations of Guanyin and the embodied devotion of auto-cremators,
we ¤nd that the sages of the Lotus Sûtra were really present in China in a way
that even the heroes of classical antiquity could not match. The power of the
Lotus came not from its presence elsewhere—beyond any particular place
and time—but from its rei¤cation in the present, in China, for real living hu-
man beings. As in the cult of the saints in the Mediterranean world so elo-
quently described by Peter Brown, we see in medieval China an ardent desire
to make spiritual beings present.48 This desire applies equally to the Buddha
and the cult of his relics; to Guanyin, who frees the wrongly imprisoned; and
to the Medicine King, whose self-immolation was reinterpreted and re-
enacted by auto-cremators in a variety of times and places. Accounts of auto-
cremators were, like the miraculous accounts of Guanyin, a “cult in narrative
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rather than spatial or ritual form.”49 Of course, one cannot say that the desire
for the real presence is unique to Buddhism in China; it also occurs in Tao-
ism, and direct encounters with spiritual beings predate both religions in
China. But the immediate apotheosis of auto-cremators—and the fact that
their publicly performed transformations as well as their remains were sur-
rounded by cultic activities—may indeed indicate a way of making saints that
¤rst appeared only in the Buddhism of the early medieval period.

What the Buddha had declared in the Lotus regarding the spiritual
ef¤cacy of that scripture was put to the test and proved to be true in China.
For example, all of the many and various stories about Guanyin releasing
people from prison that were so popular in China rested ultimately on a
single promise made by the Buddha: “Even if there is a man, whether guilty
or guiltless, whose body is fettered with stocks, pillory, or chains, if he calls
upon the name of the Bodhisattva He Who Observes the Sounds of the
World, they shall all be severed and broken, and he shall straightway gain de-
liverance.”50 Sure enough—as recorded in the miracle tales—when believers
held in Chinese jails called on Guanyin, their chains and fetters dissolved,
and they were released from imprisonment. Similarly, when people burned
themselves, they expected to attain buddhahood just as the Bodhisattva Medi-
cine King had done.

The Unburned Tongue

The unburned tongue offers a peculiar and memorable example of the “real
presence” of the Lotus in China that deserves some explanation. In his study
of biographies from the Xu gaoseng zhuan and of stories of Lotus devotees con-
tained in the Hongzan fahua zhuan 弘贊法華傳 (Biographies which Broadly
Extol the Lotus) and the Fahua jing chuanji 法華經傳記 (Accounts of the
Transmission of the Lotus Sûtra), Suwa Gijun has found twenty cases (includ-
ing those of auto-cremation) in which the tongue either does not rot or re-
mains intact, pink and moist, after the cremation of the body.51 Suwa’s cases
are all associated with people who recited the Lotus Sûtra, although as we
have seen, this miracle was also attributed to monks such as Dharma-kºema’s
disciple Daojin.52 The tongues were treated as relics, enshrined in reliquar-
ies, and placed in stûpas. They may remind us in some ways of the miracu-
lously preserved tongue of St. Anthony of Padua (ca. 1193–1231), still
venerated to this day by pilgrims to his shrine.53 Although St. Anthony’s
tongue appears to have been an unusual relic in medieval Europe, there
must have been quite a few indestructible tongues in medieval China.

What could account for the miracle of the incorruptible tongue? If we
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consult the Lotus itself, in “The Chapter on the Merits of the Preacher of the
Dharma” (Fashi gongde pin 法師功德品) we discover that reading, reciting, in-
terpreting, and copying the sûtra all bring physical rewards to the body and
sense organs of the practitioner. In particular, the Buddha, in addressing the
Bodhisattva Satatasamitâbhiyukta (Changjingjin 常精進, Ever Persevering),
promises that the tongue will have twelve hundred virtues:

Further, O Ever Persevering, if a good man or good woman accepts and
keeps this scripture, whether reading it, reciting it, interpreting it, or copy-
ing it, he shall attain a thousand two hundred virtues of the tongue. All
things whether good or ugly, whether delicious or foul-tasting, or even bitter
and astringent, shall all change for his lingual faculty into things of superior
¶avor, like the sweet dew of the gods, none failing to be delicious. If in the
midst of a great multitude he has anything to expound, then, producing a
profound and subtle sound, with his lingual faculty he shall be able to pene-
trate their hearts, causing them all to rejoice and be cheerful.54

The text goes on to list all the deities, nâgas, yakºas, garuøas, monks, nuns,
kings, and others who will come to listen to the preacher. It is true that pres-
ervation of the tongue after death is not mentioned explicitly, but the scrip-
ture does promise de¤nite changes in the power of that particular organ.
This passage, together with others from the same chapter of the Lotus, evi-
dently supplied the imaginary world of medieval Buddhists with the idea
that the six sense organs could be made literally incorruptible by chanting
the sûtra. There are several examples of this concept in the biographies of
pious devotees of the Lotus.55 The basis of this belief in the passage quoted
above is actually made explicit in a story originally contained in the Jingyi ji
旌異記 (Citations of Marvels) by Hou Bai 侯白 (¶. ca. 600) and later col-
lected in the Xu gaoseng zhuan.56 Conversely, Buddhist histories ascribed to
those who spread heterodox teachings or slandered the sûtras tongues that
rotted away prematurely.57

The Da zhidu lun contains the following story that indicates that the
miracle of unburned tongue may not only have appeared in China:

Once, in a certain country, there was a bhikºu who used to recite the Amituo
fo jing 阿彌陀佛經 (Amitâbhabuddhasûtra) and the Mohebore boluomi 摩訶般若

波羅蜜 (Mahâprajñâpâramitâ [sûtra]). When he was at the point of death,
he said to his disciples, “Here is the Buddha Amitâbha, who is coming with
his great saœgha.” His body shook, and he took refuge and died soon after-
wards. After his death his disciples stacked up ¤rewood and burned him.
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The next day, among the ashes, they found the bhikºu’s tongue, which had
not been burned. Because he had recited the sûtra of Amitâbha, this Bud-
dha personally came for him. Because he had recited the Prajñâpâramitâ,
his tongue could not be burned.58

The Da zhidu lun was a compendium for much Buddhist knowledge in
medieval China and a source of legitimation for practices that was at least as
important as the sûtras themselves. We may see the in¶uence of the text in
the fact that Kumârajîva, the translator of the Da zhidu lun, was also said to
have left behind an unburned tongue after his own cremation.59 Suwa credits
Kumârajîva with importing the belief in the indestructible tongue to China,
but perhaps the cremation of Daojin, who died thirty years or so later, also
played a role. It is likely that later citations of the Da zhidu lun in the context
of discussions of such miracles must have helped spread the belief.60

Not only sages but also quite ordinary men and women were able to
produce the miraculous relic of the indestructible tongue, and this prodigy
must be taken as a sign that virtually anyone could be a “preacher of the
dharma” if they were devout enough. The power of the sûtra itself was what
lay behind the determination of some people to go even further than just
preaching and to enact the role of the bodhisattva by burning themselves.

Lotus Miracle Tales

Let us return now to the Chinese biographical material, this time to a speci¤c
genre: collections of miracle tales that attest to the power of the Lotus in
China. They contain biographies of self-immolators who were inspired by the
Lotus Sûtra and were often based on materials compiled in the Gaoseng zhuan
collections but also include some biographies that no longer exist else-
where.61 We will examine here a few of these collections to see what kinds of
miracles were associated with auto-cremation.

In Huixiang’s Hongzan fahua zhuan, the biographies of self-immolators
are grouped together under the familiar rubric yishen.62 They appear in the
middle of the collection, the ¤fth section in the ¤fth fascicle, immediately be-
fore the category songchi 誦持 (chanters and upholders). Clearly then, self-
immolation was an important and meaningful category in the context of
pious devotion to the Lotus.

The biography of Sengming 僧明 (¶. ca. 502–519) shows how baroque
the miracles associated with auto-cremation could become. On the peak of
Shimen shan 石門山 in Zhaoyi xian 招義縣 , Hao zhou 濠州, Sengming built a
“Heavenly Palace of Maitreya” (Mile tiangong 彌勒天宮) out of bricks and
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made an image of the future buddha.63 There he constantly recited the Lotus
Sûtra, and as he did so he always heard the sound of ¤ngers snapping in ap-
proval and the sound of someone saying “Excellent” (shanzai 善哉)! Some
time during the Tianjian 天監 period (502–519), he memorialized the em-
peror Liang Wudi several times, asking his permission to burn his body.
Wudi ¤nally approved his request and Sengming burned himself on a rock in
front of the Maitreya palace.64

Sengming’s cremation was followed by a remarkable series of miracles,
including healing, spontaneously blooming ¶owers, and a moving statue:

His body was completely reduced to ashes; all that remained was one ¤nger-
nail (jia 甲). When the burning was over, the ground surrounding the rock to
a radius of four or ¤ve feet (chi 尺) sank, thus forming a pond. Two or three
days later, ¶owers bloomed there; bright and luxuriant, they were unmatched
in beauty. All those who drank from this pond were cured of their illnesses.
Later, people gathered up the ashes and made an image of him with them.
They also made a small wooden image. They burned the nail again, took the
ashes, and made a paste. When people smeared it on the image, it moved
away. In all the places where it went, ¶owers bloomed. They were as big as
pear and jujube trees, and there were more than a hundred thousand. Now
there is a stûpa that marks this, [its inscription] completely describes the
story in detail.65

Although Sengming’s biography is included in the collection as that of a
Lotus devotee, clearly the miracles associated with his auto-cremation do not
map precisely onto any episodes recounted in that text. Rather, they
emerged out of that world of the imagination in which the Lotus was but one
of many elements with antecedents both Buddhist and indigenous. Nor were
Sengming’s practices “orthodox” in terms of what the scripture prescribed:
He combined chanting the Lotus with a personal cult to Maitreya, before
whom he burned his body. One might imagine that he had vowed to be re-
born in Tuºita Heaven, where Maitreya dwelt in his Heavenly Palace, but this
is not explicitly stated. Also the details of the many miracles following Seng-
ming’s auto-cremation would argue against this interpretation because he
seems to have been very present at a speci¤c site on earth after his death.

These few lines of biography contain an extraordinary number of mir-
acles, some of them quite unique. For example, Sengming left but a single
relic, a ¤ngernail. The ¤ngernail relic is fairly unusual, although the Mûla-
sarvâstivâda Vinaya, for example, contains a reference to the Buddha giving
away his hair, nails, and teeth while alive, and these would presumably have
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been treated as relics.66 The site of his auto-cremation sank into the earth,
forming a miraculous pond. The connection between Buddhist thaumaturges
and the discovery of springs is well attested in the sources and has been studied
by Michel Soymié, but the connection between auto-cremation and water is
certainly less common.67 Beautiful ¶owers miraculously bloomed at the site
only a few days later. This trope recalls the sudden appearance of miraculous
trees that we noted in Chapter 1. But in addition the water of this pond was
magical and had the ability to cure people—perhaps like the water drunk by
Sengqun the transcendent. Thus the merit of Sengming’s self-immolation
was shared rather tangibly with others and in a way that hints at his identi¤ca-
tion with the Medicine King. 

When the ashes of the nail relic were smeared onto a wooden image of
Sengming, the statue came to life. The animation of icons by placing relics
inside them is well known in East Asian Buddhism and continues to this day;
the powers of this “relic paste” must be a related case.68 Not only was an image
of Maitreya the site of Sengming’s auto-cremation, but the power of his act
introduced another, even more potent, image onto the local religious scene.
That image went on to produce further miracles itself as ¶owers as big as
trees sprang up wherever it walked. These miracles were not slavishly repro-
duced from the scriptures but rather attest to the virtuoso nature of the reli-
gious imagination in the medieval Chinese world, where miraculous acts,
texts, relics, and images came together to produce a remarkable and unprece-
dented variety of effects.

Appended to Sengming’s biography is another odd account of an image
produced by auto-cremation. A layman from Pinglu 平陸 district in Jiaozhou
交州 chanted the Lotus and aspired to follow in the footsteps of the Medicine
King.69 After he burned himself, the earth swelled up in the shape of a hu-
man body. His father dug up the mound and within it found a golden statue
as big as a man. After he had excavated the image, he wanted to raise it so that
it would stand upright, but suddenly it disappeared.

The meaning of this brief account appears obscure at ¤rst, but I suspect
that the biography combines the idea of the bodhisattva revealing his true
form in the shape of a golden image and the idea of bodhisattvas “welling up
out of the earth” as described in the eponymous chapter of the Lotus Sûtra.70

These bodhisattvas, described as golden in color, dwell beneath our world
sphere and appear out of cracks in the earth as the Buddha is preaching. The
discovery of the image also echoes the exhumation of dynastic treasures,
Ašokan stûpas, prophetic steles, and images so frequently encountered in
medieval Chinese sources. The sudden disappearance of the image only
adds to its numinous power, pointing to its nonworldly origins.
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Yet another story connecting auto-cremation with images is that of
Tanyou 曇猷 (d. 666), who became a monk after he conceived a profound
“disgust for the world.”71 He was a devout reciter of the Lotus Sûtra and would
only begin to chant it after setting up a puri¤ed altar and decorating it with
banners. He later learned to recite the Huayan jing while being guided
through its verses by a ¤gure who appeared in his dreams. Later he heard
that in Changsha si 長沙寺 there was a miraculous Buddha image that had
been made by Ašoka himself and had ¶own to China.72 He decided to burn
his body in homage to the image just like the Medicine King. 

In Qianfeng 乾封 1 (666), Tanyou visited the image and made his vow in
front of it. He heard the sound of ¤ngers snapping in approval. At ¤rst it
looked as if wet weather would prevent him from carrying out his vow, but he
saw this as no impediment. Sure enough on the night of the ¤fteenth of the
second month (March 26, 666), the clouds cleared, revealing the light of the
full moon. Tanyou wrapped himself in waxed cloth and set ¤re to his hands
and the crown of his head. He wanted the ¶ames to last a long time so that he
would not die too quickly. As he burned, his expression did not alter and he
kept preaching the dharma. He kept his eyes on the image and vowed to see
the Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon, the one to whom
the Medicine King had offered himself in the Lotus. When people asked him
how he felt, Tanyou replied that his mind was like a diamond and that he felt
no pain. As the ¶ames ¤nally ¶ared up and consumed him, he could still be
heard preaching.

The monks in attendance were worried that he would leave no relics and
earnestly requested him to leave a single sign. In the ashes they found his
skull. The local of¤cials from the provincial seat arrived at dawn, performed
prostrations, and circumambulated this miraculous object. But when they
left, the skull suddenly exploded. The dozen or so remaining witnesses
prayed fervently for relics. Eight grains of šarîra appeared, rising and sinking
in the air. The biography concludes by stating that “the relics are now in-
humed in the monastery, and the response of snapping ¤ngers is still heard.”
This biography spells out quite unambiguously the connections between mi-
raculous images, the Lotus Sûtra, and relics. It points to the deeply felt need
not only to have all those holy objects in China, but also to make them alive—
to make the cult an active one rather than a passive remembrance of things
past. Tanyou’s desire to see the same Buddha that the Medicine King wor-
shipped makes explicit his assumption of the role of that great Bodhisattva.

It is rare that our sources preserve information about individuals from
the lower orders of medieval society, but we do have one account of a man of
very modest rank who burned himself. In the household of the prince of
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Jiang (Li Yun 李惲, d. 675), there was a personal retainer (buqu 部曲), a man
whose status was barely above that of a slave.73 He had been devoted to the Lo-
tus from the age of eight or nine and recited it from memory day and night,
forgetting to eat or sleep. When the prince was serving as the regional inspec-
tor of Ji zhou 箕州, his retainer vowed to burn his body. As it happened, his
daughter was a favorite concubine of the prince. When she told the prince of
her father’s wish, he gave his permission. Then her father went into the
mountains, bathed and puri¤ed himself, and also puri¤ed an altar. There he
burned his body, apparently alone. A month later, the daughter ordered
some men to gather up her father’s ashes. His body and bones were com-
pletely consumed, and all that was found among the ashes was a tongue, still
fresh and moist. The prince’s son-in-law Wei Zheng 韋徵 (d. after 674) saw
the miraculous object, and deeply moved, he reported it to the prince. The
prince saw the tongue himself, and he too was impressed. Even several years
later it remained intact. Thus  the incorruptible tongue was not reserved for
monastics and high-status laypeople but could be manifested even by quite
lowly individuals. It would be interesting to know how the class dynamics of
this biography were understood by contemporary audiences, but certainly it
seemed to promise that the power of the Lotus could be bestowed on even
those who had no other avenue for gaining status and autonomy.

Conclusion

The popularity of the Lotus Sûtra in China is beyond question. It was widely
known through being copied and through collective recitation and visual
representation. The Lotus made very powerful claims for its unique status
and ef¤cacy that evidently stimulated fervent devotion to it. The sûtra seems
to have taken hold of the religious imagination like no other scripture, and
the miraculous appearances of Guanyin in China may be seen as analogous
to the equally miraculous re-enactments of the Medicine King’s ¤ery trans-
formation. The Lotus may have been a unique scripture, but its story of the
auto-cremation of the Medicine King is actually not all that rare. The many
analogous cases in the Mahâyâna literature must have convinced Chinese
Buddhists that the Medicine King’s was a perfectly orthodox form of offering
and, furthermore, that auto-cremation was an option open to the ordinary
practitioner. The works of the commentators do not offer a signi¤cantly dif-
ferent reading of the Medicine King’s offering.

The Lotus Sûtra provided much material for the repertoire of images,
concepts, and ideals upon which auto-cremators, their audiences, and biogra-
phers drew. Auto-cremators declared their devotion to the text even as they
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acted out key elements from it. The biographers’ descriptions of enthusiastic
donations of lavish material goods (jewels, clothing, banners, ¶ags) echoed
the sûtra’s own fascination with money and commerce. The logic behind these
donations—that they actually facilitated the rapid journey to buddhahood—
was one that was also drawn from the scripture. Although the Lotus was but a
part of the literature of self-immolation, it was an essential element that pro-
vided both legitimation and script for medieval auto-cremators.

The Lotus biographies show how the miraculous took on an extraordi-
nary life of its own in China. They reveal a great deal of religious creativity,
and we ¤nd in them accounts of miracles sometimes even more complex and
dif¤cult to interpret than those found in the Gaoseng zhuan collections. The
stories themselves must surely have impressed people with the ef¤cacy of
auto-cremation and encouraged others to try it for themselves. Seen through
the lens of these biographies it appears that Lotus devotionalism was an im-
portant mode of belief and behavior within Chinese Buddhism that spanned
apparent divisions between monastic and lay practice. Details in the biogra-
phies, such as the revelation of a golden body or the miraculously unburned
tongue, did not have to be explicitly traced back to the text; it was enough to
allude to the parallels between our world and the miraculous universe of the
Lotus Sûtra.
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C H A P T E R  3

Saœgha and the State
The Power(s) of Self-Immolation

or mid-seventh-century metropolitan monks the world and the saœgha’s
place within it looked very different from what Baochang and Huijiao

had known. China had been uni¤ed since 581, ¤rst under the pro-Buddhist
Sui 隋 (581–617) and then under the Tang 唐 (618–907), a dynastic house
that dared not challenge the strength of the Buddhist institution despite its
ideological commitment to Taoism. As a consequence of these develop-
ments, self-immolation looked different, too. By the seventh century it was a
well-established practice, but in contrast to earlier periods—when rulers ap-
parently colluded in the acts of self-immolators—it now sometimes took on a
more overtly confrontational aspect. Also Buddhists of the sixth and seventh
centuries were on occasion made acutely aware that the teaching of the Bud-
dha was not only under threat from secular forces, but also losing ef¤cacy be-
cause of the ever-increasing temporal distance between themselves and their
great teacher. Fears of the decline of the dharma or the impending end of the
eon (kalpa) affected the practices and interpretation of self-immolation. For
some Buddhists self-immolation offered nothing less than a renewal of the
waning power of the dharma.

Daoxuan, compiler of the Xu gaoseng zhuan 續高僧傳 (Continued Biogra-
phies of Eminent Monks, T 50.2060), employed the self-immolation section
of his collection to laud the sacri¤ces made by the heroes of recent anti-
Buddhist persecutions and to remind the Tang rulers (albeit obliquely) of
the necessity of their continued patronage of the saœgha. He wrote from a
perspective that recognized that Buddhism in China appeared to be stronger
than ever, but at the same time acknowledged the fact that he and his contem-
poraries were far from the Buddha in time and space and at the mercy of
¤ckle political forces that they might hope to in¶uence but not control.

Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks

Daoxuan was much closer in time to the majority of his subjects than any
other compiler of monastic biographies before or since.1 His work thus
re¶ects many of his particular concerns as an elite monk of the capital who
was witness to the interplay of religion and politics under the Sui and Tang

F
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dynasties. As both a Vinaya master and one of the most proli¤c Buddhist writ-
ers of the seventh century, he composed works that provide a unique view of
Buddhism at a particularly crucial time in Chinese history. No longer was the
saœgha patronized only by local aristocrats and rulers of smaller states; it now
had an empirewide mission and a complex and often uneasy relationship
with the imperium.

The preface to his collection of biographies is dated 645, although
Daoxuan continued to add material up to his death in 667, and some addi-
tional biographies were interpolated centuries later.2 Compared to the ¤rst
Gaoseng zhuan and the later Song Gaoseng zhuan 宋高僧傳 (Song Biographies
of Eminent Monks), Daoxuan’s work is easily superior in terms of literary
style, historical accuracy, and organization. Even by contemporary stan-
dards, Daoxuan deserves to be credited as a diligent and very well-informed
historian.3

Daoxuan was much better informed about the religious situation in
other parts of China than was Huijiao or Zanning 贊寧 (919?–1001?), com-
piler of the Song Gaoseng zhuan. Nevertheless, in the case of his section on
self-immolators there remains a de¤nite geographical bias. Much of his in-
formation was drawn from stele inscriptions and eyewitness accounts of
monks who lived on Zhongnan shan終南山 , a mountain range not far from
the Tang capital.4 Daoxuan even investigated some acts of self-immolation
in person on his visits to the area. 

The self-immolators in Huijiao’s collection were not the compiler’s con-
temporaries: They were already somewhat remote historical ¤gures. In con-
trast, Daoxuan’s collection includes biographies of men and women who
were very much part of the world around him. The biography of Xuanlan 玄

覽 (613?–644) of Hongfu si 弘福寺 in the capital provides a particularly vivid
example of how close compiler and subject could be.5 Given that Xuanlan
drowned himself in 644 (just before the ¤rst draft of the Xu gaoseng zhuan was
completed) and that he was attached to a major imperially sponsored monas-
tery in Chang’an, his biography preserves a sense of immediacy that we do
not ¤nd in earlier sources.

The Self-Immolators of Mount Zhongnan

In contrast to the section on self-immolators in the earlier Gaoseng zhuan,
which includes biographies of monks from all over China, the Xu gaoseng
zhuan contains a disproportionate number of biographies of monks whose
religious activities centered on the same place: Mount Zhongnan. This was
an area with which Daoxuan was very familiar; he resided there on several



80 Burning for the Buddha

occasions and ¤nally retired there towards the end of his life.6 Around 630
Daoxuan withdrew into the Zhongnan mountains in response to the anti-
Buddhist policies adopted by the new Tang emperor Taizong 太宗 (r. 626–
649).7 That period in his life, as well as a continued sense of disquiet at the
emperor’s policies towards Buddhism, may have been on his mind while he
was compiling the biographies ten years or so later. Out of a total of ten main
biographies in the section on self-immolators in the original text of the Xu
Gaoseng zhuan, no fewer than ¤ve of them lived and died on Zhongnan shan. 

Daoxuan seems to have been particularly concerned to make clear the
links between self-immolation and the persecution of Buddhism by Zhou
Wudi 周武帝 (r. 560–578), which began in 574.8 By bringing together a num-
ber of biographies of self-immolators who were active on Mount Zhongnan
during the persecution, he shows how self-immolation could be deployed on
occasion as a Buddhist response to government constraints on the practice
of the religion. The biographies of three of these monks—Puyuan 普圓 (¶.
ca. 560) and two of his disciples, Puji 普濟 (d. 581) and Puan 普安 (530–
609)—also suggest that self-immolation was a practice that could be passed
down through a lineage.9 

Puyuan’s self-immolation echoed a mode of body offering found in the
jâtakas but attested only rarely in the Chinese biographies. Active around
central Shaanxi at the beginning of the reign of Zhou Wudi, Puyuan had par-
ticular skill in reciting the Huayan jing 華嚴經 (Avataœsaka-sûtra) and in medi-
tation.10 One day, an “evil person” begged Puyuan for his head. The monk
was about to chop it off and hand it over, but the other did not dare take it
and begged for his eyes instead. Puyuan was willing to gouge them out and
give them away. The person wanted Puyuan’s hand, so the monk lashed his
wrist to a tree with a rope, cut off his arm at the elbow, and gave it away. He
died by the Fan vale 樊川, south of Chang’an, where the local villagers could
not agree who should get his remains. In the end they divided Puyan’s body
into several pieces and built a pagoda for each of them.11 The division of the
relics recalls what occurred after the Buddha’s cremation, but this must have
been a more bloody process as Puyuan’s body had not been reduced to ashes
and bones. It has many parallels with the amateur dissections of the bodies of
saints in medieval Europe described so well by Piero Camporesi.12 The com-
petition to secure fragments of the holy body shows how important relics
were to the medieval Chinese, and how taboos on the handling of the corpse
could be transcended in the case of these “very special dead.”

Puyuan’s disciple Puji made a vow that reveals how self-immolation
could be understood as a potential mechanism for political change. After the
“destruction of the dharma” (that is, Zhou Wudi’s persecution of Buddhism),



Saœgha and the State 81

Puji went to live among the peaks of Mount Zhongnan. There he made the
following detailed declaration of intent:

He vowed that if the images and teachings [Buddhism] should ¶ourish, he
would relinquish his body in homage (pûjâ). He cultivated the practices of
Puxian 普賢 (“Universal Goodness,” the Bodhisattva Samantabhadra) so as
to be reborn in a most worthy state (xianshou guo 賢首國).13 At the beginning
of the Kaihuang 開皇 reign period [of Sui Wendi 隋文帝 , 581–600], the
dharma gate was greatly propagated [that is, Buddhism was restored], and
he considered that his vow had been ful¤lled. Then he arranged his own
offering. He led a crowd to assemble on the western cliffs of the Tan 炭 val-
ley of Taibai shan 太白山 (Zhongnan shan). Loudly pronouncing his great
vow he threw himself off and died. People from afar ¶ocked there, ¤lling
the cliffs and valleys. They built a white pagoda for him on a high peak.14

Puji’s vow and subsequent leap provide us with a vivid example of how
medieval Chinese Buddhists thought of their place in society and the occa-
sionally hostile reactions that they provoked from the authorities. His actions
suggest that by the late sixth century Buddhists were becoming con¤dent of
their ability to in¶uence history in quite profound ways by bargaining with
their bodies. In particular, the phrase xianshou guo in Puji’s vow carries the
sense not only of a Pure Land, but also quite literally “a most worthy state,”
one that propagated Buddhism. Certainly the Sui, at least under Wendi,
could be characterized as just such a state.15 I have found no explicit anteced-
ent in the jâtaka or avadâna literature for a bodhisattva giving up his life in
exchange for the restoration of the dharma, and we may see Puji’s self-immo-
lation rather as a particularly Chinese response to persecution in which a
new dynasty was invoked as the guardian of the dharma.

The long and detailed biography of another of Puyuan’s disciples, Puan,
was probably included in the self-immolation section because of his lineage
rather than any spectacular act of self-immolation.16 Like Puji, he went into
hiding to escape the persecution of Zhou Wudi; he sheltered dharma master
Jingyuan 靜淵 (544–611) and some thirty other renegade monks with him in
the Zhongnan mountains.17 The biography describes his attempts to give
away his body:

Also he cultivated ascetic practices, abandoning his body for the sake of be-
ings. Sometimes he exposed his body in the grass, donating it to mosquitoes
and gad¶ies. Flowing blood covered his body, but he had no fear at all. Some-
times he would lie among the discarded corpses, hoping to give himself to
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wild dogs (chai 豺) and tigers. In the hope of giving himself away while still
alive, this is what he prayed for as his fundamental intention. Although tigers
and wildcats (bao 豹) came, they just sniffed at him and would not eat him. He
always regretted that his heartfelt vow had not been ful¤lled. Alone he fol-
lowed the tracks of wild animals, hoping to ¤nd one that would eat him.18

Puan’s donation of his body to insects, which might appear to be a
bizarre and ad hoc invention, was probably inspired by stories of King Šibi
and others and became a common feature in the biographies of later self-
immolators.19 Being eaten by tigers was apparently much harder than it
looked in the jâtakas, although the implication is that by not being eaten
Puan was being saved for an even greater task. 

Failure to be eaten by wild animals proved to be the least of his worries, as
Puan found himself responsible for the material needs of the monks he was
hiding in the forest. Because there was a bounty for the capture of monks at
that time, he was taking a considerable risk in showing himself to beg for food
and clothing on their behalf. He had a couple of narrow escapes and on one oc-
casion was released from custody by Zhou Wudi himself.20 Puan attributed his
miraculous good fortune to the power of the Huayan jing.21 When Buddhism
prospered again under the Sui, Puan was free to resume his former solitary and
austere way of life. I suspect that Daoxuan deliberately chose to feature the
monks of Puyuan’s lineage as self-immolators over such ¤gures as Jing’ai, who
disembowelled himself on Mount Zhongnan in despair over Wudi’s persecu-
tion signaling the end of the dharma and whose biography Daoxuan placed in-
stead with “defenders of the dharma.” Puji and Puan showed a much more
optimistic spirit in comparison to Jing’ai’s somewhat defeatist attitude.

The last in a series of tales concerning Puan brings us back to the theme
of the bodily offering. Troubled by the number of blood sacri¤ces made at
local altars, Puan was in the habit of buying back sacri¤cial animals to save
them from slaughter. On one occasion, Puan attempted to pay the ransom
for three pigs in a local village. But the members of the altar society who were
planning to sacri¤ce them wanted the outrageous price of 10,000 cash for
them. Puan could only offer 3,000 and this caused an argument among the
crowd. Suddenly a young child, clad in a sheepskin, miraculously appeared
and helped Puan buy back the pigs. He distracted the crowd by getting drunk
and dancing around. Puan took quick advantage of their confused state:

Then Puan pulled out a knife. He sliced the ¶esh of his thigh and said,
“Mine and theirs [the pigs’] are both ¶esh. Pigs eat shit and ¤lth yet you still
eat them. Furthermore, if people ate grain [instead of meat], then human
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¶esh would be more valuable.” The people of the altar, having seen and
heard this, simultaneously released [the pigs]. The pigs, having attained
their escape, circumambulated Puan three times. They snuf¶ed at him with
their snouts as if out of love and respect. The result was that within ¤fty li 里
southwest of the suburbs pigs and chickens had their lineages discontinued
[that is, they were no longer raised domestically].22

In this account, self-immolation goes hand in hand with a kind of mili-
tant vegetarianism and the ongoing Buddhist campaign against the bloody
cults of local religion. It reminds us of Sengfu, who substituted his own body
for that of a child, and of Daojin, who sliced off his own ¶esh. By offering his
own “meat” to the villagers, Puan used his body to stage a dramatic perfor-
mance of the teaching of the fundamental identity shared by all beings,
whether human or animal. The pigs as well as the humans apparently recog-
nized this fact: They circumambulated the monk, foretelling his future Bud-
dhahood in the same way as the animals saved by the actions of the Bodhisattva
in the jâtaka literature.

There were self-immolators on Zhongnan shan in Tang times as well, but
their acts do not appear to carry the same kind of political message as those ex-
amined above. Fakuang 法曠 (?–633) of Hongshan si 弘善寺 in the capital was
a truly serious ascetic like Puan, but he also had a considerable reputation for
scholarship and memorization.23 His self-immolation was a private affair and
was grounded in his personal view of the endless cycles of birth and death:

He always said, “I think that attachment to birth and death constitutes
saœsâra without beginning. Those who detest life are rare, but those who
detest death are even fewer.” He always felt that he had had enough, and
he wanted to attempt to discard [his life]. On Zhenguan 貞觀 7.2.21 (April
5, 633), he entered Zhongnan shan. More than forty li within the Tan val-
ley, he took off his robes, hung them on a tree, and cut his throat with a
knife.24 Because he died all alone, no one knew where he was until the
middle of the eighth month, when, after an extended search, his friends
found his “Eulogy on Abandoning the Body” (Yishen song 遺身頌).25

This relatively rare case of private self-immolation, which was attributed
to a weariness with saœsâra, throws into relief the public and political cases
that characterize Daoxuan’s selection as a whole. Fakuang was a man deeply
immersed in scriptural knowledge. Two texts that he studied in particular—
the Da zhidu lun, with its many accounts of the heroic renunciation of the body
by bodhisattvas, and the Sûtra of In¤nite Life, with its message of hope of deliv-
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erance from saœsâra and rebirth in the Pure Land—may have shown him a
path that offered an alternative to the endless rebirth he found so wearisome. 

Self-immolation on Zhongnan shan was still occurring even as the Xu
gaoseng zhuan was being compiled. Huitong 會通 (d. 649) has a short biogra-
phy that was added after the date of the preface (645). He led a secluded and
ascetic lifestyle in the Baolin豹林valley on the mountain.26 When he read the
Lotus Sûtra he was inspired by the example of the Medicine King, whose self-
immolation he vowed to enact for himself. His biography recalls those of the
¤fth century that we examined in Chapter 1, but by the middle of the seventh
century the hagiographical tropes of auto-cremation were well established.
Huitong’s auto-cremation took place at night; he sat and chanted the Lotus
Sûtra in a niche within the pyre and a celestial light entered the ¶ames. This
miracle will remind us in particular of the star seen in the biography of
Huishao. Again, the presence of this sign shows that Huitong’s death was no
act of suicide, but one of miraculous transformation in a cosmos that re-
sponded through the mechanism of ganying:

In the last year of the Zhenguan reign period (649), in the still of the night
he stacked up ¤rewood in the middle of the forest and made a cavity within.
He chanted as far as the Medicine King [chapter] then ordered that the ¤re
be started. The wind made the blaze ¶are up suddenly, and the smoke and
¶ames raged all over. With outstanding dignity, he sat in the lotus position
chanting as before. An instant later there was a large white light in the south-
west, which ¶owed into the mass of ¶ames. His body fell onto its back. By
dawn both body and ¤re were burnt out. People gathered his remaining
bones and raised a white stûpa for them. The inscription is still there.27

Huitong’s auto-cremation is presented as an act of devotion to the Lo-
tus Sûtra without any overt political message. Yet, when read in combination
with the other biographies of self-immolators on Zhongnan shan, it serves
as a reminder that auto-cremation was very much a living tradition for mo-
nastics who lived close to the capital. If we consider geography an impor-
tant element in the history of self-immolation, we can see that a certain area
could shape and determine not only local practice but also the empire-wide
relationship between state and saœgha.

Self-Immolation in Defense of the Saœgha

Even after the Sui restoration of Buddhism there was a sense of insecurity
about the safety of the saœgha, and individual Buddhists continued to
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present a variety of responses to threats both real and imagined. The idea
that monks would lay down their lives to protect the monastic community as
a whole against the depredations of the state is nowhere better exempli¤ed
than in the biography of Dazhi 大志 (567–609) of Lu shan.28 Dazhi was a
monk of a truly famous lineage, being one of the disciples of the most re-
vered monk of the sixth century, Tiantai Zhiyi.29 It was Zhiyi himself who gave
him the dharma name Dazhi (Great Determination). After his initial training
on Tiantai shan, Dazhi travelled in 590 to Mount Lu, where he resided at
Fengding si 峰頂寺.30 There he lived the life of a solitary ascetic, concentrating
on recitation of the Lotus Sûtra. Like other aspiring self-immolators, he tried
to offer his body to tigers, but they would have none of it. In 609, Sui Yangdi
隋煬帝 (r. 604–617) decreed the imposition of some limits on the number of
monks, nuns, and monasteries after nearly thirty years of unrestricted
growth—¤rst under his father, Wendi, and then in the earlier years of his
own reign.31 Dazhi reacted with extraordinary passion: 

He lamented that the deterioration of the dharma should have reached a
point such as this. Then he changed his clothes and in¶icted injuries on his
body. He wore a mourning cap (xiaofu 孝服) on his head and a robe of
coarse cloth. In the middle of the Buddha hall he began to wail mournfully
in a loud voice. He continued for three days and three nights without ceas-
ing. When the monks of the monastery came to console him, Dazhi said, “I
am lamenting that bad karma should have reached such a state as this! I
should exhaust this body of mine to glorify the true teaching!”

Accordingly he went to the Eastern Capital (Luoyang 洛陽) and submit-
ted a memorial that read, “My wish is that your majesty might cause the
Three Jewels to ¶ourish. In which case I shall burn one arm on Mount
Song 嵩岳 to repay the compassion of the state.”32 The emperor assented to
this, and he ordered a great zhai 齋 to be held at which the seven assemblies
all gathered.33 Dazhi did not eat for three days. He climbed on top of a
large canopied platform (peng 棚). He heated a piece of iron until it was red
hot and used it to burn his arm, charring it completely black. He used a
knife to cut off the ¶esh, peeling it off so that the bones were made visible.
Then he burned the bones, charring them black as well. He wrapped them
in cloth, which was saturated in wax, and set ¤re to them. The light spar-
kled off the peaks and summits. At that time, a large crowd was watching
this performance of austerities. They were all distressed, pierced to the
marrow, and felt unsteady on their feet. Yet, although he continued to do
more burning and branding, neither Dazhi’s speech nor expression
changed—he talked and smiled as before. From time to time he recited
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verses of the dharma, and sometimes he praised the virtues of the Buddha.
He preached the dharma for the bene¤t of the crowd and his speech never
faltered. When his arm was completely incinerated, he climbed down from
the platform as before. After remaining in dhyâna for seven days he died in
the lotus position. At that time he was forty-three sui.34

Although Dazhi’s fears about the state of the dharma may look like an
emotional overreaction to Yangdi’s attempt to rein in the saœgha a little, they
were clearly in keeping with the kind of anxiety experienced by other monks
of the sixth and early seventh centuries. From the rather fragmentary evi-
dence available to us about this episode, it is hard to understand quite what
Yangdi hoped to achieve by allowing Dazhi to burn off his arm in front of a
large public audience given that he apparently did not change his policy as a
consequence. It is likely of course that the biography was rewritten in such a
way as to recast Yangdi as a tyrant and Dazhi as a heroic martyr for the saœgha.
Rather than an act of protest Dazhi’s sacri¤ce of his arm was perhaps a form of
atonement for some perceived misdeeds on the part of his fellow monastics.

At the end of this extremely detailed, and slightly gruesome, account of
Dazhi’s offering, Daoxuan appended his own opinions on Dazhi’s talent and
physical beauty.35 These personal and eulogistic comments strongly suggest
that Daoxuan did intend Dazhi to be seen as some kind of martyr for the Chi-
nese saœgha. Finally, we learn that in Daoxuan’s own day Dazhi was still being
commemorated at Lu shan, nearly forty years after his death:

He compiled the text of his vow, which was more than seventy pages in
length. His purpose was that through this text all sentient beings might be
his good friends (shanzhishi 善知識 ; Skt. kalyâÿamitra). Even those monks
who were tough and stubborn and found it hard to uphold [Buddhist prac-
tices] with faith, none of them could help shedding tears on reading this
votive text. Now, on the peak of Lu shan, at the end of every year, the
monks and nuns who are present in all the monasteries gather together for
one night.36 They read the vow that he left behind, using it to teach both re-
ligious and laity. All of them sob with grief.37

Like the monks of Lu shan, Daoxuan wanted to suggest that Dazhi’s act
still carried an important message in his own day. In Dazhi’s biography we see
a monk using his body in the most spectacular and public fashion to ensure
the continuation of the dharma. Dazhi’s personality, his vow, and his dramatic
gift of his body were still being publicly remembered in the Tang, when the
protection of the saœgha was by no means assured. By commemorating
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Dazhi’s death the monks of Lu shan not only remembered his personal act,
but also the bargain that had been struck with Sui Yangdi—a bargain that pre-
sumably the monks of Lu shan and Daoxuan himself wished the Tang rulers
would respect. Daoxuan’s presentation of the biographies of Puji and Dazhi
may not have been entirely ingenuous. The texts might in fact represent a
kind of moral blackmail—a way of saying to the Tang rulers (probably to
Taizong in particular), “You see what happens when you do not support the
saœgha: Eminent monks jump off cliffs or they publicly burn off their arms
and die.”

The possibility that Daoxuan had a hidden agenda in his compilation of
the self-immolation section of his collection may help explain his inclusion
of a biography that does not appear to belong among those of eminent
monks. Zhiming 智命 (?–619) was a monk only on the very last day of his life,
and he seems to have had no formal master.38 He spent most of his career as a
bureaucrat, but he was doubly unfortunate in that he happened to live dur-
ing the political turmoil that occurred between the end of the Sui and the
founding of the Tang and that, in hindsight, he backed the wrong man. His
secular name was Zheng Ting 鄭頲, and the biography refers to him by this
name throughout.39 Although he had long had an interest in Buddhism, af-
ter the fall of the Sui Zheng found himself serving as censor-in-chief (yushi
dafu 御史大夫) to the general Wang Shichong 王世充 (d. 621), who declared
himself emperor of the Zheng 鄭 dynasty (618–621), based in Luoyang.40

Wang Shichong was the last of the military claimants to the empire to be de-
feated by the forces of the nascent Tang dynasty under Li Yuan 李淵 (Gaozu
高祖, r. 618–626) and his son Li Shimin 李世民 (Taizong 太宗, r. 626–649),
with help from the monks of Shaolin si 少林寺.41 Not unnaturally then, Wang
is portrayed as a cruel and capricious tyrant in Tang sources.42

Zheng eventually realized his mistake and attempted to leave his position
and renounce the householder’s life. Wang Shichong was not impressed with
this act of treason and ordered his execution:

Zheng Ting was worn out by this disorder and he earnestly wished to leave
home. He repeatedly requested of the Zheng ruler that he might cultivate
the Way for the bene¤t of the state. But when he could not accomplish this
intention, he thought only of taking the tonsure and did not worry about the
punishment. Therefore, at night he secretly read vaipulya (fangdeng 方等)
sûtras.43 During the day he continued to discharge his public duties. He did
not change his mind even for a moment, so he spent forty days in a complete
recitation of the Lotus Sûtra. This soothed his heart and made him deter-
mined to leave secular life. He also encouraged his wife to take refuge in
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Buddhism. His words were to the point so she followed him and they gave
each other the tonsure. Zheng Ting said to his wife, “My wish has been
ful¤lled! I will not die and be reborn. I must inform the Zheng ruler. It is not
¤tting for me to be this way [that is, a monk in government of¤ce].” He put
on his dharma robes and picked up his khakkara.44 He went to the palace
gates and he said, “I, Zheng Ting, have just left home! So I have come to pay
my respects.” Wang Shichong could not overcome his anger, and he or-
dered him to be executed. When Zheng Ting heard this he was delighted
and said, “Again, my wish has been ful¤lled.” He smiled imperturbably and
joyfully. He walked to the banks of the Luo river. At that time, it was still only
daybreak and not yet time for the execution. Zheng Ting said, “If you are my
good friend, please deliver me to the other shore as soon as possible. If not, I
will soon be released, and thus I will not be able to ful¤l my fundamental as-
piration.” At that time religious and laity were circumambulating him, and
they exhorted him to wait until sunset. But Zheng Ting, with a stern expres-
sion and a loud voice, would not agree. So then he was executed. Soon after,
there was an imperial order for his release. [The of¤cials of] the whole court
felt regret that this did not save him. This all took place in the early years of
the Kaiming 開明 reign period of the pseudo-Zheng.45

The case of Zheng Ting provides us with a rare opportunity to see how
the same event was reported in Buddhist and secular sources. Although the
two of¤cial Tang histories do mention Wang Shichong’s execution of Zheng
Ting and his subsequent regret, they do not recount the circumstances and
certainly make no mention of any Buddhist inclinations on Zheng’s part.46

Was Wang Shichong’s act particularly anti-Buddhist then? There are some
indications that he may have severely curtailed Buddhist activities under his
regime, but given the biased nature of the sources concerning the founding
of the Tang it is dif¤cult to know how much credence to give this picture.47 If
we examine the account given in the Zizhi tongjian  資治通鑑 (Comprehen-
sive Mirror for the Aid of Government), we ¤nd substantial con¤rmation for
the Xu gaoseng zhuan account at the end of the narrative of Li Shimin’s cam-
paign against Wang Shichong.48 But this version of events is slightly less lau-
datory towards Zheng Ting; his ¶attery of Wang Shichong seems a little
excessive, even if he was using it as a means to escape an intolerable situation.
But overall, even the historian Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–1086) saw Zheng’s
faith in Buddhism as sincere, and his death as heroic and widely admired:

Earlier Zheng Ting, the censor-in-chief, had grown unhappy with serving
Wang Shichong. He often refused to attend state affairs on the pretext of
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illness. Then he told Wang Shichong, “I, your servant, hear that the Bud-
dha has an indestructible adamantine body. Your majesty is truly like this. I
must have many blessings indeed to be reborn during the time of a Bud-
dha, and so I wish to resign from of¤ce, take the tonsure, and become a šra-
maÿa and so strive diligently to aid your majesty’s divine martial ability
(shenwu神武 ).” Shichong said, “Great minister of state, your reputation has
long been respected. When you desire to enter the Way, this will come as a
great surprise to public opinion. Wait until the battles have ceased, then
you may follow your wish.” Zheng Ting made determined requests, but
[Wang] would not agree. He went back and told his wife, “I have served in
of¤ce since I became a man, and in my mind I have aspired to fame and in-
tegrity. Due to ill fortune, I have encountered these turbulent times, I have
become a refugee here, and I have to stay in this land of danger and death.
My intelligence and strength are too weak to protect us. People are born,
and then they die, what difference is there whether it is sooner or later? If I
could follow what I liked, I would have no regrets if I died.”

Then he shaved off his hair and put on monk’s robes. When Wang
Shichong heard of this, he was furious and said, “Is this because you
think I am certain to be defeated, and you wish to escape by improper
means? If I do not execute you, then how can I control the masses?” Ac-
cordingly he had Zheng Ting executed in the marketplace. [Before this]
Zheng Ting laughed and talked unaffectedly, and the onlookers admired
his courage.49

Unlike the rather bleak picture presented in this source, the Xu gaoseng
zhuan biography claims that Zheng Ting had long nurtured the idea of es-
caping the horrors of saœsâra, and it reproduces a long speech to this ef-
fect. The speech is given in response to a monk who had made a prediction
based on Zheng’s physiognomy at a lecture given by Jizang.50 In the Xu
gaoseng zhuan biography Zheng speaks of seeing many dead people; be-
cause he lived through some remarkably bloody and unsettling times, one
can only sympathize with his unenviable predicament. Daoxuan’s biogra-
phy, however, does seem determined to read his execution as an act of self-
immolation rather than merely the result of being in the wrong place at the
wrong time. The latter part of the account also contains what is, I believe, one
of the earliest death verses recorded in the context of self-immolation.51 In
time, the verse composed just before death was to become a signi¤cant
trope in the biographies of self-immolators. Zheng’s verse provides a nice
example of the deeper doctrinal underpinnings of self-immolation. Ulti-
mately, he says, there is no self to immolate:



90 Burning for the Buddha

Thus when Zheng Ting was on the point of execution he made obeisance
to the ten directions and chanted the Bore 般若 [jing 經].52 He took up his
brush and composed this poem:

Illusory arising returns to illusory destruction.
But this great illusion does not last beyond the body.
There is a place where the mind can be paci¤ed,
One may seek for a “person,” but there is no such “person.”53

After bidding farewell to his friends and acquaintances, he closed his eyes
and in a short while he said, “You may let the blade fall.” When they heard
his words they executed him. His expression was mild and pleasant, even
more so than usual. His wife became a bhikºuÿî and now resides at Luozhou
si 洛州寺.54

As with most of the biographies selected by Daoxuan for the self-immola-
tion section, it is almost impossible to avoid the political implications of this
piece. One scarcely has to read between the lines to get the message that
only the cruelest of tyrants would refuse to allow a decent man to join the
saœgha. Because Tang Taizong (Li Shimin) had defeated just such a cruel
tyrant, he was in a sense morally obligated to uphold and patronize his Bud-
dhist allies. Daoxuan was only too willing to remind Taizong of his obliga-
tions, although for obvious reasons he chose an oblique approach rather
than direct confrontation.

Millenarian Fears

As we have seen, a number of sixth-century self-immolators seem to have
been inspired in their actions by what they perceived to be the newly urgent
and perilous situation faced by their religion. These fears and the conscious-
ness that in such parlous times new forms of Buddhist teaching were de-
manded drove Sengyai 僧崖 (488?–559?), a monk from a non-Chinese tribe
in Sichuan, to burn himself publicly on the ¤fteenth day of the seventh
month of Wucheng武成1 of the Zhou周 (September 2, 599).55 The choice of
date was probably not accidental; it was the day of yulanpen 盂蘭盆, the so-
called “ghost festival” that has been so well studied by Stephen Teiser.56 Be-
cause large crowds traditionally assembled at monasteries to make offerings
on that day, Sengyai would have found a ready-made audience for his act.
The choice of the ghost festival may also be related to Sengyai’s expressed in-
tention “to enter hell to suffer vicariously for all sentient beings.” But if we ex-
amine Sengyai’s farewell speech, a rather more speci¤c and eschatological
vision is unveiled:
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“At the end of the kalpa people are lightweight and sluggish, and their
minds become attenuated and weak. When they see images [of the Bud-
dha] they are just blocks of wood and when they hear sûtras it is like the
wind blowing through a horse’s ear. Now, in order to inscribe (xie 寫) the
teachings of the Mahâyâna sûtras, I burn my hands and will destroy my
body because I wish them to respect the Buddhadharma with faith.”57

Sengyai seems to be suggesting here the need for strong action in a
time when people’s capacity to understand the dharma through the normal
means of images and texts was severely restricted. We may be able to point
to a speci¤c moment in history that made evident the urgency of this need:
the fall of the pro-Buddhist Liang dynasty in the late 550s. Similar beliefs ar-
ticulated in a similar way at around the same time may be detected in the ca-
reer of the man known as Mahâsattva Fu. Because he was drawn, somewhat
anachronistically, into the history of early Chan, he is remembered now as
rather an unthreatening and benign ¤gure, but the reality is probably
somewhat different.58 In 548, during the disorder of Hou Jing’s 侯景 (?–
552) rebellion, Fu, who was regarded by many of his contemporaries as an
incarnation of the Buddha Maitreya, vowed to burn himself as a living
candle.59 Rather than allow him to do so, large numbers of his disciples
burned themselves alive; others burned off ¤ngers, cut off their ears, and
fasted.60 They were convinced that the period of xiangfa 像法 (counterfeit
dharma) had come to an end, and they wanted their leader to remain in the
world to save sentient beings. In 555 the situation had not improved and
the people of the Liang were faced with constant warfare, banditry, disease,
and starvation. Fu appealed to his followers to offer their bodies “to atone
for the sins of sentient beings and pray for the coming of the saviour.”61

Three more of his disciples burned themselves to death, becoming ¶aming
lamps by hanging themselves from metal lantern frames. In 557, when the
Liang was on its very last legs, Fu asked his disciples to burn off their ¤ngers
“to invoke the Buddhas to save this world.”62 In 587, long after Fu’s death in
569, one of his sons burned himself to death. We can see then that the fall
of the Liang resulted in a veritable orgy of blood and ¤re, not just in Sichuan
but also in Dongyang 東陽 (Zhejiang) and its environs, where Fu and his
devotees were based.

But the political disorder of the 550s and consequent religious panic
that swept through South China may just have been a fairly local manifesta-
tion of a catastrophe that seems to have affected other parts of the world.63

David Keys, for example, has suggested that a massive volcanic eruption in
what is now Indonesia may have resulted in sudden and disastrous climatic
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change—the effects of which would have been hard to ignore in South
China—and may well have been attended by crop failure, famine, and dis-
ease.64 Whatever the causes for the deep sense of impending doom felt by Fu
and his devotees, the situation for most people around the 550s and 560s
must have appeared extremely bleak, especially if they remembered the
much more prosperous, more civilized, and safer days of Liang Wudi’s reign.

Sengyai’s auto-cremation, on the other hand, was not presented as an
act of despair but rather as the herald of a radical new direction in Chinese
Buddhist practice that seemed to offer a total renewal of the dharma. Wit-
ness the following remarkable statement attributed to him, which is remi-
niscent of similar exhortations made at a slightly later period by members
of the Sanjie jiao 三階教 (Teaching of the Three Stages):65

Then he said to his attendant, Zhiyan 智炎 (d.u.), “After my extinction, it
would be good to do homage (pûjâ) to sick people. It is hard to fathom all
their roots because many of them are buddhas and sages who have tempo-
rarily transformed themselves in response [to circumstances]. If one does
not have great equanimity of mind, how can one honor and respect them?
This is true practice.”66

Sengyai promised that his auto-cremation would usher in a new age in
which the bodhisattvas known through scripture would manifest among
those who had previously been separated from them by time and space. As a
lowly, illiterate barbarian who became known as “Bodhisattva Sengyai,” this
monk offered a potent example of this new dispensation. He seems to have
had an attentive and appreciative audience to judge from the length of his bi-
ography, the number of miracle stories it contains, and other texts composed
about him.67

Scriptural Models

In Puyuan’s biography we saw the appearance of an “evil person” who
begged for parts of the monk’s body. This extreme form of giving, to any-
one who asks no matter how evil their intention, was a common theme of
the jâtaka literature popular in North China in the ¤fth and sixth centuries.
The donation of the head or the eyes is often encountered in these stories,
and the theme has been explored most productively by Reiko Ohnuma.68

Puyuan’s tale seems to be most indebted to stories told of a prince called
Candraprabha and to some accounts of King Šibi. Candraprabha was a wise
and enlightened ruler who was very generous. An evil ascetic decided to test



Saœgha and the State 93

his charity and demanded his head. The prince then tied his hair to a tree,
and the ascetic charged at him with his sword.69 Puyuan, we will recall, tied
his wrist to a tree and chopped off his arm when an “evil person” requested
it. Puyuan’s death also recalls the story told by Xuanzang 玄奘 (600–664)
about the death of the philosopher Nâgârjuna, who cut off his head to offer
it to a prince who had requested it.70 

King Šibi’s gift of his body is one of the best-known jâtaka stories in the
Buddhist world and like the story of the hungry tigress was a popular subject
for pictorial representation in India, Central Asia, and China.71 We should not
discount the power of these representations in an age when, because of its rela-
tive scarcity, the image had much more power than it does today. As is often
the case with the exemplary heroes of the Buddhist tradition, many different
stories are told of the same ¤gure. Generally speaking, in the Pâli sources King
Sivi [sic], a past birth of Šâkyamuni, is remembered for giving away his eyes; in
the Northern tradition, he is celebrated for giving away all of his ¶esh. If we ex-
amine the story as it appears in a Chinese translation of the Mahâyânasûtrâ-
laœkâra of Ašvaghoºa (Dasheng zhuangyan lun jing 大乘莊嚴論經, T 4.201), we
read of a virtuous king known for his generosity.72 Two gods, Šakra and Višva-
karman, decide to put his charity to the test. Višvakarman takes the form of a
pigeon, and Šakra becomes a falcon. The pigeon ¶ies away from its pursuer
and hides under Šibi’s arm. Šibi promises to protect the bird, but the falcon
complains that Šibi has stolen his food. Šibi offers the falcon a portion of his
own ¶esh equivalent to the weight of the pigeon. The falcon agrees to the
deal. Šibi places the pigeon on the scale and starts cutting off his ¶esh (begin-
ning with his thigh) and adding it to the other balance. But no matter how
much ¶esh he gives, he cannot match the weight of the pigeon. Šibi ends up
giving his entire body. The gods reveal their true identity and encourage King
Šibi to declare the sincerity of his gift. As a result of this “act of truth,” Šibi’s
body is magically restored. There are similar magical restorations of body parts
in the biographies that suggest the enduring in¶uence of the jâtakas’ logic and
narrative structure. Sengyai, for example, burned his ¤ngers off; the bones re-
grew and when he was asked for relics, he bit them off and spat them out.73

The biography of Puyuan represents a re-enactment on Chinese soil of
stories told about the heroes of Indian Buddhist literature. As such, it displays
a literal quality that is actually rather unusual in the Chinese sources. Other
biographies present forms of self-sacri¤ce that are not so much copies of In-
dian stories but more nuanced reinterpretations of those themes. For ex-
ample, the evil person or god who demands the head of a bodhisattva is a
common character in the jâtakas but appears very rarely in these biographies.

The biography of Xuanlan shows how self-immolators sometimes explicitly
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cited scriptural models. In 632 Xuanlan came to receive ordination in
Chang’an, where he often spoke to his fellow monks of his intention to aban-
don his body. In the fourth month of Zhenguan 18 (May–June 644), he be-
gan by taking off his clothes and making them into a bundle, which he gave
to the monks of his home monastery. After approaching the Wei 渭 river with
recitations, prostrations, and prayers, he threw himself in, but a crowd of
people pulled him out.74 Xuanlan explained to them, 

“I have vowed to discard my body and life for a long time.75 My intention is
that I wish to revere and learn from the mahâsattvas (dashi 大士). The ability
to discard that which is hard to discard is [extolled as] correct practice in the
sûtras. I hope you will not prevent me, as it would impede both your karma
and mine.”76 

The crowd apparently accepted this explanation and allowed him to
throw himself in again. Three days later, his corpse came to the surface.
Some villagers pulled it out and erected a pagoda for him. Meanwhile, back
at his home monastery, his fellow monks were puzzled when he did not re-
turn. When they were still unable to ¤nd him they opened the bundle of
clothes and saw the text he had left behind: 

It said, “Homage to the buddhas of the ten directions and the three time
periods. It has been twelve years since I, the disciple Xuanlan, left home.
Although I have added to the number of the saœgha, my great purpose has
not yet been completed. Now I wish to cultivate dânapâramitâ (perfection
of charity) like the Bodhisattva who formerly cast away his body as King
Šibi, like the Fish King, or the story of the mountain of ¶esh. These are all
recorded in the scriptures. I ask that I might follow the former sages so that
their teachings might be passed on to later times. As for my clothes and
other possessions please dispose of them in accordance with the Buddha’s
instructions. As I am going to die, [please forgive me for] leaving so many
things uncompleted.”

His fellow disciples, when they saw the text he had left behind, went to
[the place of his death] to investigate what had happened.77

Xuanlan provided clear textual authorities for his aspiration, thus re-
vealing how some self-immolators related their own actions to those per-
formed by the sacred models of scripture. We have already mentioned King
Šibi’s gift of the body, but the other two examples given by Xuanlan—the
¤sh king and the mountain of ¶esh—are perhaps a little more obscure.
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For the story of the ¤sh king, we turn to the Liudu ji jing 六度集經 (Sûtra
of the Collection of Six Perfections, T 3.152.33c15–25).78 Once, in a past life,
the Buddha was a ¤sh king. He had two ministers who were very noble (in
fact, they were none other than the Buddha’s major disciples Šâriputra and
Mahâmaudgalyâyana in a previous life). The two ¤sh ministers observed the
teachings of the Buddha, kept a vegetarian diet, and tried to protect and
proselytize to all the king’s subjects. One day, a ¤sherman caught them all in
his net. All the ¤sh were seized with fear, but the ¤sh king saved them by stick-
ing his head in the mud and lifting up the edge of the net with his tail.

In the Karuÿâpuÿøarîka (White Lotus of Compassion), the following
story is told of two of the previous lives of Šâkyamuni.79 As King Durdhana he
lived during the time of the Semblance Dharma (xiangfa 像法) of the Buddha
Gandapadma. He split his country between six of his sons, but because they
had not listened to him preach the dharma, they quarrelled and the state was
overrun with wars, disasters, disease, and famine. Durdhana vowed to save
beings by sacri¤cing himself. He climbed to the top of Mount Dagapâla and
jumped off, vowing to transform himself into a mountain of meat for beings
to eat. He became such a mountain with thousands of heads. He was con-
stantly eaten by humans and animals but still the meat mountain grew larger.
His self-sacri¤ce lasted for ten thousand years. He was able to do so, the text
explains, as a consequence of an earlier vow that he had taken as King Am-
bara, who ruled in a continent called Rûøhavaøa.

There is no doubt then that the heroic acts recounted with such relish
and exuberance in jâtaka and avadâna tales directly inspired Xuanlan and
Puji. But rather than react to the suffering of others as the heroes of the jâta-
kas did, these monks deliberately sought out death. Thus their acts take on a
rather fanatical cast, which is not so evident in the Indian materials. How
Xuanlan’s act could have saved anyone, or anything, remains somewhat
obscure—even the ¤sh in the river did not seem to have been interested in
eating him. But we can be sure that the villagers who erected a pagoda for his
remains and the monks who wept while reading his last testament were quite
certain of the heroism of his death.

Two Sisters

As we noted in Chapter 1, female self-immolation seems to have been very
poorly documented. However, the Xu gaoseng zhuan does contain one ac-
count of two sisters who burned themselves in public. We meet again here
the motif of the unburned tongue, which by Tang times was becoming par-
ticularly associated with recitation of the Lotus Sûtra. Like Fakuang, the two
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sisters registered some disgust at having to live in saœsâra, perhaps because
of their female bodies:

At the beginning of the Zhenguan reign period (627–649), in Jingzhou 荊州,
there were two sisters who were bhikºuÿîs.80 Together they recited the Lotus
and they had a deep loathing for their physical form. Both wished to aban-
don their bodies. They restricted their food and clothing and admired the
practice of austerities. They consumed incense and oil and gradually cut
out grain from their diet. Later they completely abstained from grain and
ate only incense and honey. They were ¤lled with strength of essence, their
spiritual determination was bright and vigorous.

They widely advertised, to both religious and laity, that on the ap-
pointed day they would burn their bodies. On Zhenguan 3.2.8 (March 8,
629), they set up two high seats on the main road of Jingzhou. Then they
wrapped their bodies in waxed cloth right up to the crown of the head;
only their faces and eyes were visible. The crowds massed like mountains,
their songs and eulogies like gathering clouds. 

They recited [the Lotus] up until the point where [the Medicine King]
burns. The older sister ¤rst applied a ¶aming wick to her younger sister’s
head, then she asked the younger sister to apply a burning wick to her
head. In the peace of the night the two torches blazed away together simul-
taneously. The ¤re burned down to their eyes, but the sound of their recita-
tion became louder. [The ¶ames] gradually reached their noses and
mouths and then [the recitation] came to an end. This was just at daybreak,
and they were still sitting together and intact. Then, simultaneously the
¤res ¶ared up, and their bones were smashed and broken, but the two
tongues remained intact. The assembled crowd sighed admiringly and raised
a high pagoda for them.81

Aside from the mention of their deep loathing for their own bodies,
there is little in this account that appears to mark out any gendered vision
of auto-cremation. It does not seem to have been a problem that the sisters
imitated the Medicine King, who was a male hero of the Lotus Sûtra. But this
scripture also contains the famous story of the nâga king’s daughter who
changes her body from female to male and becomes a buddha. This mes-
sage about the ultimately empty nature of gender may have encouraged
women to take up such “advanced” practices as self-immolation. The sisters
burned themselves in public, just as monks did, and they left the same kinds
of miraculous signs. Their auto-cremation was celebrated with a pagoda,
just as monks’ remains were commemorated. We still have a very indistinct
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picture of the religious lives of women in medieval China, but this kind of
evidence suggests that they were not always excluded from the highest ranks
of the heroes.

Self-Mummi¤cation

One biography from Daoxuan’s collection introduces us to a new means of
self-immolation: self-mummi¤cation, truly the gift of one’s body to the com-
munity as Jacques Gernet noted so perceptively.82 Like the majority of self-
immolators in this collection, Daoxiu 道休 (d. 629) lived not too far from
Chang’an, at Fuyuan si 福緣寺 in Xinfeng 新豐, Yongzhou 雍州 .83 He was a
true ascetic and a heroic meditator. His regular practice was to sit for seven
days before emerging from samâdhi and then, holding his bowl and carrying
his staff, come off the mountain to beg for food, preach, and bestow the pre-
cepts. He kept this up for forty years. But one day in the summer of 629, he
did not appear at the expected time. The villagers went to look for him at his
meditation hut, which he had built in a secluded valley on Li shan 驪山. Dao-
xiu had died, sitting erect with his hands folded, but the villagers imagined
that he was still in samâdhi. They kept guard overnight by his side and contin-
ued to do so for a further two nights. It was only when they eventually examined
him close up that they realized he really was dead. His body remained up-
right in the lotus position and did not rot. The villagers left him there and
closed up his hut, placing thorny brambles outside the doors to discourage
animals from damaging his body. The next year, he had an honored guest:

At the beginning of winter in the fourth year (of Zhenguan, 630), I
(Daoxuan) went to have a look at him.84 The people north of the mountain
had taken him back to their village, where they had raised a hut for his
mausoleum and installed his body. Although his skin had turned leathery
and his bones had fused together, his facial expression had not changed,
and he sat cross-legged as before. They had added lacquer-soaked cloth to
the surface of his body.85

Daoxuan continues the biography with special attention to Daoxiu’s
clothing. He used only the three robes, as approved for practitioners of
dhûta, and sometimes dispensed with them, sitting naked in the depths of
winter. He also earns Daoxuan’s respect for his avoidance of silk and is com-
pared favorably with the monks from “Western regions,” whom Daoxuan
had known in his days at the translation bureau. We can see here the special
affection that villagers had for advanced meditators and ascetics.
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Shandao and Self-Immolation

The Xu gaoseng zhuan contains what appears at ¤rst glance to be a contem-
porary account of the teaching of Shandao 善導 (613–681), the well-known
Pure Land preacher.86 It does not seem to be all that ¶attering and was
probably not part of Daoxuan’s compilation but added at a fairly late date:87

Recently there has been a mountain monk by the name of Shandao who
has wandered all over the world in search of a taste of the Way. This led him
to Xihe 西河, where he encountered the group around Daochuo 道綽 (562–
645).88 They practiced solely the pure practice of reciting the name of the
Buddha Amitâbha. When he entered Chang’an, he broadly promoted his
teaching. He copied out several tens of thousands of scrolls of the Mituo
jing 彌陀經 (Amituo jing 阿彌陀經, Sukhâvatî[am¿ta]vyûha, T 366). Countless
people, both men and women, had faith in him. Once, when he was
preaching the dharma at Guangming si 光明寺, someone said to him, “Now,
if I recite the name of the Buddha, will I de¤nitely be reborn in the Pure
Land or not?”89 Shandao said, “If you recite the name of the Buddha, you
will de¤nitely be reborn there.” After making his obeisances this person be-
gan to chant “Namu Amituofo” incessantly, and he went out of the gates of
Guangming si. Then he climbed to the top of a willow tree. With his palms
together and facing west, he threw himself off. He died when he hit the
ground. The matter was reported to the Department of State Affairs (tai-
sheng 臺省).90

From this brief anecdote of dubious authenticity came a tradition that
linked Shandao, the Pure Land, and self-immolation in legend. A Song
source completed in 1084, the Xinxiu jingtu wangsheng zhuan 新修淨土往生

傳 (Newly Compiled Biographies of Those Who Attained Deliverance in
the Pure Land) by Wang Gu王古 (d.u.), expanded on the account by claim-
ing that in response to Shandao’s teachings monks, nuns, and laypeople
hurled themselves off mountains, drowned in wells, or burned themselves
on pyres.91 There does not appear to be any contemporary evidence for
such an outbreak of mass self-immolation, but it is interesting that the leg-
end seems to echo the accounts of Mahâsattva Fu and his followers. The
later story that Shandao himself committed suicide is apocryphal and based
on a misreading of the above biography.92 Certainly this biographical aside
does not seem very complimentary to Shandao and nianfo practice in gen-
eral and is rather at odds with the biographies that were in the original Xu
gaoseng zhuan.
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Daoxuan’s Critical Evaluation

Let us turn from the biographies to Daoxuan’s own views of what self-immola-
tion meant.93 Daoxuan’s prose is notoriously dif¤cult to translate, especially
the high-¶own style of his critical evaluations in the Xu gaoseng zhuan. His
composition is elliptical and densely allusive, very much in the manner that
was admired in the early Tang. His lengthy remarks therefore require consid-
erable unpacking but repay serious consideration—not least for his digres-
sion from self-immolation into the topic of funerals. This source may be
particularly important for the history of Chinese funerals and cremation.94

Daoxuan begins by broaching the subject of self-immolation in the same
general way as Huijiao does, with two parallel sentences comparing the dif¤-
culty of dying well with the ease of running away. Then he explains that the
biographies given above, like those in the dynastic histories or the sayings
found in the classics, serve a dual purpose: as warnings to the beginner and as
models to the spiritually advanced. For Daoxuan, as for Huijiao, successful
self-immolators were beyond ordinary morality because they had directly
awakened to the fact that life is temporary and, ultimately, empty. The sum-
mary of cases that follows, accompanied by allusions to the jâtakas and sûtras,
implies that there were many more examples of self-immolation than are ac-
tually included in the collection. 

Although Daoxuan points out that, according to the scriptures, self-
immolation means exchanging the temporary and impure human body for
an indestructible dharma body of a Buddha, he is quick to restate the funda-
mental dichotomy between advanced bodhisattvas like the Medicine King,
who made a powerful vow and had cultivated the pâramitâs over many life-
times, and the ordinary people who imitate him but are unable to maintain
the same level of determination. For Daoxuan, it seems, determination or
will was an important factor in judging the correctness of practice. He states
that Sengyai, Dazhi, Xuanlan, and Puan did not waver in carrying out their
intentions; because of this they clearly distinguished themselves from ordi-
nary beings. Arhats and bodhisattvas were able to burn themselves, but their
acts were also beyond criticism and productive of merit for others. Puyuan,
Fakuang, and Puji recognized the empty and provisional nature of their own
bodies and selves and were thus able to perform the same acts as those
“former sages.”

Next Daoxuan deals with the objection that self-immolation merely at-
tacks the fruit, or effect, of suffering (that is, the human body) instead of at-
tacking the seed, or cause, of that suffering (craving). He concedes that this
is a good point, but because the present self and the body are a result of past
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karma, they must be dealt with in the present. Self-immolation, like medi-
cine, can correct problems with the body. In fact, he claims, it may be just as
good as meditation for correcting one’s unenlightened mind. But if one is ig-
norant of the actions one undertakes then the result is just more delusion. In
that case it is better to do as the Lotus Sûtra suggests and memorize a single
stanza of the scripture. However, Daoxuan then identi¤es a further class of
people who are unable to practice what is preached. For them, he suggests, it
might be a good idea to sever a ¤nger to break their attachment to the hu-
man body. In the ¤nal analysis, it is a matter of knowing one’s limits and
one’s spiritual capacity. If one does not have the spiritual power, one simply
cannot emulate the self-immolation of bodhisattvas.

As Daoxuan admits, there were certainly cases of people whose self-
immolation was unsuccessful because they had insuf¤cient power or deter-
mination. Their failure was betrayed by a groan of pain at the point of death.
There were even monks who castrated themselves to limit their sexual desire.
But they attacked the problem in the wrong way and should have regulated
their minds instead. We may recall that self-castration is attested in the
Vinaya, most famously in the case of the monk who pounded his unwanted
erection with a rock in the Mûlasarvâstivâda Vinaya.95 The Buddha rather wit-
tily pointed out to the saœgha on that memorable occasion that this foolish
monk had “cut off the wrong thing”: He should have cut off desire instead of
his penis. Daoxuan most likely has this case in mind here when he declares
that castration should de¤nitely be considered an offence that brings expul-
sion from the order because it is certainly not productive of merit.96

A large part of Daoxuan’s evaluation is taken up with a discussion of fu-
nerals and methods of disposing of the corpse. First, he mentions six meth-
ods for dealing with the corpse that were common in medieval Chinese
Buddhism: exposure in forests; water burial, which provided food for ¤sh
and birds; burial in tombs and mounds or marked by tall stelae; cremation;
and pulverizing the bones to make images. He contrasts these exemplary
forms of “abandoning the body” with boring holes in the skin and cutting off
noses and feet, perhaps alluding to types of practice current in his own day.
In particular, Daoxuan notes approvingly the practice of exposure. The sight
of bodies wasting away in the wilderness and being devoured by animals,
birds, and maggots, he says, “inspires feelings of compassion and pity.” We
know that exposure of the corpse was a fairly well-attested practice in the Sui
and early Tang, and Daoxuan must have seen many such remains on Zhong-
nan shan.

Four types of funerals were known to the Chinese from the “Western
Regions” (Central Asia and India): cremation, water burial, earth burial,
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and exposure in forests. Daoxuan says that because kings of the dharma and
cakravartin monarchs were cremated, this form of funeral was especially
highly regarded, often at the expense of other forms of disposal. In China,
on the other hand, cremation and water burial were unheard of in ancient
times: Only earth burial and exposure of the corpse were known. During
the reign of the legendary emperor Shun 舜, earthenware cof¤ns ¤rst ap-
peared, and the practice of forest exposure was forgotten. Although the his-
tory of funerals in China is somewhat obscure, as Daoxuan admits, burial in
the earth, especially in a tumulus, became the dominant method for dispos-
ing of the dead. In particular, Daoxuan praises the practice of erecting en-
graved stelae so that accounts of the deceased’s conduct might inspire the
living. In addition, burial near stûpas and making images or miniature
stûpas out of pulverized bone—practices that originated outside China—
had been adopted by Daoxuan’s time and are deemed particularly praise-
worthy by him. In Daoxuan’s day there were, he says, people who wanted to
imitate the practices of forest exposure but did so insincerely, acting only
out of a desire for personal fame and recognition. They made a great show
of announcing their intention to die in the forest but never actually carried
it out, content to reap the admiration of their peers for their ostentatious
asceticism.

This excursion into funerary customs leads Daoxuan back to the ques-
tion of the validity of self-immolation. Death by jumping from a cliff is, he
claims, pârâjika. But like those who practice forest burial, one has to examine
the intention of the self-immolator. Those who are still affected by impure
desires, and who secretly do not wish to die, are wrong, and so Daoxuan has
not included their biographies. As he stresses again and again, one’s inten-
tion must be good for the act to be considered permissible and exemplary.

Some people choose death; others try desperately to stay alive by practic-
ing techniques of longevity and transcendence. They abstain from grain and
practice alchemy, breathing techniques, and gymnastics. They seek magic
fungi, herbs, and minerals in the mountains. Whether they wish to see Mai-
treya or just increase their knowledge of magic, these people’s efforts are in
vain. In a clear reference to Taoism, with which such techniques were clearly
identi¤ed in his mind, Daoxuan says they have been clearly rejected in Bud-
dhism (although they were, of course, practiced by Tang Buddhists). Be-
cause saœsâra is so long, all efforts to live forever are ultimately doomed to
failure. Much better, says Daoxuan, to practice cemetery contemplations to
awaken to impermanence. But, as in all cases, there are good practitioners
and bad ones, such as those who appear to be pure but reveal their attach-
ment by staging extravagant funerals.
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Conclusion

Examining our seventh-century biographies we can see how the imitation of
scriptural models from the Lotus and the jâtakas mingled with pragmatic and
sometimes desperate attempts to defend the dharma against the depreda-
tions of the state. In both his carefully crafted selection of biographies and
his critical evaluation, Daoxuan hints strongly that the moral power and cha-
risma of self-immolators allowed them to act as guardians of the community.
As a monk who spent much of his career close to the center of political
power, he was particularly interested in self-immolators who demonstrated
these attributes within sight of the court—hence his marked attention to the
self-immolators of Mount Zhongnan.

The shape of the self-immolation section of the Xu gaoseng zhuan as we
have it in the received text has somewhat obscured the implicit message of
Daoxuan’s original composition which, I believe, had a certain polemical in-
tent. His aim was to remind his readers of those who had fought to maintain
the integrity, indeed the very survival, of the saœgha under previous regimes.
More speci¤cally, he may very well have wanted Taizong to take notice of the
fact that Buddhist monks had the means to oppose tyrants and usher in just
rule by their physical acts. Thus the political dimensions of self-immolation,
which we already noted in Chapter 1, took on a signi¤cantly new cast. The
powers of self-immolation could now be harnessed to protect the saœgha as
well as generate merit.

The power of self-immolators in the sixth and seventh centuries found
expression not only in relics and miracles but in the writings they left behind.
From Dazhi’s seventy-page vow to Zheng Ting’s death poem and Xuanlan’s
hidden farewell message, self-immolators increasingly left written justi¤ca-
tions and commemorations of their actions. We know from the case of Dazhi
that such a text could be as much an object of emotional devotion as a body
relic. Self-immolation in China was beginning to acquire a certain aesthetic.

Despite the literary aspects of self-immolation—explicit references to
obscure jâtakas, written vows-cum-manifestoes, death verses—there was an-
other strain of medieval self-immolation that stressed the power of the physi-
cal act. The charismatic and illiterate “barbarian” Sengyai and those in the
Mahâsattva Fu cult seem to have been convinced that their style of “action
Buddhism”—often manifested in the form of burning ¤ngers and bodies—
had the power to extend or renew the vitality not only of the Buddha’s teach-
ing but the very world itself. 

Self-immolation was a well-entrenched aspect of Buddhist practice by the
mid-seventh century, but it did not remain static. Monks and nuns brought to
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it a deeper appreciation and knowledge of the scriptural antecedents as well
as a con¤dence that it was a practice that could meet their personal require-
ments and was desperately needed by a monastic community whose continued
existence depended on the sometimes precarious patronage of rulers and a
cosmos that was moving entropically from order to chaos. Self-immolation
was not just the transformation of a single monk; it could be a ritual force for
social and cosmic renewal.
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C H A P T E R  4

Is Self-Immolation a “Good Practice”? 
Yongming Yanshou on Relinquishing the Body

o far we have viewed self-immolation largely through the lens of biogra-
phies—that is to say, through literary descriptions of monks’ actions. But

if self-immolation did in fact offer a somatic path to liberation, as I believe it
did, then what did Chinese Buddhist authors who worked with doctrine make
of the practice? How did they ¤t self-immolation into the larger framework of
valid and orthodox praxis? In this chapter we shall examine two such attempts
to do so. The ¤rst is the enthusiastic defense of self-immolation offered by
Daoxuan’s contemporary Daoshi in his “encyclopedia” Fayuan zhulin. The
second is the more sophisticated and extended discussion offered by Yong-
ming Yanshou in the Wanshan Tonggui ji 萬善同歸集 (The Common End of
the Myriad Good Practices, T 48.2017, hereafter Tonggui ji).

Yanshou’s approach to self-immolation will occupy most of our attention
in this chapter. By the time he was writing, he could look back on nearly six
hundred years of self-immolation in China. But while the practice was well at-
tested, the question of its orthodoxy continued to vex the Buddhist commu-
nity. In addition to occasional criticisms from without levelled at self-
immolators by rulers and of¤cials, the Buddhist translator, pilgrim, and Vinaya
master Yijing had composed a sharp critique of the practice based in part on
his experiences in India. Yanshou brought his extensive knowledge of scrip-
ture and the history of the Chinese saœgha  to bear on the potentially divisive
issue of whether monks could or should burn their bodies.

Before we come to grips with Yanshou, let us ¤rst consider a mid-seventh-
century perspective on self-immolation composed by a monk who, like
Daoxuan, viewed such matters from a metropolitan monastery close to the cen-
ter of political power. Daoshi’s writing combines scriptural sources, scholarly
opinion, and biography to offer a comprehensive vision of self-immolation.

A Grove of Pearls in a Dharma Garden

The Fayuan zhulin is the largest, most exhaustive Buddhist compendium that
survives in the Chinese canon and is a fascinating source for the study of Tang

S
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Buddhism and Tang social history. Daoshi was a close associate of Daoxuan
and was familiar not only with Buddhist literature that had been translated
into Chinese, but also with Chinese works, both religious and secular.1 The
Fayuan zhulin was an ambitious attempt to integrate Buddhist theory and prac-
tice with Chinese culture and values. 

Chapter 96 of Daoshi’s work covers self-immolation in a self-consciously
encyclopedic and didactic manner. The chapter on self-immolation (sheshen
pian 捨身篇) follows the Fayuan zhulin’s standard format: It opens with an
“overview” (shuyi bu 述意部); continues with “evidence,” or the citation of
scripture (yincheng bu引證部); and concludes with “stories of stimulus and re-
sponse,” or biographies (ganying bu 感應部).2  Although Daoshi showed that
he was aware of objections to self-immolation, he was unequivocally in favor
of the merits of the practice. His overview makes no attempt to de¤ne self-
immolation, nor discuss the practice, but proceeds along the following lines,
now familiar to us from the critical evaluations of Huijiao and Daoxuan: The
universe itself is impermanent and so is the body. Any notion of a “self” is fun-
damentally illusory. However, unlike the bodhisattva who works tirelessly for
others, lifetime after lifetime, ordinary people are fundamentally greedy and
try desperately to amass possessions, which like themselves are inherently de-
void of any real existence. The bodhisattva, on the other hand, is always
aware that the body is but a phantom or a dream. 3 Daoshi ends this short ar-
gument by comparing secular and Buddhist ideas about the value of life:

An outer text [Zhuangzi 莊子] says, “When alive I take the body as a lodging,
when dead I take heaven and earth as a cof¤n.”4 We Buddhists say, “When
the prince discarded his body the merit [allowed him to] pass over nine kal-
pas, when he sliced his thigh and exchanged [the ¶esh] for a pigeon, the
shock reverberated through the trichiliocosm.”5 When we take cases from
the present and compare them with these from the past, [we ¤nd that self-
immolators] all had the same intention. They wanted to enable the white
ox[cart] to have the capacity for the long journey, and the precious raft to
have the ability to reach the other shore.6

In this passage Daoshi forcefully advances the idea that Chinese self-
immolators are just as good as the bodhisattvas described in translated
scriptures. Their acts are part of the greater propagation of Buddhism. Their
intention is no less than to drive the great vehicle ever forward. 

In the following section, Daoshi quotes from the scriptures that support
the practice of self-immolation. Not surprisingly he adduces the Medicine
King chapter of the Lotus Sûtra here, but he begins in fact with another sûtra,
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which we have already mentioned more than once.7 He takes as his funda-
mental text the story of the hungry tigress in the Sûtra of Golden Light. This
sûtra was notably employed for state protection in East Asia, although it also
offers a wide variety of instruction on Buddhist practices such as expression
of faith and repentance. There are ¤ve Chinese translations; most important
are those by Dharmakºema, Baogui 寶貴 (d. after 597), and Yijing.8 The fre-
quency of its translation attests to the deep interest in this sûtra by Chinese
monks and laypeople. Because it was used for state-sponsored rituals, we may
suppose that even those with little knowledge of Buddhism would have had
some familiarity with its contents. 

The popular story of the hungry tigress from this much-translated text
shows just what kind of claims were being made for self-immolation in
Daoshi’s day. The act of offering the body—for the bene¤t of a tigress, for
other beings, or in homage to buddhas—was guaranteed to result in en-
lightenment, often expressed in the form of a new permanent body replete
with wisdom and virtue, and the ability to save other beings. In the legend,
Prince Mahâsattva himself is conscious of imitating the bodhisattvas just as
Chinese self-immolators later imitated him, King Šibi, and the Medicine
King. The universe responds to his sacri¤ce just as the acts of Chinese
monks were accompanied by magic rain, the blossoming of trees and ¶ow-
ers, light shows, earthquakes, thunder, and so on.

Daoshi’s quotations from the two major Mahâyâna sûtras, the Lotus and
the Sûtra of Golden Light, are followed by a passage that attempts to resolve
the key problem for Chinese monastics. Is self-immolation allowed by the
Vinaya, the code that regulates the behavior of monks and nuns? Daoshi’s
argument and choice of scriptural authority are perhaps less than convinc-
ing, and other authors brought heavier guns to bear on the question, as we
shall see:

Question: When a bodhisattva gives up his body, does he commit the
wrongdoing of suicide or not?

Answer: According to the Vinaya, if one makes use of some expedient
before giving up one’s life then it is a lesser offence of sthûlâtyaya (toulanzhe
偷蘭遮). But if one has already given up one’s life, then there is no offence
involved. Therefore, one does not commit the major offence of killing a
person. If one bases oneself on the [acts of the] bodhisattvas of the
Mahâyâna then one leaves saœsâra in disgust to worship the buddhas, and
one also gives rise to a mind of great compassion towards all beings. One
has no intention of harming others, but on the contrary will invite merit.
So how could one commit any offence?
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So, as the Mañjušrîparip¿cchâ (Wenshushili wen jing 文殊師利問經, Ques-
tions of Mañjušrî) says, “The Buddha said, ‘If one kills oneself there is no
retribution. Why? It is just like a bodhisattva killing himself; he only obtains
merit as his body comes from himself. As one [who hurts his body] receives
retribution, then the acts of cutting one’s ¤ngernails or hurting one’s
¤ngers would receive punishment. Why? Because one injures one’s own
body. The bodhisattva’s giving away his body is not a neutral act. Rather, it
only results in merit, since it extirpates kleša (de¤lement) and extinguishes
the body, and one obtains a pure body. It is just like when you wash stained
clothes with ashes and water: The stain is eradicated, but the clothes
remain.’”9

For Daoshi the power of the precedents from the Mahâyâna literature
simply outweighs the Vinaya and trumps its proscription of suicide. The
bodhisattva cannot receive karmic retribution for something he does to his
own body. Lest we imagine that this is a particularly heterodox position or
one written from a position of ignorance, we should remember that Daoshi
(like Daoxuan and Zanning) was well versed in the Vinaya and wrote ex-
tensively on correct monastic behavior. Certainly as Daoshi presents his
argument here, it seems to be a fairly straightforward matter: The bodhi-
sattva acts sel¶essly so he does not experience retribution for his actions.
When the bodhisattva gives away his body, he does away with a de¤led
body—one that is born of karma—and exchanges it for a pure dharmakâya.
The act does not bring karmic retribution but rather generates merit. This
passage is followed by a note in smaller characters that indicates some
other scriptural sources that Daoshi does not discuss in the self-immolation
section:

Other scriptures that recount [tales of] bodhisattvas abandoning their bodies
are far from few. There is Prince Moonlight (Yueguang wang 月光王, Can-
draprabha), who gave away his head, and Šibi, who cut his thigh. Also there
is the elephant king Saøøanta (Shizi xiangwang 師子象王), who gave away
his tusks and skin to bene¤t others. Also there is the deer king Qin 禽, who
ferried a woodcutter in peril over a river. Also there is the case of [the bo-
dhisattva who became] a great turtle who saved people from danger at sea.
Also there are [the stories of] the great ¤sh who drove out disease, and the
mountain of meat who donated himself to feed people. These examples
have not been laid out together but have been scattered and distributed in
other chapters [of the Fayuan zhulin]. I fear that it would complicate the
text and so it has not been possible to recount them again here.10
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Daoshi’s laconic references to the jâtakas require a little patient un-
packing. We have already encountered the story of Šibi, the ¶esh-donating
king, but we should become familiar with the other stories, too.11 The cycle
of legends about Candraprabha is extremely complex, as many different
tales concerning offerings of the ¶esh are associated with this ¤gure.12 We
discussed the story of Candraprabha donating his head in connection with
Puyuan’s self-immolation.

The story of the six-tusked elephant Saøøanta emphasizes not only
charity but also patience and respect for the robe of a šramaÿa. A wise and
benevolent six-tusked elephant king had two principal wives.13 Because he
presented one with a lotus, the other grew jealous and vowed to kill him in a
later life. Dying in a ¤t of rage she was reborn as the daughter of a good
family and the favorite wife of a human king. One day she told the king that
she had dreamed of a six-tusked elephant and that she wanted the ivory
from its tusks. He had all the hunters gathered together and found one who
knew of this elephant. The queen told him to shave his head and beard and
wear the robe of a šramaÿa. Thus the hunter was able to approach
Saøøanta, kill him, and saw off his tusks. When the queen saw the tusks,
there was a mighty clap of thunder, and spitting blood she dropped down
dead to be reborn in hell.

The story of the deer king who saves a man from drowning also appears
to extol the perfection of vigor rather than charity.14 The story of a giant tor-
toise who saves ¤ve hundred merchants on his back and is then killed and
eaten by their leader is told in Za baozang jing 雜寶藏經 (Sûtra of the Store-
house of Sundry Treasures).15 The story of the Rohita ¤sh is somewhat simi-
lar to that of the meat mountain we discussed earlier.16 According to the
Zhuanji baiyuan jing 撰集百緣經 (*Avadânašataka, One Hundred Selected
Avadânas, T 4.200.217a), a virtuous and charitable king called Padmaka
(Lianhua 蓮華) rules in Vârâÿasî.17 An epidemic breaks out, and the doctors
tell the king that the only cure is the ¶esh and blood of the Rohita ¤sh. The
king sends people to search for such a ¤sh, but it cannot be found. He throws
himself off the roof of the palace, vowing to be reborn as the ¤sh. He is re-
born and the people feed off his ¶esh for twelve years until the famine ends. 

These then were among the accounts of the gift of the body that were
most widely known in China. They showed the ability not only of humans,
but also of animals (albeit animal princes and kings, of course) to save others
by their own heroic self-sacri¤ce. In light of the range of such accounts,
widely attested in a variety of sources, self-sacri¤ce might quite reasonably be
understood as a necessary stage on the path to Buddhahood—not merely an
optional part of the bodhisattva’s career. Chinese Buddhists sincerely
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wanted to study and cultivate that path. If they learned that self-immolation
was so important to their heroes, one can hardly be shocked that some of
them put it into effect.

Although Daoshi was able to bring together the key exemplars of self-
immolation in the scriptures, a host of jâtaka tales, and some eminent Chinese
self-immolators of the past (beginning with a non-Buddhist transcendent)
and to sketch out the beginnings of a kind of Mahâyâna ethics for the prac-
tice, his defense of self-immolation was by no means grounded in the funda-
mentals of doctrine. To compete with Yijing’s diatribe against the practice,
something much more developed was required.

The Common End of the Myriad Good Practices

Yanshou’s Tonggui ji has to date been approached by scholars mainly as a
work that has a speci¤c syncretic agenda. Modern Japanese scholarship in
particular, in¶uenced in part by the image of Yanshou presented in sectarian
hagiographies, has promoted him primarily as a harmonizer of Chan and
Pure Land practice. For this reason, the contents of the ¤rst fascicle of the
three-fascicle recension of the text, which does indeed contain discussion of
Chan and nianfo 念佛 practice, have been privileged over the contents of the
other two fascicles, which have been more or less ignored.18

The Tonggui ji consists of 114 sections in question-and-answer format
(not numbered in the original text) and covers such diverse practices as
worshipping the Buddha, preaching the dharma, chanting sûtras, worship-
ping stûpas, repentance, Chan meditation, nianfo, building temples, build-
ing roads and bridges, and performing general acts of altruism. The ¤rst
seven or so sections of the second fascicle, in particular sections 34, 39, and
41, address the issue of self-immolation as a “good practice.”19

Earlier authors such as Huijiao and Daoxuan tended to shy away from a
systematic doctrinal approach to the problems and paradoxes of self-immo-
lation. In his Buddhist encyclopedia, Daoshi drew together scriptural ac-
counts and biographies to show that it was indeed a valid practice, but he
did not attempt to draw out the doctrinal and ethical rami¤cations. Yan-
shou’s writing on the topic therefore provides a rare opportunity to explore
how an elite monk who was well versed in Buddhist doctrine could make
sense of the practice within the framework of the mature Chinese tradition.
Below we shall focus on sections 34–41 of the Tonggui ji because this sequence
of questions and answers is particularly revealing of Yanshou’s thoughts on
the matter. We shall also examine his justi¤cation for self-immolation from
several perspectives.
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First, how does Yanshou justify self-immolation? What scriptures does he
cite in support of the practice, and how does he put them together? Spe-
ci¤cally, how does he defend the practice against the charge that it contra-
venes the Vinaya? This issue seems to have been a perennial cause for
concern in China, although the objection rarely was made in discussions re-
corded in the actual biographies themselves. Second, how does Yanshou’s ar-
gument relate to the overall taxonomy of the Tonggui ji? Is the inclusion of a
discussion of self-immolation merely an aberration, or does Yanshou truly
see the issue as one that was deeply embedded in Buddhist practice? Third,
how does his endorsement of self-immolation compare with other state-
ments concerning the practice found in other Chinese Buddhist texts? Spe-
ci¤cally, how does his opinion differ from statements made by the compilers
of the Biographies of Eminent Monks and the Fayuan zhulin? Is Yanshou’s atti-
tude towards the practice actually unique? Finally, can one ¤nd historical
reasons for his endorsement of this practice? Did he know any self-immolators,
or was his argument purely theoretical?

Yanshou’s Justi¤cation of Self-Immolation

Before we can analyze the way in which Yanshou makes sense of self-immola-
tion, we must establish the nature of the text with which we are dealing. The
image of Yanshou as a synthesizer of Chan and Pure Land practices is one
that ¤rst began to take shape during the late Song, was crystallized in
Tokugawa-period (1603–1867) Japan, and remained unchallenged by Bud-
dhist scholars until very recently. Yanshou was an extremely proli¤c writer
and compiler, and the Tonggui ji in particular has long been recognized as
one of his two major works along with the Zongjing lu 宗鏡錄 (Record of the
Principle that Mirrors [the Ten Thousand Dharmas], T 48.2016), the widely
read compendium of Chan lore and scripture, which was completed in 961.20

The Tonggui ji has, however, largely been read from the point of view of the
later tradition, in effect reducing it to a treatise on two “good practices”
(Chan and nianfo) rather than the ten thousand originally envisaged. This
reductionist view of Yanshou has unfortunately obscured the breadth of his
knowledge and the originality of his thought. 

Biographies of Yanshou can be found in some thirty Buddhist compila-
tions, but many of these were composed centuries after his death and are
clearly sectarian in motivation.21 However, two early biographies were com-
posed by men who quite possibly knew Yanshou personally: those by Zan-
ning, compiler of the Song gaoseng zhuan, and Daoyuan 道原 (¶. ca. 1004),
compiler of the Jingde chuandeng lu 景德傳燈錄 ( Jingde-era Record of the
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Transmission of the Lamp).22 Zanning quite clearly regarded Yanshou not as
a Chan master, but primarily as a promoter of Buddhism in general and
placed him in the xingfu 興福 (promoters of merit) section of his compila-
tion; of the many works attributed to Yanshou he accorded pride of place to
the Tonggui ji.23 In contrast, the purpose of the Jingde chuandeng lu biography
was primarily to promote the Fayan 法眼 lineage of Chan (Daoyuan was a
third-generation successor to Fayan Wenyi 文益 [885–958]) and more particu-
larly to establish Yanshou’s position as the third patriarch of that lineage.
The Tonggui ji is not mentioned at all in this biography, although the
Zongjing lu is cited. Nevertheless, the Jingde chuandeng lu (composed after the
Song Gaoseng zhuan) presents Yanshou as a Chan master who did not simply
indulge in rhetorical sparring matches with other Chan monks, but rather
bestowed bodhisattva precepts on the laity, fed hungry ghosts, set free birds
and ¤sh, and recited the Lotus Sûtra thirteen thousand times.24 The picture
that emerges from these two early biographies is of a Buddhist monk who
practiced what he preached, with the possible exception of self-immolation;
according to his biographies he died of natural causes, and if Yanshou
burned off any limbs that fact is not mentioned. 

Throughout the Tonggui ji Yanshou aimed to resolve doubts concerning
Buddhist teachings by responding to questions with quotations from the
scriptures interspersed with his own comments and judgments. We may note
that Yanshou uses a good deal more technical language and Buddhist-style
argument and examples than do Huijiao, Daoxuan, or Daoshi, who tended
to favor secular language and allusions to Chinese literature. We may sur-
mise then that Yanshou was writing for a different audience—one composed
of monks—but also that he was grounding his defense of Buddhist self-
immolation solidly in his understanding of Buddhism rather than Chinese
cultural norms. His argument is certainly forceful, but at the same time it is
nuanced and sophisticated. 

In his study of the Tonggui ji, Albert Welter tabulates the occurrences of
the scriptural quotations, and the overwhelming importance of those works
considered central to the Huayan and Tiantai schools is evident at a glance.25

It cannot be argued, therefore, that the interpretation of self-immolation is
actually offered from either a Chan or Pure Land perspective. Rather, self-
immolation is presented as one of the myriad “good practices” (wanshan 萬善)
that leads to the common end (tonggui 同歸) of enlightenment. The title of
Yanshou’s work in fact derives from the phrase Zhiyi used to describe the
teaching of the Lotus Sûtra, and we have already noted the importance of that
text in Yanshou’s practice.26 But Yanshou takes Zhiyi’s formulation a stage fur-
ther by equating wanshan with the concept of shi 事 (phenomena) and tonggui
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with li 理 (principle). This phenomena/principle dialectic was a favorite de-
vice of Huayan thinkers. Once we grasp the fact that this blend of Huayan
and Tiantai concepts is Yanshou’s primary means of justifying a broad range
of Buddhist practices, the framework of the Tonggui ji as a whole becomes
much more important to our discussion of a single topic within it. However,
because this lengthy and complex text has still not received the scholarly at-
tention that has been directed towards the works of other major synthesists
of East Asian Buddhism, we must remain somewhat cautious about making
statements concerning the larger taxonomy of the Tonggui ji.

Nevertheless, one might well ask whether this Huayan/Tiantai episte-
mology offers the basis for Yanshou’s vindication of self-immolation. Albert
Welter argues, with some justi¤cation, that for Yanshou self-immolation was
primarily a manifestation of dâna (charity), and that as the ultimate expres-
sion of this pâramitâ (perfection) the gift of one’s body is an act of li as op-
posed to shi, which is to say that it takes place at the level of ultimate truth
rather than the level of conventional phenomena.27 This argument is true, as
far as it goes, but it is neither a unique formulation nor the main thrust of Yan-
shou’s primary argument as expressed in Section 34 of the Tonggui ji.28 One
might go so far as to say that the de¤nition of self-immolation as dâna of the
ultimate level looks almost like a secondary argument added in an attempt to
make the discussion ¤t into the overall taxonomy of the text. It is true that
Zanning, Yanshou’s close contemporary, also seems to have understood self-
immolation as an act of dâna in his Song Gaoseng zhuan, but as we shall see that
was not his only interpretation of the act.29 In fact, Yanshou begins with
neither principle nor dâna; rather his primary argument is expressed in terms
of the precepts, speci¤cally the superiority of the Bodhisattva precepts of the
apocryphal Fanwang jing 梵網經 (Book of Brahmâ’s Net) over the “šrâvaka
precepts” of the Sifen lü 四分律 (Dharmaguptaka Vinaya). In this section of the
Tonggui ji, Yanshou is not offering a phenomenological approach to a Bud-
dhist practice; he appears to be arguing that because the practice is vindi-
cated by the bodhisattva precepts, it is ipso facto a “good practice.”

Self-Immolation and the Precepts

In Section 34 of the Tonggui ji the “question” (wen 問) concerning self-
immolation is expressed in terms of the precepts, and it is answered (da 答) in
terms of the precepts.30 Yanshou begins by citing the sixteenth of the forty-
eight lesser precepts of the Fanwang jing, which was given the rubric wei li
daoshuo jie 為利倒說戒 (the precept on making inverted statements for
[one’s own] gain) apparently by Zhiyi himself.31 The text of this precept is ad-
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mittedly a little dif¤cult to construe and seems to have been open to different
interpretations, but in Yanshou’s reading the following part is fairly unam-
biguous: When bodhisattvas who are new to the practice come in search of
teaching one who has taken the bodhisattva precepts, then:

In accordance with the dharma he should explain to them all the ascetic
practices, such as setting ¤re to the body, setting ¤re to the arm, or setting
¤re to the ¤nger. If one does not set ¤re to the body, the arm, or the ¤nger
as an offering to the buddhas, one is not a renunciant bodhisattva.32

But at least according to the received text of the Fanwang jing, the mean-
ing of this precept is that if one does not explain the true dharma, point by
point, then one is guilty of a lesser transgression. The ascetic practices that
are detailed in the precept are merely an example of the true teaching; they
are not what the precept requires one to do oneself. Here Yanshou omits
twenty-¤ve characters towards the end of the precept and replaces them with
ruo bu ru shi 若不如是 (“if one does not do so”). Thus the reader is left with
the impression that by not burning the body one is breaking a bodhisattva
precept. This is surely not the thrust of the original precept, which is actually
concerned with the necessity of transmitting the teachings correctly and not
“inverting” them. One needs only turn to a commentary on the Fanwang jing,
such as that of Fazang 法藏 (643–712) for example, to con¤rm that the con-
ventional reading of the text was that the precept concerned the correct
teaching of the dharma to students of the Bodhisattva path.33

On this question of precepts, we should also consider the close parallels
between the statements Yanshou makes concerning the Vinaya’s proscrip-
tion of suicide and those made slightly later by Zanning. Yanshou says of self-
immolation: “Forsaking the body, or ending one’s life, to repay the compas-
sion of the dharma profoundly accords with the Mahâyâna and deeply reso-
nates with the true teaching.” Later he adds, “So the Hînayâna clings to
appearances, it restricts but it does not allow. But the Great Teaching is per-
fect and comprehensive, fundamentally it has no ¤xed dharma.” As we shall
see, Zanning took a similar line in the self-immolators section of the Song
Gaoseng zhuan:

The teachings of the lesser vehicle hold that suicide contravenes the major
precepts and is an offence that takes precedence over all expedient means.
Therefore, no one dares take up a torch to burn himself. However, there are
two types of suicide. The ¤rst is that one kills oneself out of fear of punish-
ment. This entails sthûlâtyaya (an indeterminate offence) or duºk¿ta (a feeling
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of remorse).34 The second is that one vows to be reborn in the Pure Land
with a powerful and bold mind. When life ends, the body is reborn, so how
could sthûlâtyaya or duºk¿ta act as obstacles to that? Furthermore, when one
uni¤es and arouses the great mind, this single lamp can dispel even the dark-
ness of a hundred years. What offence is present in that? For this reason,
practitioners should not impede the great roots by taking the lesser way!35

In this interesting passage, Zanning recognizes that suicide is technically
an offense, but says that this really only applies to those who commit suicide
with the wrong intention of escaping saœsâra. For those in the Mahâyâna, the
vow to be reborn in the Pure Land is so powerful that it transcends all petty
restrictions. There can be no counter to this; when one’s earthly life ends,
one is instantly reborn in the Pure Land. Minor transgressions of the pre-
cepts cannot prevent this from happening. The fact that these remarks were
appended to the biography of a monk from Tiantai shan who was a contem-
porary of both Zanning and Yanshou and was himself one of Tiantai
Deshao’s 天臺德韶 (891–972) students makes one wonder if the matter of
self-immolation was a frequent topic of discussion on Tiantai shan in the late
tenth century. Zanning’s comment, however, does not necessarily imply that
the precepts of the Fanwang jing supersede those of the Sifen lü. In fact it is
much more analogous to the statement made by the Tiantai exegete Zhanran
湛然 (711–782) that the attitude of the practitioner, not the type of precept,
was the basis for judging whether a practice was Hînayâna or Mahâyâna.36

But in any case, there are intriguing similarities between the positions of
Yanshou and Zanning regarding the relevance of the precepts to self-
immolation.

Leaving aside this particular case of precepts and self-immolation, an ar-
gument could be made to the effect that the Tonggui ji and the Song Gaoseng
zhuan, produced as they were by two contemporaries from the kingdom of
Wu-Yue 吳越, were both written to present Buddhism as a very broad church
made up of different practitioners and diverse practices. The practices of
self-immolators may seem anomalous, but Yanshou was able to argue fairly
convincingly that their activities were perfectly in accord with the teachings
of the Buddha. Something analogous seems to be at work in Zanning’s atti-
tudes towards monks who break the precepts (or perhaps who appear to
break them). As John Kieschnick notes, for Zanning, “there was no such
thing as a bad monk; there were only misunderstood monks.”37 As we shall
see, the Song Gaoseng zhuan was directed towards the Song court and was in-
tended to present Buddhism in the most sympathetic light possible, but we
simply do not know the audience for which Tonggui ji was written.38
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Aside from the fact that the Tonggui ji, like the Song Gaoseng zhuan, was
intended to legitimate a broad range of practices by de¤ning them as prop-
erly Buddhist, there is another possibility that would explain why Yanshou
was so interested in defending self-immolation. He could have been re-
sponding to a speci¤c charge that self-immolation was not appropriate for
monks because it contravened the Vinaya. Just such a charge had been made
in the Tang by Yijing, but there is no surviving evidence of any such attack on
self-immolation originating within the Buddhist community in Yanshou’s
time, more than two hundred and ¤fty years later. We should therefore turn
to Yijing’s attack. As it is somewhat lengthy, it may suf¤ce here just to quote
the opening lines:39

Burning the body is not ¤tting. Among renunciates there is a group of
practitioners who, on commencing their studies, want to be brave and
keen. They are not familiar with the sacred books but put their trust in
people who have gone before them. They consider burning the ¤ngers as
the practice of vigor (jingqin 精勤; Skt. vîrya) and the burning of the ¶esh as
the production of great merit. They follow their own feelings, go by what is
in their own minds. Although they are extolled in the sûtras, such actions
are for the laity who may offer their own bodies, not to mention any exter-
nal possessions that they have. This is why in the sûtras it simply says, “If
someone gives rise to such a thought . . .” Thus it does not apply to renun-
ciates. The meaning is that renunciates should abide by the Vinaya. If they
do not transgress the precepts then they are in accordance with the sûtras.
If they do transgress then I see no reason to justify [their acts]. Even if the
whole gandhaku¡î is covered in grass, they should not destroy even one
blade.40 Even if they are starving alone in the wilderness they should not
steal even half a grain of rice. But for Sarvasattvapriyadaršana [the Medi-
cine King], who is classed as a layperson, to burn his arms is considered
perfectly permissible. Bodhisattvas may give up their sons and daughters,
but bhikºus need not seek for sons and daughters to surrender. The mahâ-
sattva donates his eyes and body, but [does it follow that] the person who
begs for the mahâsattva’s eyes and body should use them to donate [to a
third person]?41

Having set out his case by drawing a clear line between the bodhisattva-
mahâsattvas of scripture, who were free to do as they chose with their bodies,
and ordinary Chinese monks, who were not, Yijing attacked self-immolation
for the following reasons. Human rebirth is hard to attain, and one should
not give up the body before one has really begun to study.42 Suicide is not
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permitted in the Vinaya.43 The Buddha did not even permit castration but
encouraged the “releasing of living beings” (for example, releasing ¤sh into
ponds).44 Self-immolation means going against the teachings of the Buddha,
although this does not apply to those who follow the bodhisattva path with-
out being ordained to the Vinaya.45 Those who burn their bodies are guilty of
a sthûlâtyaya (indeterminate) offense, but those who then imitate them are
guilty of pârâjika (defeat) because their intention is worse.46 There were sui-
cides in India at the time of the Buddha, and he declared them “heretics”
(waidao 外道).47 The rest of Yijing’s argument, which unfolds across some
seven frames of Taishô text, can be summed up as follows: “My teachers were
all wise and virtuous men, they never burned their bodies, and they told me it
was wrong to do so.”48

Yijing’s attitude towards self-immolation was not merely theoretical; he
berated at least one self-immolator whom he knew personally. A story pre-
served in the Jin’gang bore jing jiyan ji 金剛般若經集驗記 (Collected Evidential
Accounts of the Diamond Sûtra) by Meng Xianzhong 孟獻忠 (?–718+) records
that in 707 Yijing recommended to the emperor Zhongzong 中宗 (r. 705–
710) a monk called Qingxu 清虛 (d.u.) who conducted rituals to bring a fall
of snow.49 When Qingxu’s early attempts produced only disappointing re-
sults, he resorted to burning off two ¤ngers. Although the two ¤ngers were
miraculously restored in a manner that is now familiar to us, and both snow
and rain did fall, Yijing bitterly condemned his actions.

Certainly Yijing’s polemic against self-immolation begged a similarly
comprehensive response, and it is telling that he began his thesis, as did Yan-
shou, with the question of the precepts. But if we look beyond the Buddhist
world in search of a text to which Yanshou might be responding, there is an-
other candidate in the form of the edict promulgated in 955 by Emperor
Shizong 世宗 (r. 954–959) of the Later Zhou, one of the “Five Dynasties” that
ruled North China in the period between the ¤nal collapse of the Tang in 907
and the restoration of a uni¤ed empire by the Song in 960. Although admit-
tedly we cannot date the Tonggui ji with any degree of certainty, the consensus
of scholarly supposition is that it was written during the second half of Yan-
shou’s monastic career, when he was at Yongming monastery in the capital of
Wu-Yue, from 961–975.50 Shizong’s edict was responsible for setting in mo-
tion what is regarded as the last of the four major suppressions of Buddhism
in Chinese history (the others being those that occurred in 446, 574, and
845); according to the of¤cial histories, 33,336 monastic institutions are said
to have been destroyed.51 Exaggerated though these ¤gures may be, Yanshou
could hardly have been unaware of the problems his fellow believers were ex-
periencing in North China. In the eighth clause of Shizong’s edict we read:
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Previously, saœgha and laity have been practicing self-immolation, burning
their arms and igniting their ¤ngers or cutting off their hands and feet and
then carrying them on pikes like ¶aming torches . . . all this must now
cease. These are very serious offences as de¤ned in the Vinaya.52

Because the edict cites the Vinaya as the authority on correct practice, it is
entirely possible that Yanshou’s defense of self-immolation, which endeavors
to prove that the practice accords with the so-called “Mahâyâna Vinaya” was
conceived of as a direct response to the wording of this particular section of
Shizong’s edict. Yanshou need not have actually seen the text itself to have
been aware of its contents. Indeed, might not the whole of the Tonggui ji have
been conceived as an apologetic for Buddhism at a time when, protected and
privileged as it was under stewardship of the kings of Wu-Yue in the South, the
religion was under severe attack in the North? Without even a de¤nite date
for the composition of the Tonggui ji this remains, of course, pure conjecture.

Leaving aside the possibility that endorsement of self-immolation by cit-
ing the Fanwang jing was intended as a response to a particular text or edict,
what other evidence is there that Yanshou advocated the superiority of the bo-
dhisattva precepts over those contained in the Sifen lü? His penchant for the
bodhisattva precepts would seem to be fairly well attested. In the preface to
the Zongjing lu, Yanshou is described as being an advocate of the precepts,
and the fact that he frequently held bodhisattva precept ordination ceremo-
nies is mentioned in his Jingde chuandeng lu biography.53 In 974 he is said to
have administered the precepts to ten thousand people on Mount Tiantai,
and throughout his life he regularly administered the precepts to religious
and laity alike. Three works on the bodhisattva precepts are attributed to him
and one of them, the Shou pusa jie fa 受菩薩戒法 (Protocol for Transmitting
the Bodhisattva Precepts), is still extant.54 In the preface to this text he de-
clares that “the bodhisattva precepts establish the land of a thousand sages,
form the basis for the myriad good deeds, open the gate of sweet dew, and al-
low one to enter the path to bodhi.”55 There is, of course, nothing particularly
startling about a statement such as this, but it does at least demonstrate some
internal consistency regarding the precepts in Yanshou’s writings. Moreover,
Yanshou’s works sometimes reveal quite a critical attitude towards the
“Hînayâna” Sifen lü. In addition to the statements in Section 34 of the Tonggui
ji that compare this Vinaya unfavorably with the “Mahâyâna Vinaya,” we also
¤nd a ten-point critique of Vinaya masters in his Zongjing lu.56 This evidence
raises the outside possibility that Yanshou considered that monks should con-
form primarily to the precepts of the Fanwang jing and should not be bound
by the Sifen lü at all, which if it could be proved would indeed challenge our
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notions of Chinese Buddhist attitudes towards the bodhisattva precepts.
More research needs to be done, although a start has been made on this ques-
tion by Jan Yün-hua.57

Moving on from Yanshou’s use of the “Mahâyâna Vinaya” to justify self-
immolation, let us examine the rest of his argument, which takes us away
from the precepts and into the loftier and more abstruse reaches of Chinese
Buddhist doctrine.

Self-Immolation and Its Paradoxes

The question addressed in Section 35 begins by comparing self-immolation
to the practices of non-Buddhist (waidao 外道) ascetics in India, such as “those
who roast themselves with ¤ve sources of heat” (wure zhishen 五熱炙身).58

These, says the interlocutor, are heterodox practices, censured by the bud-
dhas, so why should they be adopted when Buddhists have correct modes of
practice on which to rely? Yanshou begins his answer with the contrast be-
tween the “path of complete emptiness” (bijing kong dao 畢竟空道) and the
“path that discriminates between good and bad” (fenbie haoe dao 分別好惡道)
as outlined in the Da zhidu lun, one of his favorite sources for questions
concerning cultivation of the Buddhist path.59 Discrimination of any kind—
choosing between right or wrong, orthodox or heterodox—is counterpro-
ductive and prevents one from reaching the full attainment of wisdom.
Moreover, the “special application” siddhântha (duizhixitan 對治悉檀 ), which
is a mode of teaching (siddhântha) aimed at destroying the deep de¤lements
or bad karma of certain beings, dispenses with logic altogether. Thus, says
Yanshou, we are led to this apparent paradox:

If you say [auto-cremation] is completely right, then Nigrantha [Niganzi 尼
乾子, the Jain founder] perfected the orthodox true path, and all the bud-
dhas are wrong to criticize him. If you say it is completely wrong, then the
Medicine King falls into the error of inversion, and all the buddhas are
wrong to praise him.60

This line of argument—that auto-cremation, if performed while on the path
of complete emptiness, is essentially beyond such worldly and provisional
categories as right and wrong—is one to which Yanshou returns again and
again in his discussion. But despite having established this point, Yanshou
does go on to distinguish between the meanings of self-immolation as per-
formed by Buddhists and non-Buddhists. For each type of practitioner, he
says, the act has two meanings. For Buddhists, it ¤rst illustrates that the na-
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ture of both self and others is empty, and it negates the idea that either the
self or dharmas have any inherent existence. Second, Buddhist self-immolators
only offer themselves to the Three Jewels and repay the four kinds of kind-
ness (si en 四恩 ): kindness of parents, kindness of beings, kindness of rulers,
and kindness of the Three Jewels. These offerings actually help them to at-
tain unsurpassed bodhi. Self-immolators do not seek to be reborn among devas
or humans because they have a higher goal. On the other hand, non-Bud-
dhists still retain the view of a self that has inherent existence, and thus their
act remains essentially a sel¤sh one. Also, Yanshou claims, they are motivated
by the idea of fame in their present rebirth and a bene¤cial future rebirth; in
particular, he says, some of them vow to become rulers of the kºatriya caste or
to be reborn in the Heaven of Extensive Rewards (Guangguo tian 廣果天).61

Yanshou next cites Zhanran’s subcommentary on the Lotus Sûtra, the
Fahua wenju ji 法華文句記, to support his contention that if self-immolation is
performed in a way that is empty and untainted by duality, the act is essen-
tially correct.62 It is the intention behind the act that determines whether it is
orthodox or heterodox. Finally, he paraphrases the Questions of Mañjušrî—
the same proof text that Daoshi had cited—to the effect that the actions of
bodhisattvas who discard the body are not karmically “indeterminate” (wuji
無記).63 Bodhisattvas just obtain good fortune and virtue, and by the extinc-
tion of the af¶icted (kleša) body they attain a pure body in exchange. 

Self-Immolation as Phenomena and Principle

Section 36 moves us further into the more abstract doctrinal issues of self-
immolation.64 The question advances the view that self-immolation is a phe-
nomenal (shi) act that does not take into account the perspective of the ulti-
mate principle (li). From the point of view of principle, the good fortune and
virtue gained by the self-immolator are themselves ultimately empty. Yan-
shou responds that to advance a single practice or doctrine at the expense of
others is dangerous, citing in support a line from the Huayan jing: “Accepting
a single thing and rejecting the remainder, this is what demons uphold.”65

Rather than do that, he says, the bodhisattva takes a broad view of an exten-
sive range of practices because (paradoxically) rejecting the peripheral and
taking only the middle way leads to heterodox ideas. Yanshou stresses that
principle and phenomena have to be cultivated equally, just as teaching and
morality or compassion and wisdom go hand in hand. A single doctrinal
stance is to be avoided because one may thus lose everything and fall into the
error of holding a personal view. He goes on to cite texts that speak of two
practices or paths: a path of wisdom, which means direct entry into enlight-
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enment by means of emptiness, and a path of practice, which involves cultiva-
tion at the phenomenal level. Likewise, he says, there are two suchnesses, two
minds, two marks, and (in Tiantai philosophy) two goods: the good of cessa-
tion, which is the ability to penetrate emptiness, and the good of practice,
which means the cultivation of expedients. Clearly he understands self-im-
molation, from the perspective of principle, to be a case of “the good of ces-
sation.” 

Thus we appear to have a strong case from within the mature tradition
for self-immolation as a somatic path to liberation. Not only is the practice
de¤nitely not marginal or heterodox, it is not even an expedient practice.
Yanshou is claiming that self-immolation offers a direct access to emptiness
and thus awakening.

Self-Immolation and the Single Vehicle

The question that begins the next section presents the counterargument to
the position laid out by Yanshou in the preceding passage—namely that the
buddhas and patriarchs have but a single vehicle, that the buddhas gain ac-
cess to wisdom, and that beings leave saœsâra by only a single path.66 The very
concept of there being two accesses to the dharma surely just obscures the true
teaching and encourages heterodox views. Yanshou responds that these two
accesses are apparent only from the perspective of function (yong 用). The two
accesses complement each other like root and branches. From the point of
view of essence (ti 體) there is no dividing line between unity and duality, and
all beings enter buddhahood by the access of non-duality. Emptiness and ex-
istence are not in contradiction, and with the ¤rst step on the path of practice
one has already reached the ¤nal destination of emptiness. This view of the
path as a closed system that is complete at the instant it is begun clearly owes a
debt to the ideas articulated in Tang-dynasty Huayan thought.

Self-Immolation and the Perfection of Charity

Sections 36 and 37 in a sense lay the doctrinal groundwork for Yanshou’s posi-
tion in Section 38, in which he steers the argument from the fundamental
issues of principle and phenomena back to the speci¤c case of self-immola-
tion.67 The question that commences this section is, however, still rather the-
oretical. The questioner maintains that while different phenomena are
distinct from one another, principle has only a single taste and is “deep and
still.” Therefore, the inherent nature (xing  性) and “marks,” or external ap-
pearance (xiang 相 ), are not identical with each other. How then can there
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be no distinction between phenomena and principle or between the inher-
ent nature and external appearances? Yanshou begins with the basics: He
points out that phenomena are dependent on principle for their formation,
and conversely principle is made manifest by “going along with” phenom-
ena. Similarly essence and function mutually contain each other. At this
point his argument switches tack and he begins to speak of dâna, which he
extols as chief of the ten pâramitâs and ¤rst of the ten thousand practices, the
primary cause for entering the path, and the essential principle for protect-
ing beings. He continues with a lengthy quotation from the Da zhidu lun that
enumerates some of the qualities of dâna:

Dâna is a precious treasure that always follows its author. Dâna destroys suf-
fering and increases happiness for humans. Dâna is the good ruler who
shows the heavenly way. Dâna is the good governor who encompasses all
good people. Dâna is security; when approaching the end of one’s life the
mind [of the giver] is free of fear. Dâna is a mark of compassion, capable of
saving all beings. Dâna is an accumulation of happiness, capable of destroy-
ing suffering. Dâna is a great general capable of destroying avarice. [One
attribute is missing here, that of “fruit.”] Dâna is a pure path traversed by
noble Âryans. Dâna is an accumulation of good acts, the access to merits
and virtues. [Some attributes are missing here.] Dâna protects the fruit of
merit. Dâna is the ¤rst condition of nirvâÿa. It is the method for entering
the assembly of good people. It is a storehouse of praises and elegies. It is
the virtue that permits entry to the assemblies without pain. It is the root of
good dharmas and the practice of the Way. It is the jungle of multiple good-
nesses. It is the ¤eld of merit that assures one of richness, nobility, and se-
curity. It is the point of obtaining the Way and nirvâÿa.68

Having thus stated the position for dâna as the root virtue in Buddhist
practice, Yanshou adds that correct donation relies on correct intention.
Here he quotes from a text identi¤ed as the Liuxing ji 六行集 (Collection of
the Six Practices), which I have been unable to trace:

When ordinary people make a donation, if they give rise to a conceited
mind, they complete a bad action. If they give rise to a reverent mind, they
complete a meritorious action. When [followers of] the two vehicles make a
donation, they only see dusty saœsâra. When a lesser bodhisattva makes a do-
nation, he considers that the substance of the form is empty. But when a
great bodhisattva makes a donation he knows that [any view of] “mind” is it-
self a false view. If a buddha [makes a donation] he will say that all awakening
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is achieved through the mind; constant purity is achieved through abstain-
ing from concepts.69

Having distinguished between the donations made by different levels of
practitioner, Yanshou continues: Dâna has many types. There is inner dâna
and outer dâna, the dâna of principle and the dâna of phenomena, and so on.
But by relying on either principle or phenomena alone, one is lost. It is only
when principle and phenomena interpenetrate that one can avoid error. Ac-
cording to the teaching of the buddhas, the dâna of principle is primary and
the inner dâna is most important. Yanshou explains that this is why the Lotus
says, “If there is one who, opening up his thought, wishes to attain anutt-
arasaœyaksaœbodhi, if he can burn a ¤nger or even a toe as an offering to a
Buddhastûpa, he shall exceed one who uses realm or walled city, wife or chil-
dren, or even all the lands, mountains, forests, rivers, ponds, and sundry pre-
cious objects in the whole thousand-millionfold world as offerings.”70 Yanshou
thus understands self-immolation or the gift of the body as an example of in-
ner dâna. But, according to the Lotus, self-immolation is practiced correctly
only if the person aims at attaining complete and perfect enlightenment.

Yanshou goes on to discuss this kind of inner dâna in more depth. Com-
pared to ¤ne words, which are “mere speech and easy to say,” the body is
hard to give up because one has a strong emotional attachment to it. So
ending one’s samsaric existence is only possible as a consequence of under-
standing the “comprehensive teaching.” If one discards the body while still
being attached to it, this cannot be an act of “pure donation.” Moreover, he
says, this particular kind of donation embraces the whole dharma realm, not
just the self-immolator. He insists that the true practice of self-immolation
involves both principle and phenomena and thus leads to complete awak-
ening. He points out that the Lotus refers to “bodhisattvas by whom heads
and eyes, torso and limbs, are joyously presented in quest of the Buddha’s
wisdom.”71 If self-immolation were heterodox, then how could these beings
attain the wisdom of the Buddha? Yanshou further points out that self-
immolation is attested in the former lives of Šâkyamuni and performed by
bodhisattvas, therefore it must be completely sel¶ess and have no inherent
nature of its own. In short then, for Yanshou, self-immolation is a perfectly
valid practice if performed in an empty manner.

Self-Immolation of Bodhisattvas and Eminent Monks 

In this section the questioner points out that the praise of the Medicine
King’s act in the Lotus Sûtra is immediately followed by a statement that seems
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to qualify, or undermine, it entirely: “Giving away bodies to the number of
grains of sand in the river Ganges is not as good as receiving and upholding
one four-line gâthâ.”72 So surely then dâna is inferior to prajñâ (wisdom)?
Why should practitioners expend effort on the practice of self-immolation,
which is ultimately futile? Again Yanshou counters that one cannot reject any
one of the ten thousand practices because this involves discriminating be-
tween them. He reiterates that this particular practice has a precedent in the
lives of all the buddhas and especially in the former lives of Šâkyamuni. The
karmic fruit of all these actions in his former lives is nothing less than the at-
tainment of the triple body of a buddha.

Next Yanshou cites some cases of self-immolation in China which, he
says, all accorded with Šâkyamuni’s example and imitated the Medicine
King’s style. It is interesting to note here that Yanshou was clearly familiar
with more cases than are contained in the sections on self-immolation in the
Gaoseng zhuan and the Xu gaoseng zhuan. He begins with the case of Jing’ai,
who eviscerated himself on Zhongnan shan, and he quotes at length from
Jing’ai’s death verse, which he wrote in his own blood.73 As we have noted be-
fore, this biography was contained not in the self-immolators section of
Daoxuan’s work but under the rubric of “defenders of the dharma.” The next
case he cites is that of Sengyai. He quotes here part of a debate between Seng-
yai and Baohai 寶海 (474–after 559) on vicarious suffering and Sengyai’s in-
structions to his attendant on doing homage to sick people.74

The next three examples are not found in the self-immolation sections
of the Gaoseng zhuan and the Xu gaoseng zhuan, and their presence here shows
that Yanshou was familiar with a wide range of Chinese self-immolators:

Dhyâna master Man 滿 of the Tiantai school spent his whole life lecturing
on and chanting the Lotus Sûtra. In response a divine person appeared,
who ¤xed [the meaning of] the sûtra’s dhâraÿî and words. Later he burned
his body in homage to the Lotus. Also there was Zhiyi’s disciple, the dhyâna
master Jingbian 淨辯. He burned his body in front of the repentance hall in
homage to the Bodhisattva Samantabhadra. Fu dashi of the twin trees 雙林

傅大士 wished to burn his body to save beings from suffering. Forty-eight
persons, both his disciples and others, successively burnt their bodies in
place of their master. They begged their master to remain in the world and
teach beings.75

Yanshou adds that there are “too many examples to cite in full.” For him,
these are not the acts of deluded people; if buddhas and bodhisattvas merely
appeared to abandon their bodies, then they would be guilty of tricking
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people. The sages, he says, are truly compassionate and do not deceive
people. Thus the later imitations of earlier acts are quite orthodox. He
concedes that the self-immolator must know whether he has the power to ac-
complish the act, but for some Buddhists (Yijing?) to criticize the religious
practices of others or judge them in any way is certainly quite wrong. He
points out that people who burn their arms or their bodies would not be able
to obtain a response if they had not yet perfected the quality of forbearance,
even if they knew how to use the ¤re of wisdom to burn de¤lements, had
completely comprehended the emptiness of self and dharmas, and held no
view of the self. 

Yanshou insists throughout these sections that self-immolation is just as
valid and ef¤cacious as dhyâna or any other Buddhist practice. He stresses
that principle and phenomena must operate in conjunction—like the mix-
ture of pills and powders to cure an illness or the combination of cloud and
sun, which causes things to grow. As long as one is not attached to any par-
ticular form of practice, he holds that people can attain complete awaken-
ing by means of the single practice of self-immolation. He quotes from the
Da zhidu lun to support this idea: 

Beings ¤nd salvation by all kinds of different means. Some are saved by
samâdhi, some by upholding the precepts, some by preaching the dharma,
some are saved by being touched by rays of light [from the Buddha]. Like a
city with many gates, the entries are different but the point of arrival is the
same.76

As for the speci¤c claim made in the question, that wisdom (prajñâ) is
more important than charity (dâna), Yanshou admits that wisdom is cer-
tainly powerful and chief among the teachings. But although wisdom can
appear at the head of the ten thousand practices, it cannot function with-
out those practices. In Yanshou’s eyes there is always danger in exclusive re-
liance on a single pâramitâ, unsupported by other practices. He quotes his
favorite source, the Da zhidu lun, on this point:

Šakra gave rise to this thought: “If prajñâ is the ultimate dharma, the practi-
tioner just practices prajñâ. What is the point of any other dharmas?” The
Buddha answered, “In the six pâramitâs of the bodhisattva, one takes
prajñâpâramitâ along with the other non-discriminating dharmas. This is just
this prajñâpâramitâ. If you just practice prajñâ and do not practice other
dharmas, then the merit is insuf¤cient; it is neither wholesome nor miracu-
lous. This is like a stupid person who does not know all the varieties of food.
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He hears that soy sauce is the master of all ¶avors. So he only drinks soy
sauce, loses his sense of taste, and becomes ill. This kind of practitioner is
just the same. If you wish to get rid of the attached mind and just practice
prajñâ, you fall into heterodox views and cannot accumulate good dharmas.
If you jointly promote it with the other ¤ve pâramitâs, then the merit is com-
plete and the ¶avors of the ideas are in harmony.”77

Yanshou concludes with a passage from the Dasheng jiaye shanding jing 大
乘伽耶山頂經 (Mahâyâna Summit of Mount Gaja Sûtra) that distinguishes
between the two swift bodhisattva paths:78

The ¤rst is the path of expedients and the second is the path of prajñâ: If
one has prajñâ but no expedients, one drowns in the pit of the uncondi-
tioned; if one has expedients but no prajñâ, one falls into the net of phan-
tom transformations.79

Thus the practice of prajñâ alone is not only insuf¤cient but also dangerous.
Yanshou reiterates that the perfection of wisdom must be combined with
the other pâramitâs, and it must be put into action at the phenomenal level.

Self-Immolation, the Body, and the Self

The interlocutor suggests that relinquishing the body perpetuates the false
idea of a self, thus contradicting one of the fundamental teachings of
Buddhism—that there is no self. Yanshou’s answer begins by indicating that
ultimately there is no existence, but on the phenomenal level, there is the
illusion of birth that arises from various causes and conditions.80 He says
that although ultimately there is no actor and good and evil have no inherent
nature, karma operates just as if these things existed. From the beginningless
past, beings in saœsâra have in fact lost countless bodies, but they just con-
tinue to be reborn and their deaths do not create any merit. Also he sug-
gests that the body people lose when they die is one that they have inherited
from their mother and father, so this is not really their own body anyway.
But if a person has even a single intention of cultivating morality, medita-
tion, and wisdom (the three trainings of Buddhism), then this body does
become their own. The body that the self-immolator discards is formed by
conditions and exists within the phenomenal world, but when the self-
immolator dies he produces merit. 

Yanshou says that if one is only attached to the idea of there being no
self, while still subject to de¤lement, then this is a pointless stance, and one
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has not penetrated the true dharma. Yet again he stresses that the practitioner
has to put the dharma into action before he can speak of it. To practice in re-
sponse to the dharmas of the phenomenal world, without conforming to the
function of true suchness, merely creates a self-centered mind, and one falls
into error. This is why texts such as the Sûtra of Benevolent Kings (Renwang jing
仁王經) and Zhiyi’s Mohe zhiguan 摩訶止觀 (Mahâyâna Calming and Contem-
plation) lay out stages of practice. Because of the importance of practice and
accumulating good roots, the sûtras can speak of burning a ¤nger joint or a
stick of incense on the body to wipe out accumulated kalpas of error or of
someone who offers a single ¶ower in praise of a buddha and eventually at-
tains full awakening.

Yanshou moves on to discuss the activities of bodhisattavas in saœsâra,
who, according to Šûraœgama sûtra, are able to operate unimpeded even if
they are thieves, butchers, prostitutes, or widows.81 A passage from the Wusheng
yi 無生義 (Meaning of the Unborn[?]) con¤rms that bodhisattvas can mani-
fest form bodies and can appear to be noble or base, ordinary or sagely.82 All
dharmas are available to the bodhisattva for teaching purposes; he does not
reject any of them. Also all the sages who discarded their bodies were subject
to censure for their actions, although they were not affected by such slan-
ders.83 The bodhisattava’s relinquishing the body is like exchanging poison-
ous herbs for pure ghee or swapping an earthenware vessel for jewels
because he acquires a new, pure dharma body. However, without a correct
view of the self, self-immolation cannot be practiced properly.

Yanshou thus argues that self-immolation is a bodhisattva practice par
excellence. Having set out on the path to liberation, the practitioner has
some claim on his or her body and is thus able to use it to generate merit. The
bodhisattva rises above the criticisms of the practice from others and moves
inexorably towards buddhahood by discarding the de¤led body and acquir-
ing the permanent and pure body of awakening. Here Yanshou puts into
doctrinal terms what self-immolators had been doing in China for centuries:
building bodhisattva bodies by acts of extreme and sel¶ess generosity.

Self-Immolation and Regret

The ¤nal section we shall consider here starts from the premise that al-
though the body is (ultimately) void and provisional, it is af¶icted by suffer-
ing, and because of that suffering beings want to, and are able to, attain
awakening.84 As one sûtra says, “If one does not enter the great sea of pas-
sions (kleša), one cannot obtain the priceless precious pearl.”85 The interloc-
utor asks, “If one discards this body, will one not regret it later?”
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Yanshou answers that what arises will inevitably decay, and all the marks
of existence are inherently empty. If the self-immolator gives rise to a single
thought of giving away his body with determination and sincerity towards the
Three Jewels, then he exits saœsâra and exchanges his weak impermanent
body for a solid adamantine one. He concludes one should use wisdom to de-
termine whether to discard the body or retain it.

Ultimately, self-immolation is not an obligation but an option. As one
of the ten thousand dharmas that leads to the good end of liberation or as a
distinct somatic path, it can be selected only by a practitioner who under-
stands exactly what he or she is doing.

Historical Considerations

So far we have discussed Yanshou’s endorsement of self-immolation mostly
in terms of how it functions doctrinally, how it relates to the question of bo-
dhisattva precepts versus the Vinaya, and how it might form part of a greater
apologetic for Buddhist practice in response to the persecution of Buddhism
in North China by Shizong. There is a further consideration to be made,
which revolves around a single event, or in fact non-event, that occurred in
Yanshou’s home state of Wu-Yue in 961. We have noted throughout this
study that it was often considered necessary to ask permission from the em-
peror before carrying out the act. This tradition is signi¤cant in light of the
events related below.

In 961 a monk by the name of Shaoyan 紹巖 (d. 971)—who had studied
under Fayan Wenyi together with Deshao, the preeminent Chan master in
Wu-Yue—made a vow to emulate the Bodhisattva Medicine King. But King
Zhongyi 忠懿 (r. 948–978) of Wu-Yue, despite his well-known patronage of
Buddhism, declined to give his permission.86 Shaoyan then threw himself in
a river but was hauled out by ¤shermen. After these two unsuccessful at-
tempts he seems to have given up on the idea of self-immolation. Given that
Yanshou had studied under Deshao it is entirely possible that he knew Shao-
yan personally, and even if he did not, he could hardly have been unaware
that the king had turned down the monk’s request. Assuming, as seems
likely, that the Tonggui ji was composed after 961, this raises the intriguing
possibility that Yanshou’s endorsement of self-immolation was directed at
the ruler himself as he had so obviously failed to grasp that what Shaoyan
proposed was a “good practice.” In the absence of any other evidence, a his-
torical explanation for Yanshou’s composition of this part of the Tonggui ji
seems quite likely. It could have been written either in response to the per-
secution of Buddhism in the North by Shizong or in response to the king of
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Wu-Yue’s refusal to allow Shaoyan to burn himself alive. Possibly, it was in
fact the combination of the two events that inspired Yanshou to defend the
dharma and endorse the practice so forcefully.

Conclusion

Self-immolation is a topic that has been little explored by scholars of Bud-
dhism and to ¤nd the practice so unequivocally endorsed in a text by such a
major Buddhist ¤gure as Yanshou may appear somewhat counterintuitive.
But I would argue that, aside from the fact that self-immolation was quite lit-
erally a matter of life and death to a signi¤cant number of Buddhists in East
Asia, if it was important to Yanshou we cannot afford simply to dismiss it as
an aberrant, unimportant, or grotesque aspect of Chinese Buddhism. Nor
can we relegate it to the category “little tradition” because it is given such se-
rious consideration in the major works of key representatives of the “great
tradition.”

Yanshou was not the ¤rst Chinese monk to endorse self-immolation, but
he was the ¤rst to attempt to seek out the doctrinal foundations for the prac-
tice and think through some of the ethical rami¤cations. Whereas the com-
pilers of biographies had given a cautious endorsement by assembling
materials, writing critical evaluations, and citing scripture, Yanshou actually
attempted to grapple seriously with the issues and paradoxes that self-immo-
lation seems to present. For him, self-immolation was not an abstract issue
con¤ned to the scriptures and records of the past. Rather, he was able to look
at a living tradition and boldly to secure its legitimacy not as a subsidiary prac-
tice, minor curiosity, or subset of asceticism, but as nothing less than a path
to liberation on an equal footing with meditation, recitation, and ritual.

We have noted that Yanshou began his exploration of self-immolation
with the question of the precepts, re¶ecting a common concern shared by
Chinese Buddhist authors that suicide was pârâjika, or in some way pro-
scribed by the Vinaya. Yanshou’s solution was a bold one, but one that made
perfect sense in the context of the Chinese tradition: He turned to another
(Mahâyâna) set of precepts and found a rule that not only permitted body-
burning practices but seemed to require them. 

Aside from claiming that the precepts taken by an aspiring bodhisattva
simply outweighed or invalidated the precepts of the lesser vehicle, Yanshou’s
argument for self-immolation depends on the premise that if self-immolation
is performed in a completely empty manner then the practitioner is essen-
tially beyond such worldly categories as right and wrong. Yanshou’s daring
position provides further evidence for the idea that by burning their bodies as
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prescribed in scripture, Chinese self-immolators could indeed take on the
role, and mental attitude, of advanced bodhisattvas. Because their aspirations
were to become buddhas by offering themselves to the Three Jewels of Bud-
dha, Dharma, and Saœgha, they would in time attain awakening in a pure
body and not suffer any adverse karmic consequences for killing themselves.

Yanshou takes the argument back to the fundamental nature of the
practice of giving (dâna). He claims that when the giving of the body is
rooted in the true “inner dâna,” which embraces all the Buddhist teachings,
then self-immolation affects not just the practitioner but the whole universe
and brings buddhahood. Thus, for him, self-immolation was a valid path to
awakening that is con¤rmed not just by the precedent of the Buddha’s
many body offerings, but also by the logic of the perfection of charity; in
other words, it is performed in an empty manner by advanced bodhisattvas.
What greater evidence of emptiness is there than the ability to give up that
which is hardest to surrender?

Yanshou shows no hesitation in linking the actions of famous (and ob-
scure) Chinese self-immolators with the heroes of the jâtakas and the Lotus
Sûtra. For him these men and women were not deluded, foolish, or extremist
ascetics; they were the inheritors of a noble and spiritually productive tradi-
tion. In short, self-immolation was as valid a practice as any other of the time
and should not be criticized by those who might prefer other types of prac-
tice themselves.

I have suggested two events to which Yanshou might have been reacting
in his strong defense of self-immolation: namely the persecution of Bud-
dhism in 955 and King Zhongyi’s refusal to allow a monk to burn himself
alive in 961. I would suggest that the history of Buddhism in Wu-Yue needs
further research to better answer the question of the circumstances in which
the text was written. As for Yanshou, his attitude towards the bodhisattva pre-
cepts needs to be more clearly evaluated if one is to fully understand his
thought. Nevertheless, it is clear that Yanshou was able to marshal a rational
and well-supported argument in favor of self-immolation as a good practice.

Translation from the Wanshan tonggui ji (Treatise on
the Common End of the Myriad Good Practices),

Section 34, T 48.2017.969b26–c19

Question: The body is the basis of the path, and bondage is the cause
of release. So how can one cultivate the path while turning one’s back on
the path by burning the ¤ngers or setting ¤re to the body? In the Biographies
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of Eminent Monks and in the Vinaya of the Hînayâna this is explicitly con-
demned. So what is the sacred scriptural basis [for these practices]?

Answer: Forsaking the body, or ending one’s life, to repay the compas-
sion of the dharma profoundly accords with the Mahâyâna and deeply reso-
nates with the true teaching. The Mahâyâna Fanwang jing (T 24.1484.1006a)
says:

If a son of the Buddha is to practice with a good mind, he should start by
studying the proper decorum, the scriptures and the regulations of the
Mahâyâna so that he thoroughly understands their meaning and sense.
Later he will meet Bodhisattvas who are new to this study and who have
come a hundred or a thousand li in search of the scriptures and regulations
of the Mahâyâna. In accordance with the dharma he should explain to them
all the ascetic practices, such as setting ¤re to the body, setting ¤re to the
arm, or setting ¤re to the ¤nger. If one does not set ¤re to the body, the
arm, or the ¤nger as an offering to the buddhas, one is not a renunciant
Bodhisattva. Moreover, one should sacri¤ce the feet, hands, and ¶esh of
the body as offerings to hungry tigers, wolves, and lions and to all hungry
ghosts.

Afterwards to each of them in turn one should preach the true dharma,
so that one causes the thought of liberation to appear in their minds. If one
does not behave in this way, then this is a lesser wrongdoing.87

The Mahâyâna Šûraœgama sûtra (T 19.945.132b) says:

The Buddha said to Ânanda,“After my death, if there is a monk who gives
rise to a mental state wherein he is determined to cultivate samâdhi, and he
is able to burn his body as a torch or to set ¤re to a ¤nger joint before an
image of the Tathâgata, or even to burn a stick of incense on his body, then
in a single instant he will have repaid the debts of his previous existences
since the beginningless past. He will always avoid [being reborn] in the
world and he will be eternally free of all out¶ow (lou 漏; Skt. âsrava). Even if
he has not yet understood the supreme path of awakening, such a person
has already focused his mind on the dharma. But if he does not have the
subtle underlying cause for sacri¤cing the body, then even if he attains the
unconditioned he must be reborn again as a human to repay the debts
from his previous lives. Just as when we [had to] eat horse fodder.”88

So the Hînayâna clings to appearances; it restricts but it does not allow. But
the Great Teaching is perfect and comprehensive, fundamentally it has no
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¤xed dharma. According to the Pusa shanjie jing 菩薩善戒經 (T 30.1582.
961c25–26):

The precepts of the šrâvakas are stringent, whereas the precepts of the bo-
dhisattvas are tolerant. The precepts of the šrâvakas are restrictive, whereas
the precepts of the bodhisattvas are expansive.

And [another] sûtra says, “To adhere to the precepts of the šrâvakas means
breaking the bodhisattva precepts.” This is the meaning of the above passage.

If one follows the scriptures that reveal the whole meaning (liaoyi 了義),
then all the Buddhas joyously approve. But if one clings to the provisional
teachings (yishuo 宜說), then all the sages are disappointed and do not ap-
prove. What is appropriate is that one praises the great [vehicle] and honors
the perfect [teaching], thus bene¤ting oneself and others. What is inappro-
priate is that one should cling to the provisional and remain stuck in the
lesser [vehicle], being deluded about both the fundamental and its traces.
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C H A P T E R  5

Local Heroes in a Fragmenting Empire
Self-Immolation in the Late Tang and Five Dynasties

any of the biographies in the self-immolation section of Zanning’s
Song gaoseng zhuan relate the tales of local heroes in a world that was

often unstable, frightening, and hostile towards Buddhists. We can ¤nd in
the many accounts of self-immolation from the eighth to tenth centuries no
overarching narrative of religious persecution and dynastic legitimation
such as we perceived in Daoxuan’s collection. Probably the most signi¤cant
theme that recurs throughout the section, and one that Zanning develops
with enthusiasm in the critical evaluation, is the miraculous power of the
relics of the Buddha, in which the compiler had a great personal interest.
In tandem with the importance of the Buddha’s remains, we can detect in
our sources a growing interest in the relics of self-immolators themselves.1

In the biographies we ¤nd relics created in ever-increasing numbers and in
ever more miraculous ways. Self-immolators were able to produce šarîra not
only through cremation, but now also by spontaneously exuding them from
their skin while still alive. Along with this very marked “relic in¶ation,” mir-
acles were recorded in abundance and in great detail. As the Buddha re-
ceded farther and farther in time and space so conversely did Buddhist
miracles on Chinese soil become ever more important.

Zanning and the Song gaoseng zhuan

Zanning was the most important monk of¤cial in the coastal kingdom of Wu-
Yue during the period of disunion after the fall of the Tang dynasty. This
small state was a haven of safety during the violence and disorder of the pe-
riod, and Buddhism ¶ourished there under state protection and patronage.2

But when the Song emperor Taizong 宋太宗 (r. 976–997) ascended the
throne of a dynasty that controlled most of China, King Zhongyi (Qian Chu
錢俶, 929–988) realized that he had little choice but to bring his state under
the direct control of the Song empire. The submission of Wu-Yue to Song he-
gemony was accompanied by a signi¤cant gift to the new emperor of the rel-
ics of Šâkyamuni, formerly in the possession of Wu-Yue and handed over by

M
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Zanning himself, as he relates in his critical evaluation to the self-immolation
section. 

A collection of biographies of eminent monks was commissioned by
Zanning’s new master, Taizong, in 982 and was completed in 988.3 It was
the ¤rst such collection to be written under imperial orders. Because of his
standing at court, and particularly because of his involvement in the diplo-
matic negotiations between Wu-Yue and the Song empire, Zanning was
able to step fairly easily into an equally in¶uential position in the new or-
der. Taizong, much impressed by the breadth of his knowledge, appointed
him to the Hanlin 翰林 academy. But Zanning, while undoubtedly a clever
individual who was well versed in both secular and religious literature, was
simply not as talented a historian as Daoxuan, although the inadequacies of
his work may in part be attributed to the problems in compiling a vast col-
lection very rapidly at the end of a period of division.4 Zanning compiled
the Song gaoseng zhuan not in the Song capital but in his native Qiantang 錢

塘 and clearly did not have access to as many documents, or as many eyewit-
nesses, as Daoxuan. He was not able to cross-check his sources with the dili-
gence shown by his predecessor, and so we ¤nd many contradictions between
the biographies.5 The collection was written for the emperor to assure his
support for the Buddhist establishment and for that reason it is apologetic
in nature. On the other hand, Zanning did go out of his way to explain and
interpret in a way that perhaps Huijiao and Daoxuan, writing for a more
Buddhist audience, may not always have thought necessary.

The section on self-immolators is entitled yishen. There are twenty-two
main biographies and two supplementary: These include ¤ve acts of auto-
cremation and seventeen by other means. As we might expect from the cir-
cumstances under which the collection was compiled, there is a certain geo-
graphical bias in favor of the South, and many of the later biographies
concern monks from Wu-Yue in particular. We may also note the presence
of a number of quite well-known Chan masters in this section, which will
con¤rm that there was more to Chan in the Five Dynasties than the clever
word games found in the records of the transmission of the lamp (chuan-
deng lu 傳燈錄) and recorded sayings (yulu 語錄). The presence of such men
in this collection further shows that no one was immune to the lure of self-
immolation.

Sacred Sites: Pagoda and Mountain

The biographies display a variety of themes and tropes that in their com-
plexity and interrelatedness offer some rare glimpses of a diverse and often
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rapidly mutating religious world. What they have in common is a shared
sense that China was at the center of the Buddhist world. Two examples in
particular allow us to appreciate the role of sacred space in self-immolation.
In the ¤rst case, a pagoda became a site of transformation, and in the sec-
ond a Chinese mountain gave access to an alternative reality.

Zhengshou 正壽 (d. ca. 710) was a disciple of a certain Chan master Zao
慥 of Nanta si南塔寺 .6 Later he became a recluse at a mountain monastery in
Suibu 隨部, where the local people did not know him.7 Li Chongfu 李重福,
prince of Qiao 譙王 (680–710), the second son of Emperor Zhongzong 中宗

(r. 705–710), was then serving as the prefect of Junzhou 均州, where Zao
lived.8 Li, who later died in an attempted coup, became a patron of master
Zao, for whom he constructed the shengzang 生藏 pagoda.9 This pagoda, with
its suggestive name (“living repository”), seems to have been an impressive
edi¤ce  at some seventy feet in height. By the time it was complete Zao was al-
ready dying, and Li Chongfu asked whom he intended to make his successor.
Zao named Zhengshou, whom of course Li did not know since he was in re-
clusion. Informed of his whereabouts, the prince sent a messenger, ordering
him to come. But ¤rst Zhengshou consulted his master: 

“I am glad that the prince is our benefactor (tanyue 檀越 ; Skt. dânapati). His
pagoda is already complete, and I wish to test it ¤rst. Is this appropriate or
not?” Zao said, “Please test it for me carefully.” At that time Zhengshou ad-
justed his robes, put his palms together, and entered the pagoda, his ex-
pression impassive, his eyes closed. With his legs crossed, thus he attained
nirvâÿa. His body was intact and did not decay. At that time he was called
“the Upâdhyâya who tested the pagoda.” When the prince of Qiao heard of
this, he sighed with grief all day long and said, “Even one of his disciples
was already [as advanced as] this.” He changed his mind and altered the
plan and constructed [another pagoda] for dhyâna master Zao.10

Rather than being inauspicious as one might think—having his disciple
attain nirvâÿa in his own pagoda—the event seems to have re¶ected well on
Master Zao and enhanced his status in the mind of his royal patron. Zanning’s
appended comment (xi系) to this biography lauds Zhengshou’s achievement: 

If one precedes someone else, he might be suspected of intending to take
advantage of the other person. Here Master Shou preceded his [master,]
Zao. [Let us see if he should be blamed for this:] Now, one who leaves
[saœsâra] directly must be able to arrive straightaway [at nirvâÿa]. Accumu-
lated karma did not detain him, nor did traps ensnare him.11 He escaped
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from detention, opened up the snares, and was free from saœsâra. Thus he
was liberated and has already ascended to the ¤nal stage [of the bodhi-
sattva path]. From the secular perspective, Master Shou was “the blue that
comes from the indigo plant,” and so he was able to ride the mind along
the direct path and come out ahead of his teacher.12 This is what one calls
“a thousand li in a single day!”13

Such stories of the direct, willed attainment of nirvâÿa were told of Bud-
dhist saints in India, but up until the Tang they seem to have been relatively
rare in China.14 The biography of Zhengshou may represent a newly develop-
ing conception of how advanced practitioners were understood to die. As we
have already noted, much of the biographical material of the Tang and Song
is very much concerned with the death that was exemplary, miraculous, and
controlled, and this seems to have affected the concept of “abandoning the
body” in the Song and later dynasties. The death verse in particular came to
exemplify mastery over the grave. In the case of Zhengshou, we know noth-
ing else of his spiritual achievements other than the manner in which he
died. His whole religious career and charisma are encapsulated in this single
moment.

The stûpa, or pagoda, intended to house the remains of the special Bud-
dhist dead, had become a place for staging the special Buddhist death. In a
similar fashion, Indian literary models were recast with Chinese actors, and
Chinese mountains were made into important centers in a larger Buddhist
sacred geography. The Tang monk Wuran 無染 (d. ca. 836–840) was fasci-
nated by manifestations of the Bodhisattva Mañjušrî on Mount Wutai 五台山.15

In particular he wanted to follow in the footsteps of the Kashmiri monk Budh-
hapâlita (Fotuopoli 佛陀波利, d. after 677), who had allegedly gone to Wutai
in search of Mañjušrî in 676.16 Wuran arrived on the mountain in 791 and de-
cided to stay there. Over more than twenty years he made more than seventy-
two complete circuits of the sacred places on the mountain, during which he
heard bells and chimes and saw many amazing sights. One day to the east of
the central terrace he suddenly saw the apparition of a monastery that bore
the name Fusheng 福生 (Produced by Virtue).17 Within were tens of thou-
sands of Indian monks and the Bodhisattva Mañjušrî himself, who also ap-
peared as a monk. Mañjušrî told Wuran that he had karmic connections with
the place, and that he needed to support the Buddhist community on the
mountain and not abandon his body in vain, which would achieve nothing.
After he ¤nished speaking, the monastery and the monks disappeared. Stim-
ulated by this spiritual encounter, Wuran determined to organize donations
for vegetarian feasts. When he succeeded in organizing banquets for one
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million monks, he burned one ¤nger to record the event. Eventually he pro-
vided ten million meals and burned off all ten ¤ngers.

Some time during the Kaicheng開成 period (836–840), Wuran said fare-
well to the other monks in a long speech. He looked back on his religious ca-
reer, taking satisfaction in the fact that he had not left the mountain
throughout. Now, he said, at the age of seventy-four and after ¤fty-¤ve years
as a monk, he was growing old and weak. He announced his intention of say-
ing farewell to the tathâgatas of the ten directions and the ten thousand bo-
dhisattvas by “burning one stick of incense on the summit of the central
terrace.” He ended by telling the monks that they were all disciples of bodhi-
sattvas and close attendants of nâga kings, that they had planted good karmic
seeds in their former lives and so had attained the reward of living on Wutai
shan. He urged them to strive day and night to control their production of
karma and await the coming of Maitreya. He put his palms together, wished
them well, and left. His fellows did not catch his rather broad hint about
burning incense on the mountain and told him to return early.

Taking with him just his bowl, his staff, and some incense, Wuran or-
dered a layman called Zhao Hua 趙華 (d.u.) to carry waxed cloth, coarse
hemp, and fragrant oil to the summit of the central terrace. All day long he
made prostrations and burned incense, chanting the name of the Buddha
and not stopping to rest, eat, or drink. By the middle of the night, Zhao had
grown puzzled by what his master was about. Climbing up the rocky peak, he
saw that Wuran had not shifted from his former spot but was increasing his
devotional efforts. Then Wuran revealed his plan and urged Zhao to make a
bene¤cial karmic connection with him. He told Zhao to wrap his body in oil-
soaked cloth and promised that if he attained awakening, he would deliver
Zhao to liberation in return. Zhao begged him not to go through with it, but
he could not stop him. As Wuran began to burn from the crown of his head
down, he instructed Zhao to scatter his ashes and bones and not have them
displayed as miraculous relics. Only when Wuran’s body had burned down to
his feet did it fall over—just like the stick of incense that he had declared
himself to be. Notwithstanding Wuran’s explicit instructions about his re-
mains, his disciples gathered the “true bones” (zhengu真骨, that is, relics) and
placed them in a stûpa that they raised on the south side of Fanxian shan 梵仙

山. The pagoda was still extant in Zanning’s day.
In the long and detailed biography, Wuran is presented as a monk who

had fully entered an alternative reality in which the con¤nes of his immedi-
ate space and time were completely dissolved. He was able to commune di-
rectly with Mañjušrî and his retinue, who are explicitly described as Indian
monks (fanseng 梵僧). His practice of burning off his ¤ngers shaped his body
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into a living memorial of his religious service to the Wutai Buddhist commu-
nity. By the time he offered his whole body in homage, he was almost entirely
part of that other world in which the true dharma of the Buddha and the ideal
(Indian) monastic community existed on a Chinese mountain, unimpeded
by the apparent barriers of historical time and conventional geography. In
this context he really was a bodhisattva like the Medicine King except that,
tellingly, he did not offer himself to the relics of a Buddha but to the numi-
nous mountain of Wutai shan and its inhabitants, both Indian and Chinese.
In this biography we see how the drama of the Mahâyâna literature was
adapted and played out on a Chinese stage with actors from throughout the
Buddhist universe: Chinese and Indian monks (both human and divine), bo-
dhisattva-mahâsattvas, and even a layman.

Scriptural Models

We noted brie¶y in an earlier chapter how Chinese Buddhists had adopted
the practice of feeding insects with their bodies from jâtaka accounts of
King Šibi. This mode of giving is increasingly visible in Zanning’s collec-
tion. Sengzang 僧藏 (d.u.), for example, was a very humble monk; if monks
or laypeople bowed to him, he would bow and run away, as if he dared not
stand in the way of his superiors.18 His physical practices consisted of strip-
ping off his robes in the heat of summer and offering his body to be bitten
by a variety of insects: “The blood ¶owed and he bore it patiently although
sweating profusely, all the while he constantly recited the name of Ami-
tâbha. Even the most skilled mathematician could not reckon the number
[of recitations].”19 The biography presents Sengzang as one convinced of
his own salvation in the Pure Land: On his deathbed he spoke of seeing the
heavenly emissaries who had come to escort him there. Thus self-immolation
in a minor key was combined with a devotional practice of extreme humility
that recalls the actions of the Bodhisattva Never-Disparaging in the Lotus
Sûtra and the more conventional recitation of Amitâbha’s name.20

The biography of Dinglan定蘭 (d. 852) brings together some interesting
themes and episodes: morti¤cation of the ¶esh for the purposes of ¤lial pi-
ety, a rather startling miracle, and recognition by a Tang emperor.21 Dinglan
was a native of Chengdu 成都 and a butcher by trade. But having repented of
the transgressions in his former lives that had led to this unhappy rebirth
(butchers were particularly reviled in Buddhist sources), he vowed to con-
duct himself well and to proselytize the people of Sichuan. 

Dinglan’s mother and father had died young and he had no money with
which to perform the necessary ancestral rites for them. Whenever the anni-
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versary of their death came round, he would silently weep with grief. Then
one year he stripped himself naked and entered Mount Qingcheng 青城山 .22

There he allowed mosquitoes, gnats, gad¶ies, and ¶ies to bite at his bare
body, saying, “I am giving away my inner wealth. I am using it to repay the tra-
vails (qulao 劬勞) [of my parents].”23 The references to “inner wealth” (neicai
內財) in this and later biographies, as well as in Zanning’s comments, no
doubt re¶ect the rise of the monetary economy in the late medieval period
and a greater awareness of the possibilities of “outer wealth” (waicai 外財).
The self-immolator could draw on his inner resources and direct them to
ends that were otherwise only really obtainable through external resources
—that is, money.

Dinglan’s name is nearly homophonous with Ding Lan丁蘭, a paragon of
¤lial piety who famously carved an image of his dead mother that came to
life.24 Although it appears that this Buddhist biography borrows from the na-
tive tradition in order to co-opt the virtue of ¤liality, in fact this process often
occurred the other way around. Buddhist stories, especially jâtakas, were the
source for some of the behavior of ¤lial children that appears most famously
in the later Ershisi xiao 二十四孝 (Twenty-four Exemplars of Filial Piety) by
Guo Jujing 郭居敬 of the Yuan 元 dynasty (1260–1368). One of the twenty-
four, Wu Meng吴猛 , a ¤lial eight-year-old boy of the Jin晋dynasty (265–420),
offered his own body to mosquitoes because his parents could not afford
mosquito nets.25 Although ¤lial piety is often claimed as the Confucian virtue
par excellence, in fact many of the heroic deeds such as donating the body to
insects and feeding ¶esh from the thigh to one’s parents turn out to be of
Buddhist origin.

Feeding the body to insects and the cultivation of humility (both draw-
ing on a repertoire that partook of the Lotus and the jâtakas) were sometimes
combined with a range of other bodily practices. Toyuk 道育 (Chn. Daoyu,
858?–938) was an eccentric monk from the Korean kingdom of Silla who, in
892, travelled to Mount Tiantai, where he stayed for the rest of his life.26 He
prepared baths for the other monks, brewed tea, and saved the lives of insects
he found wriggling in the woodpile. He always wore a thick, coarse robe, but
at the beginning of every summer and the end of every autumn, he would ex-
pose his chest, back, and legs in the afternoon, saying, “I am giving mosqui-
toes, gnats, gad¶ies, and leeches something to nibble.” There were so many
insect bites that Toyuk’s blood would ¶ow to the ground. He continued this
practice for more than forty years. In 935 Zanning met this monk for himself,
and his account con¤rms Toyuk’s habit of saying only “Yiyi,” along with other
bizarre behavior.27 Also he reports that a group of tigers came to sniff at
Toyuk but did not eat him.
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In addition to feeding himself to mosquitoes, Dinglan also copied sûtras
in his own blood, burned off his arm, tore off his ears, and ¤nally gouged out
his eyes and fed them to birds of prey and wild animals.28 This last donation
had rather unfortunate consequences because he tended to bump into
things and fall over unless he had someone to lead him. But later a strange
man appeared holding in his hands some pearl-like objects, which he placed
in the monk’s empty eye sockets. Dinglan was then able to see again. The gift
was accompanied by the mysterious announcement “The King of the South-
ern Heavens has returned the master’s eyeballs.”29

As we have seen, King Šibi, who gave away all his ¶esh, was a much-
imitated role model for Chinese self-immolators. Another story told of this
king relates that after giving away material wealth, he wished to give away
parts of his body. The god Šakra, hearing of this, disguised himself as a
blind brahmin and begged for one of Šibi’s eyes. Ignoring the entreaties of
his ministers, Šibi gave away both eyes. Later Šakra returned and magically
restored the king’s eyeballs.30 The god’s return of the eyeballs, combined
with the fact that Dinglan fed insects with his body surely shows that, con-
sciously or not, the monk’s offerings were directly equated with those of the
famous king.31 The miraculous return of his eyes af¤rms that the power of
sel¶ess charity in China was depicted as no less than it had been in mythical
India. The biographies thus echo the claims that were made more explicitly
by Yanshou and others.

The biography of the forest dweller (lanruo 蘭若 ; Skt. âraÿyaka) Xing-
ming行明 (¶. ca. 900) of Nanyue南嶽 illustrates that self-immolators not only
measured themselves against the exemplary acts of the sûtras and jâtakas, but
also against those found in the biographies of earlier self-immolators.32 Dur-
ing the declining years of the Tang, there was much bitter ¤ghting, and Xing-
ming ended up at Qibaotai si 七寶台寺 (Monastery of the Terrace of the
Seven Precious Materials) on the Zhurong 祝融 peak of Nanyue, the South-
ern Marchmount, where he intended to spend the rest of his life. There he
became friends with the distinguished Buddhist author Xuantai 玄泰 (d.
after 901):33

Once, he said to his companion in the Way [Xuantai], “I do not wish to fol-
low the example of Sengyai, who burned himself on a wooden tower. I do
not wish to do as Qu Yuan 屈原 (d. ca. 315 BCE) did and be entombed in
the bellies of ¤sh.34 Ultimately, I vow to discard my body in emulation of
the Prince Mahâsattva (saduo taizi 薩埵太子), who attained the stage of the
sage, [quickly] passing over many kalpas.35 Should I not make an effort to
accomplish this?” He said this again and again, but [his fellow monks] did
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not believe it. Suddenly, in the forest, he abandoned his body before a
group of roaring tigers. They vied to eat him, and in an instant the ¶esh was
gone. 

At that time, Master Tai gathered up his remaining bones, burned
them, and collected the šarîra. Then he picked ¶owers, poured out water,
and composed a text to pay homage to him. In this text he extolled his
bravery; his ability to donate his inner wealth; his way of destroying mean-
ness; his sudden and empty perfection of dânapâramitâ in its three aspects
of giver, recipient, and gift; and his attainment of the great result, which he
accomplished as easily as if he were bending down to pick up a mustard
seed.

Zanning writes in his appended comment: 

The Buddha commanded that if bhikºus gave [themselves as] food to be-
ings, in the next life there would be successive bene¤ts, and the rewards
produced thereby would be great. In just this way, Master Ming perfected
the great dânapâramitâ and avoided meanness. He perfected great bravery
and attained fearlessness. He perfected the emptiness of the three aspects
[of dâna], thereby attaining the merits and virtues (gongde功德) of non-action
(wuwei 無為). He perfected the mind of [giving away] that which is hard to
abandon, thereby purifying the Buddha land. His instant casting away of
his body has brought abundant merit. “Those who are good at rewarding
people spend little yet encourage many.”36 Is this not a perfect example of
this saying?37

In the eulogy and the comment both Xuantai and Zanning vie to heap
praises on Xingming for his accomplishment of the sel¶ess perfection of
charity. Xingming’s donation of his body to tigers was not an easy task, as we
know from other monks who tried to do likewise and failed. How his act
bene¤ted others is not immediately apparent until we remember that, by
feeding himself to the tiger, Xingming became functionally equivalent to
Prince Mahâsattva and was assured of Buddhahood in the future, when the
bene¤t to other beings would presumably be made manifest. 

Shouxian 守賢 (ca. 890–ca. 968) was a tenth-century Chan master who
gave away his body in a similarly scriptural manner.38 The monk was asceti-
cally inclined and did not wear silk; he wore trousers made of coarse cloth,
which he never changed whatever the season. He never lay down to sleep but
sat on his rope bed with his eyes closed all night. At the age of seventy-four he
announced to his fellow monks: “I have an outstanding vow that has not yet
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been ful¤lled, and my mind cannot rest until it is.” The next day he threw
himself to a hungry tiger. When his disciples went out to look for him, they
found that all that remained were his two legs encased in his trousers. They
gathered them up and cremated them, obtaining countless šarîra. Zanning
reports that in his day Shouxian’s remains were still enshrined in a small
stûpa.39 We will recall that in some traditions, it was Prince Mahâsattva’s head
that remained uneaten and was enshrined as a relic. Is it going too far to see
in Shouxian’s leg relics a kind of Chan reversal or visual pun on the scriptural
account?

It is interesting that it was not until the late Tang and early Song that
monks actually had much consistent success in enacting jâtaka stories. Like
King Šibi they fed themselves to insects and plucked out their eyes, but suc-
cessfully imitating Prince Mahâsattva’s feeding of the hungry tigress was still
fairly dif¤cult. Shouxian’s biography shows a greater sense of con¤dence
about performing these old legends in China. By actually managing to be
eaten by a tiger, this Chan master took on the role of the Bodhisattva in the
same way that in other contexts Chan masters ritually assumed the part of the
Buddha himself.

State Recognition

Whereas many self-immolators of the late Tang appear to have been local
heroes with posthumous cults, some also attained nationwide prominence.
For example, the emperor Xuanzong 宣宗 (r. 846–859) invited Dinglan to
court in 849 and received him with a great deal of courtesy because of the
miraculous return of his eyeballs. Dinglan’s disciple Youyuan 有緣 (835–
907) went with him, and their visit to court is con¤rmed in his own biogra-
phy.40 In 852 Dinglan vowed to burn his shoulder—his arm of course had
been removed earlier. The emperor repeatedly exhorted him not to do so,
but Dinglan did not obey his edict; he burned his shoulder and subse-
quently died. Youyuan requested that the emperor bestow a posthumous
name on his late master and have a pagoda built for him. Xuanzong
obliged and Dinglan’s posthumous title was decreed to be Juexing覺性 (En-
lightened Nature) and his pagoda was named Wuzhen 悟真 (Awakened to
the Truth). At the end of the biography we hear that “in Shu it is simply
called ‘Dinglan’s pagoda,’ and the offering of donations [literally, ‘incense
and ¤res’ (xianghuo 香火)] there has not ceased up until today.”41 By honor-
ing Dinglan, Xuanzong may have been recognizing the strength of senti-
ment towards the self-immolator in his native land as shown by the
posthumous cult at his pagoda. But bestowing on Dinglan an imperial title



142 Burning for the Buddha

would also have provided a form of legitimation for Xuanzong, who had
worked hard to reverse the effects of the Huichang會昌persecution of Bud-
dhism in China.42

Dinglan practiced a number of types of self-immolation simultaneously
by imitating both King Šibi and the Medicine King and following the practice
called “unsurpassed giving” (wushang shi 無上施 ) in the Shanjie jing 善戒經.43

His initial motive of ¤liality appears to have given way to a more generalized
charity and ever more dramatic and extravagant offerings. His story shows
how self-immolation offered a way for a man of obviously humble and ob-
scure background to become an eminent monk who was honored by the em-
peror and remembered by posterity.

Self-Immolation for the Empire

In the late ninth century the Tang empire was plagued by internal rebellion.
Some monks who died resisting the rebels are remembered in Zanning’s col-
lection speci¤cally as self-immolators. We should consider that accounts of
monks who remained loyal to the Tang must have been as signi¤cant to Bud-
dhist historiography as the biographies of loyal of¤cials were for of¤cial his-
tories. During the Guangming 廣明 reign period (880–881), when Huang
Chao 黃巢 (d. 884) and his rebels overran Huangbo shan 黃蘗山 in Min 閩

(Fujian 福建), Hongxiu 鴻休 (?–880/881) came out of his monastery to meet
them.44 While proclaiming “I vow not to stain this place of purity,” he calmly
stretched out his neck and awaited the blow of a sword. When no blood fell
from the blade, the rebels fell back in amazement, and prostrating them-
selves they confessed their transgressions.

One has to suspect at least some political propaganda in this account, al-
though unlike other monks who resisted rebels, Hongxiu does not seem to
have received a posthumous title from the emperor. Howard Levy, in his in-
troduction to the translation of Huang Chao’s biography, notes the staunch
resistance on the part of some local of¤cials who preferred death rather than
collaboration with the rebels.45 Hongxiu’s biography may represent the reli-
gious equivalent of that loyalty. Certainly it was dif¤cult to have a quiet life in
the late ninth century, either as a monk or an of¤cial, and this text should
remind us that in imperial China violence was often endemic outside the
monastery.

Quanhuo 全豁 (828–887), like Hongxiu, died at the hands of bandits
during the turbulent and violent years of the late Tang.46 But unlike Hongxiu
he had a posthumous name bestowed on him by the emperor. Another
record of his life contained in the Jingde chuandeng lu presents his Chan say-
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ings and provides a slightly different perspective of the man, although the ac-
count of his death is essentially the same:47

From the time of the Guangqi 光啟 reign period (885–888) onwards there
were many problems on the Central Plain, the feudal lords were in stale-
mate, and violent rebels arrived to plunder and loot.48 Lay[people] all ¶ed,
he alone remained unperturbed. Blaming him for their lack of supplies,
the rebels had him executed in a ¤t of anger. He showed no sign of fear
whatsoever. This happened on Guangqi dingwei 丁未 4.8 in the summer
(May 4, 887). His disciples [subsequently] buried him temporarily. After
burial, they gathered the remains and burned them. They obtained forty-
nine (seven times seven) grains of šarîra. Xizong 僖宗 (r. 873–888) be-
stowed on him the posthumous name Qingyan清嚴 and his stûpa was named
Chuchen 出塵 . The patron (tanyue 檀越 ; Skt. dânapati) of the funeral was
Brother Tian Yong 田詠, who supplied the money and organized it.49 The
monk Xuantai of Nanyue composed the stele inscription, which praises his
virtues. His way of delivering sermons and lectures was lofty and stern. His
contemporaries called him Yantou fadao 巖頭法道 , and he was hard to
understand.50

Although Quanhuo may have had quite a different reputation within
the later Chan tradition, this biography makes it clear that his posthumous
title, and maybe even his relics, were acquired as a consequence of his loy-
alty to the Tang. This is far from the iconoclastic image of the Chan master
that is so familiar to us from other sources. Zanning supplies an appended
comment that compares the biographies of Hongxiu and Quanhuo and
shows how he considered their actions in light of those of heroes of the
past:

How were the two masters Hongxiu and Quanhuo able to approach danger
without [wanting to] avoid it? My interpretation says, “What is dif¤cult for
an ordinary person is easy for a bodhisattva. The burdens accumulated
throughout their lives were abandoned. But why should one consider them
rare? In the past An Shigao安世高 (d. late second or early third century) re-
peatedly paid his debts, getting rid of them like sweeping dust, and his
karma got increasingly lighter.51 The body on which suffering is dependent
is exhausted and one exchanges it for a solid and durable form. As for di-
vine transcendents (shenxian神仙), some of them die by means of the blade
and this is called jianjie 劍解 (sword liberation).52 How much more so does
this apply to people who have correct cultivation and [attain] a true result?
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Because they contemplate and depend on the Way and the principle, even
if they do not die in a decent manner, there is no disgrace.”53

This comment shows how conversant Zanning was with not only Bud-
dhist history—his comparison of the two monks with the famous translator
An Shigao would not have occurred to most people—but also with Taoist
practice. Like Daoxuan before him, he calls on Taoist methods of liberation
from earthly existence to make a point about the ef¤cacy of Buddhist self-
immolation while also drawing a distinction between the capacities of ordi-
nary people and those of bodhisattvas. Because Hongxiu and Quanhuo were
able to die without ¶inching, they clearly demonstrated the required deter-
mination that pushed their acts beyond the category of mere suicide.

Relics

The value of the self-immolator’s relics may be seen in what occurred after
Hongxiu’s death. His disciple Jingxian 景先 (d.u.) cremated his corpse and
collected seven grains of šarîra, which he put into a bag for safekeeping. But
in an interesting case of furta sacra, some devout layperson swapped them for
an equal number of beans and made off with them. Unable to pursue the
miscreant, Jingxian and his fellows sought help from a fortune-teller who was
able to locate the relics. When they were retrieved the relics were placed in a
pagoda and each was sealed in a container made of beryl (liuli 琉璃), in which
they glowed radiantly.54 Thus the relics of the self-immolator were imbued
with all the properties of Buddha relics, even to the extent of being objects of
envy. The fact that the fortune-teller could not read from them is meant to
suggest, I suspect, the unknowable nature of the master’s mind.

By the tenth century relics were produced by means other than crema-
tion. Toyuk, the eccentric monk from Silla who fed his body to insects, spon-
taneously exuded multicolored pearl-like šarîra, which people sought after
avidly. He died in 938 aged over eighty, and after his cremation countless
šarîra were found among the ashes. We see another example of relic in¶ation
here—not only did Toyuk produce “countless” šarîra after death, he also
sweated relics while alive, so saintly was he. Like Toyuk, Jingchao 景超 (d. ca.
936–943), who was a devoted reciter of the Lotus Sûtra and the Huayan jing,
spontaneously exuded many round and shiny šarîra.55 People picked them
up from the mat where he sat and the places where he walked. Zhitong 志通

(d. after 939), who survived jumping from a cliff, later spontaneously pro-
duced šarîra from his body as he cultivated Pure Land practices.56

Relics of eminent monks were in turn productive of more self-immolation
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practices. Huaide 懷德 (d. 983) was devoted to chanting and memorizing the
Lotus.57 He travelled to Sizhou 泗州 to do obeisance to the image of the
mummi¤ed Sogdian thaumaturge Sengqie 僧伽 (d. 710).58 At the time of his
visit the Song emperor Taizong had sent the eunuch of high rank (gaopin高品)
Li Shenfu 李神福 (947–1010) to present banners and ¶owers to the same im-
age.59 In response to this imperial act of homage, šarîra were produced, and
they were buried under the foundations of a new pagoda in a deep shaft. Im-
pressed by the numinous power of Sengqie, Huaide vowed to burn his body
in homage. First he gave away his robes, his bag, and other necessaries. Then,
clad in paper clothes, he covered his body in oil and wax and bowed in fare-
well to the assembly of monks. Holding in his hands two candles, he climbed
into a stack of ¤rewood and recited sûtras as he set ¤re to it. As the monks
heard the faint sound of Huaide reciting sûtras, his body was enveloped in the
roaring ¶ames, and the onlookers wiped away their tears. Later many šarîra
were collected from the ashes. The biography concludes, “This took place on
Taiping xingguo 太平興國 8.4.8 (May 22, 983, the Buddha’s birthday). When
the emissary returned to court and reported to the throne, the emperor’s ex-
pression changed [in other words, he was moved].”60

Huaide’s biography vividly demonstrates the signi¤cance and productiv-
ity of relics in late medieval China. Let us consider the cycle of production
here. The numinous mummy of a Sogdian monk was honored by the court
and in response produced relics. Impressed by the miraculous power of the
image, another monk offered himself in homage to the whole-body relic,
and his own ¤ery death produced yet more relics, further enhancing the sta-
tus of the original cult. Sengqie was both a local and national hero, and
despite Huaide’s reverence for the (Indian) Lotus Sûtra, the biography de-
scribes an almost entirely closed system in which relics produced in China
bred more relics. The role of the Buddha in this system was peripheral to say
the least, although the cult of the Buddha’s šarîra remained alive and well in
the ninth and tenth centuries alongside cults centered around more locally
produced relics.

The relics of the Buddha were an essential part of the identity of Chinese
Buddhism and were also frequently wielded as symbols of political power.
During the chaos of the ninth and tenth centuries, they were often beacons
of hope for a return to a more stable order, both spiritual and temporal. The
acts of Yuanhui 元慧 (819–896) offer us a vivid example of the potency
thought to reside in the tangible presence of the Buddha. Yuanhui practiced
a method of esoteric Buddhism known as the “Three Whites” (sanbai三白). In
addition to reciting the mantras of the ¤ve divisions of the Diamond Realm,
he burned sticks of incense on his arm.61 In 845 the devastating Huichang
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persecution began, and he was forced to return to lay life until the restora-
tion of Buddhism in 847. In 853 he again burned incense on his arm in hom-
age to the relic of the Buddha’s tooth at Bao’en shan si 報恩山寺 in Wujun 吳
郡 (present-day Suzhou 蘇州, Jiangsu).62 Then he went to Tiantai shan and
crossed the famous stone bridge there—a sure sign of his sanctity.63 A few
years later:

During the Xiantong 咸通 reign period (860–873), following the sending
there of the relic of the Buddha’s middle ¤nger bone, he went to Chong-
zhen si 重真寺 in Fengxiang 鳳翔 and burned off his left thumb while recit-
ing the Lotus Sûtra.64 This thumb grew back just as it had been before in less
than a month.65

In the Lotus Sûtra, the Medicine King’s arms grow back after he burns
them in homage, and in sixth-century Sichuan Sengyai’s ¤ngers were also re-
stored after he incinerated them. The heroes of the jâtakas, such as King Šibi,
also had donated body parts magically regenerated. So the restoration of
Yuanhui’s thumb had precedents in scripture and Chinese Buddhist history,
but we may suspect that this miracle could also have been read as a sign of the
hoped for restoration of Buddhism after the Huichang persecution.

Zanning addresses both the unusual regrowth of the thumb and Yuan-
hui’s esoteric practice in his appended comment: 

When he burned his thumb, the ¤re consumed it and the ashes ¶ew away.
How could the ¶esh and bone quickly regrow from the charcoal to be as
they were before? This is the same type of occurrence as a lotus growing in
the middle of a ¤re, although it manifested in a different form. 

What is meant by “Three Whites?” The answer is that there are two cat-
egories, that of worldly phenomena (shi) and that of principle (li). The ¤rst
means the worldly phenomena of white rice, white water, and white salt. As
for the second, the body does not have contact with external objects, the
mouth recites true scripture, and in one’s thoughts there are no deluded
attachments. These three things [body, speech, and mind] are bright and
white, and there is no black karma, hence the name.66

Zanning’s caution is evident here. He does not make any explicit claim
that the magical regrowth of the thumb was just the same as the Medicine
King’s arms growing back instantaneously in the Lotus, although he may be
hinting at that precedent. In this case, perhaps for Zanning the miracle
might be partly attributable to the physical and spiritual puri¤cation implied
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in the practice of the “Three Whites,” which may be seen as a dietary practice
more solidly grounded in Buddhist sources than the abstention from grain
we noted in the Gaoseng zhuan biographies.

Public ritualized auto-cremation before the relics of the Buddha was
also recorded in the mid-tenth century. During his earlier career Pujing 普

靜 (887–955) had been to Famen si in Fengxiang to pay homage to the rel-
ics of the Buddha. In 943, he fasted and pronounced this vow: 

“I vow to sacri¤ce one thousand bodies that I might quickly attain true awak-
ening.” In Xiande 顯德 2 of the Zhou (955), it happened that [the relics of]
the true body were invited to enter [Ciyun 慈雲] monastery. Then he reported
to Lord Yang 楊, the metropolitan governor (zhoumu 州牧), “I vow to burn my
body in homage.”67 Lord Yang consented to his plan. Then he went to
Guangsheng si廣勝寺, where he attracted the admiration of the people of that
prefecture.68 Some presented him with incense and fruit, others laid out
banners and ¶owers, some wept as they followed behind him, others pre-
ceded him, singing. On the eighth day of the fourth month [May 2, 955, the
Buddha’s birthday], he loudly pronounced his great vow before the stûpa of
the True Body: “I vowed to burn one thousand bodies, and this is one of that
thousand.” He entered the ¤rewood hut slowly and deliberately and set ¤re
to it himself. At that time gloomy-looking smoke rose into the air, forming
fragrant mists and melancholy clouds. The assembled crowd sighed, and the
multitudes wept with grief. He was sixty-nine at the time of his death. His dis-
ciples gathered his remaining ashes and paid homage to them.69

We have here a very full and rather moving account of auto-cremation
in homage to the relics of the Buddha, incorporating many of the elements
that have become familiar to us: permission from secular authorities and a
vow followed by a large-scale public event attended by an emotional audi-
ence. The biography paints a vivid picture of Pujing’s procession towards
the place of the burnt offering, accompanied by weeping and singing
crowds and gifts of banners and ¶owers. The heightened emotions and the
drama of this account show how the monk’s sacri¤ce replayed in ritual time
the similar offerings of the body described in the Lotus Sûtra and other
Mahâyâna scriptures.

Spontaneous Human Combustion

The Song gaoseng zhuan contains one biography of a monk who was supposed
to have spontaneously combusted. This form of miraculous transformation
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was to become a marked feature of later collections of biographies of self-
immolators. By effectively removing the element of human agency from
auto-cremation and instead presenting the ¤re as a manifestation of the
power of samâdhi, such accounts may have been intended to forestall accusa-
tions of suicide, which were problematic for the saœgha as a whole. 

In the middle of the ninth century a mysterious monk known as Master
Bundle of Grass (Shucao shi 束草師, d. before 853) arrived suddenly at Puti si
菩提寺 in the Pingkang 平康 quarter of Chang’an.70 No one ever knew where
he was from or his real name. He preferred his own company and did not
mix much with others. He always carried on his back a bundle of straw and
sat in the corridors of the monastery’s veranda rather than in a room. Some
people said that this was a form of dhûta practice. After several years the mon-
astery’s administrators urged him to take up proper accommodation, but he
took umbrage at their suggestion:

Some people reproached his disorderly behavior. He said to them, “Why do
you dislike me? It is not worth being attached to this life, why should I pro-
long it?” That evening he used his bundle of straw to set ¤re to his body. The
next morning only ashes and cinders remained. Moreover, there was no re-
maining skeleton, and the stench of corruption was virtually absent. Also
there had been no sounds of prolonged burning or cries of fear. In view of
the limited amount of straw there, it was not enough to have incinerated his
entire body. Given that there was not the slightest remainder, he must have
burned himself by giving rise to a samâdhi ¤re.71 The assembly all gasped in
admiration, and many people came to see and to do obeisance to him. Lay-
people in the capital made a paste of his ashes and formed it into the image
of a monk. It was set up at the side of the Buddha hall. People of the time
called [the image] Master Bundle of Grass, and he made many responses to
their prayers.72

This biography provides further evidence that some auto-cremators had
cults in which their remains were enshrined in monasteries and worshipped
by laypeople in search of worldly bene¤ts. By the mid-ninth century, such mir-
acles as spontaneous combustion happened not just in the remote country-
side or on sacred mountain sites, but even in the worldly heart of the Tang
capital. Zanning’s comment on Master Bundle of Grass attempts to explain
the wild talent of the eccentric monk in terms of scriptural precedents:

In the Chutai jing 處胎經 (Sûtra [Spoken while] in the Womb), the bodhi-
sattva meditates and enters the samâdhi of the ¤re realm.73 Deluded beings
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thought that the bodhisattva was being burned by the ¤re [at the end of
the] kalpa. Bhikºus who have not yet attained this level should not manifest
such signs to puzzle common people. But an achievement like being able
to use a small amount of hay to burn the whole physical frame, this is some-
thing that might convince people [of the validity of the act]. It is as the
(Shang)shu 尚書 (Book of Documents) says, “[When the sages instruct them]
people will no longer fall victim to confusion, and they will not create illu-
sions through extravagant language.”74 Alas!75

Once again Zanning was able to ¤nd a scriptural precedent for what
might appear at ¤rst to be a completely anomalous event. Yet at the same
time he distinguished qualitatively between the bodhisattva, burning
through many kalpas, and the monk, who burns only once yet provides a sign
of the miracle by using only an impossibly small amount of fuel. In his view—
and this opinion would seem to hold true for self-immolators in general—
just as one has faith in the heroes of scripture, so even an eccentric monk can
provide something for beings in a later age to rely on.

Burning Off Fingers

Zanning’s collection includes biographies of monks who practiced a kind of
gradual auto-cremation that involved burning off the ¤ngers over many
years. Monks offered their ¤ngers to relics or texts, often burning one to
commemorate a round of reading or recitation. We have already mentioned
the case of Wuran who burned off a ¤nger for every million vegetarian meals
he supplied to monks on Mount Wutai, and so ended up with no ¤ngers left. 

Xichen 息塵 (875?–937?) once attempted to give his body to wild dogs
and tigers, regularly exposed his body to the bites of gnats, and once a month
allowed ¤sh to feed on him in a river or pool.76 In addition to these offerings
he repeatedly burned off ¤ngers. For example, after reading through the
canon many times over at the cliff temple Xianyan si 仙巖寺, he held a vege-
tarian banquet and burned off a ¤nger as repayment for his blessings.77 In
931, after prostrating to every character of the Huayan jing and the Da Foming
jing 大佛名經 (Great Sûtra of the Names of the Buddha, T 14.441)—a total of
120 fascicles—he then burned off another ¤nger.78 By this time, he had
burned off ¤ve ¤ngers altogether.79 Because of these practices, he became a
great favorite of the new emperor, Jin Gaozu 晉高祖 (r. 936–942), who be-
stowed on him the imperial purple robe and prestigious titles.80

Xichen heard that Famen si in Fengxiang prefecture held the relic of the
Buddha’s middle ¤nger bone. While gazing at this amazing object he burned
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off yet another ¤nger; by the end of his life only two remained.81 After he
died his disciples cremated him and obtained several hundred relics, with
which they returned to Taiyuan. Jin Gaozu ordered that they be interred in
the mountains west of the Jin river 晉水, where Zanning says a small stûpa was
still preserved in his time.82 The emphasis on burning ¤ngers as a marker of
other devotional practices is interesting and may represent a way of reshap-
ing the body in the same way as the mind would be reshaped through recita-
tion and prostration.

Jingchao also paid homage to the Huayan jing, making a full prostration to
each and every character.83 To record the completion of two rounds of this
practice he burned one ¤nger, and then he paid homage to the Lotus Sûtra in
the same manner. In his appended comment to Jingchao’s biography, Zanning
takes up the question of whether this kind of gradual self-immolation, ¤nger by
¤nger, was a true imitation of scriptural models. His answer reveals something
about Zanning’s criteria for inclusion in his collection of biographies:

[Someone might say,] “Speaking of those who abandon the body, they
ought to give up the whole body, like Prince [Mahâ]sattva, should they
not? Now these people just use a ¤nger as a lamp, lighting the forearm as a
burning wick. How can you use these examples [in the self-immolation sec-
tion]? Is this not too fortunate for them?” 

I answer that burning off the ¤ngers and chopping off the forearm are
subsidiary practices (jiaxing 加行 ) of abandoning the body. In the time of
the semblance dharma and the end of the dharma (xiangmo 像末), these acts
have become even more dif¤cult [to perform]. So [they are included here]
just as those who were able to maintain, even to a lesser extent, [the prin-
ciples of] honesty and uprightness are entered in the biographies of the
worthy of¤cials.84

So for Zanning the practice of self-immolation had grown harder rather
than easier as the dharma had declined. Thus burning the ¤nger was a
method suitable for those living in such an age, who were unable to achieve
the levels that advanced practitioners had managed in earlier, more fortu-
nate times. This view contrasts somewhat with that of sixth-century self-
immolators such as Sengyai, who had tended to view self-immolation as a
practice particularly appropriate to the period of the semblance dharma or
¤nal dharma. Yanshou, interestingly, did not make any mention of the de-
cline of the dharma in his discussion of self-immolation. He seems to have re-
garded it as no impediment to the imitation of the self-immolation of
bodhisattvas.
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In the passage above Zanning explicitly compares the biographies in his
collection to accounts of conduct of upright of¤cials in the dynastic histories.
Of course, like his predecessors, Zanning was well aware of the meaning and
function of the secular antecedents to his own work, but as a Hanlin academi-
cian he may have been particularly conscious of the parallels between a ca-
reer serving the emperor and a lifetime serving the Buddha. He also draws
some very similar comparisons in his critical evaluation, as we shall see.

Foiled Attempts

Some attempts at self-immolation did not succeed. Monks could be
thwarted by divine intervention or mundane obstacles. A particularly vivid ex-
ample of the former is that of Zhitong.85 When Zhitong was on Tiantai shan,
he stayed at Zhiyi’s former monastery. There he read a collection of miracle
tales called the Xifang jingtu lingrui zhuan西方淨土靈瑞傳 (Accounts of Numi-
nous Signs of the Western Pure Land) and was converted to practices de-
signed to ensure his rebirth in the Pure Land (for example, not sitting with
his back to the west). On Tiantai there was a certain rock known as “the Beck-
oning Hand” (zhaoshou shi 招手石), which was associated with a legend told of
the famous Tiantai master Zhiyi. Once Zhiyi had dreamed that on this rock
there was a monk who looked as if he were waving towards the sea. When
Zhiyi came to Tiantai he saw this very monk, whose name was Dingguang 定光

and who was evidently some kind of divine being because the tips of his ears
extended higher than the crown of his head.86 Zhiyi recalled him clearly from
his dream. 

Zhitong climbed up to this auspicious site and threw himself off the
rock, vowing to be reborn promptly in the Pure Land. He did not die but
landed in a large tree. At this point he was still uninjured, so he jumped
again. This time he fell off the cliff onto some soft, thick grass and was only
slightly hurt, although he was unconscious for quite a time. 

The monks who were looking for him thought that he must have been
eaten by wild dogs and tigers. Eventually they found him and took him
back, but they only managed to locate him after consulting a local (female)
spirit medium (wu巫): 

A god [speaking through the medium] said, “That monk is to the southwest.
Now there is a god in golden armor (jinkai shen 金鎧神) who is aiding him
with his magic powers so he does not die. I went there, but my qi is becoming
exhausted, it is dif¤cult for me to approach them.” The facts tallied exactly
with what the god had said.87
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The idea of monks consulting a medium for knowledge about the un-
seen world may sound surprising, but probably this was much more common
than we are used to imagining. Perhaps we may tentatively identify the armor-
clad god in this biography as Weituo 韋馱, the god who protects Chinese mon-
asteries, although Zanning does not make that connection himself. Zhitong
later went to Fahua shan 法華山 in Yuezhou 越州, where he cultivated Pure
Land practices more quietly and died sitting on his meditation seat.88 When
he was cremated a ¤ve-colored cloud of smoke covered the crown of his
head, and everybody smelled a remarkable fragrance. Zanning compares his
lucky escape with some other examples of divine providence:

In the past there was Bakkula (Bojuluo 薄拘羅), who did not die on ¤ve oc-
casions.89 Now we have Master Tong, who did not die on two occasions. In
the past, there was Fachong 法充 (d. 600), who hurled himself off Xianglu
peak香爐峰, which is a thousand ren 仞high, and yet did not die.90 Zhitong’s
case is just the same. When not a single hair was harmed, did he not have
the help of a heavenly dragon? Instead he was able to extend his life and
did not terminate his physical mind. But how did this help him to increase
his cultivation of Pure Land practices?91

We may infer from this comment Zanning’s understanding that if some
attempts at self-immolation did not succeed because the monks concerned
were not ready, or were not supposed to die, then conversely successful acts
must have been completed because the cultivation of those monks was com-
plete. In his ¤nal remarks, Zanning seems to suggest that extending one’s life
does not help one at all in the cultivation of practices leading to rebirth in the
Pure Land.

As we have noted in previous chapters, when monks petitioned for per-
mission to burn themselves emperors usually acquiesced, albeit with a show
of reluctance. Sometimes, however, they declined to do so, as in the follow-
ing case. Even in his youth Hongzhen 洪真 (¶. ca. 947–950) was convinced
that the world was de¤led and he resolved to leave it.92 When he had com-
pleted about ten thousand recitations of the Lotus Sûtra, he memorialized
the Later Han (947–950) emperor, asking for permission to burn his body
as an act of homage to the stûpa of the Buddha. The emperor declined, and
there was some debate about the matter at court. When a decree was pro-
mulgated that strictly prohibited his act, Hongzhen retreated to Guang’ai si
廣愛寺 in Luojing 洛京 (Luoyang) and gave away his robe, bowl, and other
belongings. He vowed to end his life that very year. It turned out that he did
in fact die while sitting upright without any sign of illness, thus ful¤lling his
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vow. Several days passed, but his expression remained as if he were still
alive. When his body was cremated, only the tongue remained, as moist and
red as ever. The unburned tongue stands witness to the special sanctity of
Hongzhen, which had not really been recognized by the court but mani-
fested itself all the same. Hongzhen’s biography hints that no one, not even
the emperor, could actually prevent the death of a self-immolator merely by
withholding permission. This conviction may be discerned in some other
biographies in which the secular authorities refused to cooperate.

As we noted in the previous chapter, King Zongyi’s refusal to give Shao-
yan permission to burn himself may well have inspired another monk from
Wu-Yue, Yongming Yanshou, to compose his strident defense of the merits
of self-immolation. Shaoyan’s salvation from drowning echoes other ac-
counts of miraculous rescues and indicates that the time was not right for
this eminent monk to die, whatever his own heartfelt wishes. He does not
seem to have been considered a failure by his contemporaries. On the con-
trary, he had an illustrious career, had disciples of his own, was lavishly pa-
tronized in both life and death, and left behind relics.

War and Other Natural Disasters

As we have seen, the ninth and tenth centuries were eventful times, and bloody
con¶ict was the backdrop against which many self-immolators performed.
Some of them employed their bodies to try and avert warfare, drought, and
famine. Daozhou 道舟 (864–941) used his own blood to paint a standing im-
age of Guanyin with one thousand arms and one thousand eyes.93 When
there was a drought he stopped eating and closed his eyes. Only when the
rain brought widespread relief on the day he had forecast did he start taking
food again. The next threat that faced Daozhou’s community was that of war:

In Zhonghe 中和 2 (882), he heard that there was trouble in the pass and
the capital districts (guan fu 關輔).94 Then, below the stûpa at Nianding yuan
念定院, south of the city, he cut off his left forearm and burned it in hom-
age to an image of Guanyin. He vowed to stop the contending spears and
shields and that peace would soon be seen on the central plain and strate-
gic points along the frontier. When he ¤nished speaking, there was a sud-
den clap of thunder, a gust of wind, and a great downpour. Also he once
cut off his left ear to pray for rain for the people. He repeatedly abstained
from food for seven days to pray for snow. All his wishes were ful¤lled. Even
the Fanluo 番落 [barbarians] revered him. During the night of Tianfu天福

6 (xinchou 辛丑).2.6 (March 6, 941), he gave his ¤nal instructions to his
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disciples and, having accomplished everything, he died seated in the lotus
position.95 He was seventy-eight years old. His remains did not decay and he
looked as if he were in meditation, so [his disciples] added some lacquered
cloth to his body.96

During the Jianlong 建隆 reign period (960–963), there was a certain
Guo Zhongshu 郭忠恕 (?–977).97 He was widely versed in all kinds of litera-
ture, and he was particularly good at the minor arts (xiaoxue 小學). He was
skilled in seal and clerical scripts. But he often bullied people and as a con-
sequence was exiled to the northern frontier. He enquired into Daozhou’s
previous feats and composed a stele inscription for him.98

We know from his biography and his writings that Daozhou’s biogra-
pher, Guo Zhongshu, was a man of considerable education and intelligence,
so we may be assured that the usual practice of having eminent men of letters
compose memorial inscriptions for auto-cremators was still in effect in the
late tenth century. Daozhou’s acts combined homage to images with a more
generalized sense of charity: He burned his arm to bring peace and rain. He
burned his body and left a mummy, satisfying the religious needs of the pop-
ulace twice over. We do not know if his mummy was itself able to bring rain,
but this ability is known to have been attributed to other mummies, such as
that of the Chan patriarch Huineng 慧能 (638–713), for example.99

Chan Master Self-Immolators

One of the striking features of the self-immolation section of the Song gaoseng
zhuan is the number of biographies it contains of monks who were also cele-
brated as members of the classical Chan tradition. No fewer than six Chan
masters have biographies in the self-immolation section: Quanhuo, Hui-
ming, Shouxian, Shiyun 師蘊 (ca. 893–973), Shaoyan, and Wennian 文輦

(895–978). Many Chan masters are mentioned in passing: For example, Qing-
huo, who composed a text extolling Hongxiu’s virtue, has a biography in the
early Chan collection Jingde chuandeng lu.100

Huiming was a Chan master who has some sayings preserved in the
Jingde chuandeng lu.101 He had studied under the well-known tenth-century
Chan master Fayan Wenyi and was a tough debater with a reputation for at-
tacking anyone who came to visit him and destroying their points of view.
He was patronized and given an of¤cial title by King Zhongyi. He died
sometime during the Xiande reign period (954–959). 

An account of Huiming’s bodily acts is not incorporated into his Chan-
style biography but comes at the end, suggesting that perhaps Zanning was
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working with more than one source. Earlier in his career, Huiming had burned
his ¤nger like a lamp to worship Mañjušrî on Mount Tiantai. Later he dili-
gently continued this vocation by burning three more ¤ngers. From such bi-
ographies we learn that among the major ¤gures of the maturing Chan
tradition in tenth-century South China, the burning of ¤ngers and other
forms of self-sacri¤ce were really quite unexceptional. Physical practices that
dated back ¤ve hundred years or so went hand in hand with new styles of
teaching.

Shiyun was a companion of the Chan master Deshao 德韶 (891–972).102

He was in great demand among the laity for his jokes—a detail in his biog-
raphy that shatters any illusion that self-immolators were always rather
gloomy fellows. Because he got on best with other joke-tellers, the more
serious-minded of Deshao’s community looked down on him, but Deshao
recognized his true qualities. However, Shiyun was not just a prankster: He
chanted sûtras and dhâraÿîs and could explain many texts.

Once Shiyun told his companions that he planned to throw himself off
the stone bridge on Yanzuo peak 宴坐峰 . The aim of his vow was apparently
so that he could “join rapidly the class of worthies and sages”—in other
words, he wanted to become a bodhisattva. Many of his comrades discour-
aged him from carrying out his plan, and apparently their arguments were
successful:

During the seventh month of Kaibao 開寶 6 (973), he passed away, sitting
upright without any illness—just as if he were in dhyâna. At that time the
weather was very hot, and his body was kept for fourteen days. The body did
not sag, and no vile substances came out of his ori¤ces. Then [the other
monks] moved the holy seat (shenzuo 神座) to the eastern edge of the mon-
astery and cremated him.103

In addition to the šarîra, which they retrieved from among the ashes,
Shiyun’s tongue was undamaged. When the ashes were cool they picked it
up; it was like a red lotus in color. It was soft and pliable and evoked feelings
of tenderness. Someone said, “This monk was not especially remarkable,
this thing has just survived by chance.” So they burned his tongue again and
it responded by taking on the same color as the ¤re. They waited a long
while, and once again it became like a lotus. Following this it was decided to
establish a small stûpa within the monastery, and [the tongue] was inhumed
in it. Later there was another person who did not believe what had hap-
pened; he burned [the tongue] and smelted it dozens of times over. 

While Shiyun was alive he never revealed his family name or his age.
People judged by his appearance that he was over eighty years old.104
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In this biography, the unburned tongue makes its appearance once
again as a mark of sanctity, and one that stood up to the usual testing applied
to relics. One would like to think that it was Shiyun’s jokes that made his
tongue so miraculous, but probably it was his mastery of sûtras and dhâraÿîs
that was responsible. Once again we see how similar these Chan monks were
to monks of any other af¤liation in late medieval China. They chanted, re-
cited, and confessed; they desired to join the sages as quickly as possible; and
their bodies produced relics when cremated.

Another monk in Deshao’s circle was Wennian.105 He ¤rst attained awak-
ening under the Chan master Mingzhao 明昭 (d.u.).106 He then went to Tian-
tai shan, where he followed Deshao for the next thirty years. Although
Wennian was really on the cutting edge of the Chan tradition as it was devel-
oping in Zhejiang in the late tenth century, he did not eschew the traditional
methods of auto-cremation:

In Taiping xingguo 太平興國 3 (978), he grabbed his axe and said he was
going to cut some sandalwood. He ingeniously joined exquisite carvings,
which he put together as if making a burial chamber (ticou 題湊).107 He
called it a “Buddha stûpa” (futu 浮圖). In the middle he opened a door,
through which he entered and sat down inside with his legs crossed. He
grasped a ¶aming torch, and he spoke this vow: “I burn this [body of
mine], which is breathing its last, in homage to the buddhas of the ten di-
rections and all the sages and worthies.” At the end of his speech, ¶ames
shot into the sky, their smoke was ¤ve-colored, and it spiralled round in thick
clouds. All that could be heard was the sound of sûtras being recited, which
lasted only for a short time. The onlookers cried and wailed. When the em-
bers cooled, they gathered countless šarîra. He was eighty-four years old. 

Earlier Wennian had once told the monks of Shanjian si 善建寺, “When
I die, I will not occupy ground that the monastery (qielan 伽蘭; Skt. saœghâ-
râma) could use for growing food—that is not as good as burning oneself in
homage. It is my hope that, at that time, all of you will gather at the base of
the pyre of ¤rewood and assist my rebirth [in the Pure Land] by chanting
nianfo [for me]. I will only trouble you with this [request].” Now within
Shanjian si, they have piled up stones to serve as a small stûpa.108

Because Wennian was already eighty-four, he may not have expected to
live much longer and perhaps did not wish to delay his departure. But he
must have been rather a hale and hearty old man if he could carve his own
fancy funeral chamber unaided. His religious life combined Chan styles of
discourse with a thorough knowledge of the scriptures, and he died in the ex-
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pectation not of nirvâÿa but of rebirth in the Pure Land. Chan in the tenth
century may have been radical in rhetoric, but it was quite mainstream in
terms of practice and aspirations. 

The Moment of Death

A notable trope that came to dominate later biographies was the focus on the
moment of death and the importance of the ideal posture as life ends: Seated
upright with the palms together. Although the changing conventions of bi-
ography require further study to understand why this interest in the ¤nal mo-
ments arose, it seems that the increasing presence of this trope was part of a
shift that occurred around the mid-Tang. The attributes of the moment of
death, which had been noted in the biographies of earlier ¤gures, came to be
understood as almost a required part of the funerary inscription and conse-
quently began to appear repeatedly in biographical collections. In other
words, it appears that by the mid-Tang the Buddhist funerary inscription had
acquired certain conventions of genre. This does not mean that the biogra-
phies themselves were stale and formulaic, but only that certain elements
were almost expected from the authors of the inscriptions. The ability of the
saint to die while sitting upright was singled out as a particular mark of sanc-
tity in Daoxuan’s collection and is often found in later biographies.109 This is
not merely a medieval phenomenon: Information about the death of a great
monk is still important to the Buddhist community today. The two most com-
monly asked questions are “Did the monk leave relics?” and “Did he die sit-
ting upright?”110

Descriptions of the following monks’ deaths in the Song gaoseng zhuan
stress their physical control at the point of death: Sengzang died peacefully,
sitting upright with his palms together and reciting the name of Amitâbha;
Hongzhen died upright without any sign of illness, as did Shiyun;111 Shaoyan
also passed away peacefully seated upright, although not for want of trying
other means.112

Zanning’s Critical Evaluation

Daoxuan used part of his evaluation to discourse on funeral practices, and
in similar fashion Zanning gives us an account of the history of the Bud-
dha’s relics in China and his personal involvement with them. Zanning’s
preoccupation is hardly surprising given the number of references we have
seen in the biographies to the relics of the true body at Famen si and those
held in Wu-Yue. The relic at Famen si had been the object of similar kinds
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of devotion in the seventh century, as Daoxuan and Daoshi had noted in
earlier collections.113 

Zanning attacked Confucianism and Taoism much more explicitly than
did either Huijiao or Daoxuan. This strategy was no doubt determined by the
fact that he was trying to offer Buddhism as an imperial ideology to the new
Song regime. Overall Zanning had more space in which to explore self-im-
molation than his predecessors because his appended comments through-
out the chapter allowed him to give more direct opinions on individual cases.

Like his Huijiao and Daoxuan, Zanning begins by broaching the topics
of the body, self, and life. However, he uses much stronger language to con-
trast the meanness of ordinary people with the sel¶essness of Buddhist self-
immolators. He compares people jealously guarding their own lives to a dragon
guarding a pearl or a peacock its feathers. Interestingly, Zanning singles out
Confucians for particular criticism, suggesting that their mourning restric-
tions and taboos on the body keep them isolated from their students. Self-
immolators, on the other hand, are far beyond such petty and worldly restric-
tions. Because they obtain such great merit, whatever minor transgressions
they might have committed are irrelevant. 

Zanning makes reference to some famous cases of heroic suicide and
sel¶essness from Chinese history. First, he alludes to some positive state-
ments about altruistic suicide in the Book of Rites and the Analects. Then he
mentions the case of Xu You 許由, the archetypal recluse mentioned in the
Zhuangzi, who refused the throne when the sage-king Yao offered it to him.
He was so disgusted by Yao’s offer that he famously had to rinse out his
ears.114 Qu Yuan 屈原 was banished from the Chu 楚 court by Zilan 子蘭

(d.u.), the prime minister. In disgust and frustration, Qu “clasped a stone to
his bosom, threw himself in the River Miluo 汨羅, and perished. . . . [F]rom
this time onwards Chu declined with ever-increasing rapidity and within half
a century was completely overthrown by Qin.”115 As Zanning remarks, such
well-known cases from China’s own past did not accord with the Confucian
ideal and were in fact much closer to the Buddhist model. He next brings in
the Buddha himself, whom earlier commentators had seemed to shy away
from. He says that the Buddha’s sel¶ess offering of his own body for the sake
of others is quite different from those who begrudge a single hair from their
heads. It is the sel¶ess action for the bene¤t of others that determines
whether a practice is correct or not. 

An interest in wealth runs like a thread through Zanning’s accounts of
self-immolation, probably re¶ecting the rise of a monetary economy since
Daoxuan’s day.116 In an explicit reference to money, Zanning says that self-
immolation is like banking: The more capital one lends out, the more interest
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one receives. It was by giving up his inheritance—carriages and ¤ne clothes,
fertile land and territory—that the Buddha was able to reap the reward of en-
lightenment. Those who offer their bodies to insects, gouge out their eyes,
burn their ¤ngers, slice their bodies to ribbons, or feed their ¶esh to tigers
and ¤sh are just the same as the Buddha. Thus self-immolation is a path to
buddhahood like any other.117

Zanning points out that cultivation of dâna was the fundamental precon-
dition for all cases of the attainment of buddhahood by the buddhas of the
past, up to and including Šâkyamuni. Bodhisattvas begin by giving up their
external wealth but must also give up the inner wealth of their own bodies. A
possessive attitude towards the material trappings of external wealth dooms
one to remain an ordinary person. It is the ability to give up one’s inner
wealth without a second thought that makes one a bodhisattva. Zanning
identi¤es this principle as one that had been taught by all the buddhas and
exempli¤ed by the actions of self-immolators of earlier ages, such as Sengyai
and Zhiyi’s disciple Dazhi. Although their actions may have troubled those
who witnessed them, these self-immolators gave up their lives without any re-
luctance. The bodhisattva path means giving up one’s life again and again.
Those who practice it not only attain the indestructible body of a buddha,
but also leave behind relics. Thus Zanning puts Chinese self-immolators on
the same ontological level as the buddhas of the past. 

Zanning then summarizes the characteristics of the various self-immola-
tors in his collection in just the same way as Huijiao and Daoxuan had done.
He goes a little further by explaining that the variety of phenomena associ-
ated with self-immolation—the unburned tongue, spontaneous human com-
bustion, and so on—is due to the different causes and conditions that form
the karma of the individual self-immolators. The ability to carry out the act
depends on being able to see the body as empty like a bubble. Because of this
ability, he says, bodhisattvas are able to give away their bodies lifetime after
lifetime, unlike arhats who preserve the body for a single life until they reach
extinction or Taoists who see the body as either a husk or dust and ashes.
Zanning makes some interesting comparisons with the secular careers of civil
and military of¤cials—an analogy that would surely have been familiar to the
audience at court. The student devotes himself to studying for the examina-
tions, is recruited, and rewarded by the state, just like the bodhisattva attain-
ing the reward of buddhahood.

Between Daoxuan’s time and that of Zanning two very speci¤c attacks on
self-immolation had occurred—one from outside the Buddhist order and
one from within. Zanning’s discussion deals with the of¤cial Han Yu 韓愈

(768–824) ¤rst. In his infamous Memorial on the Buddha Relic (Lun Fogu
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biao 論佛骨表) submitted to the throne in 819, Han Yu complained to the em-
peror Xianzong 憲宗 (r. 805–820) that if he should honor the Buddha’s relic
as he proposed to do then the common people, being easily misled, would
“in their tens or hundreds burn the tops of their heads and burn off their
¤ngers in sacri¤ce.” He goes on to add:

Unless there is an immediate prohibition to check and control the various
monasteries, there will inevitably be those who will cut off their limbs or
slice up their bodies in making offerings, which will pervert our customs
and destroy normal usages, making us a laughing stock to the world. This
would be no small matter.118

It appears that Han Yu may not have simply been waxing rhetorical here.
There are accounts of laypeople burning their scalps (shao ding 燒頂) and
branding their arms (zhuo bi 灼臂) when the relic of the Buddha was brought
to Chang’an in 819, and the biography of Li Wei 李蔚 (d. 877) speaks of com-
mon people cutting off their ¤ngers in 873 when the relic was again brought
to the capital.119

Zanning responds to Han Yu’s attack on Buddhism by pointing out that
his view of the world is one-sided. Because he is concerned with the Confu-
cian qualities of benevolence and righteousness, naturally he does not dis-
cuss the Way and its Virtue—just as Buddhist teachings on suffering and
emptiness do not make much mention of the Confucian values of loyalty
and trust. Zanning rather pointedly turns Han Yu’s use of the metaphor of
a frog sitting at the bottom of a well and being unable to see the whole sky
back on this opponent of Buddhism. In any case, he continues, Confucians
do not claim to be experts on what happens after death as this is something
that Confucius speci¤cally declined to comment on. The sage Zhuangzi sus-
pected that something went on after death—witness his famous drumming
and singing after the death of his wife. The teachings of Confucius and
Zhuangzi do not discuss karma, and it is karma that enables self-immolators
to exchange a weaker body in one life for a stronger one in the future,
growing ever more powerful and magni¤cent as they continue on the bo-
dhisattva path. They gouge out human eyes but acquire the eyes of a bud-
dha; they slice up a body of ¶esh and thus build a golden body. Although
Zanning does not actually give any canonical references here, this kind of
direct exchange or trading up from human organs to the thirty-two marks
of the Buddha is actually spelled out quite explicitly in texts like the
Karuÿâpuÿøarîka.120 He compares the actions of self-immolators to tiny ¤cus
seeds, which grow into mighty trees.
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The next objection to self-immolation is slightly unexpected but may
serve as a salutary reminder of what a violent place tenth-century China was.
The interlocutor suggests that although good people will be suitably awed
and edi¤ed by the sight of a monk going up in ¶ames, bad people, used to wit-
nessing corporal punishment administered in public, will just laugh or see it
only as a stage act. Does witnessing self-immolation actually inspire the right
kind of feelings in the witnesses? Zanning replies that although the dull-
witted may be so insensitive that they enjoy the sight, even the most evil
people cannot bear to see that much injury to others. They may not be aware
of it, but seeing something so shocking will implant a good seed and eventu-
ally bring forth a good karmic result. Zanning gives examples from the scrip-
tures of people who attained enlightenment even after only putting on a
monk’s robe in jest or while drunk.

Although Han Yu attacked self-immolation from a Confucian perspec-
tive, the strongest objection to the practice came from the Buddhist monk
Yijing, whose lengthy diatribe against auto-cremation in his Nanhai jigui neifa
zhuan 南海寄歸內法傳 (An Account of the Dharma Sent Back from the
Southern Seas, T 54.2125) we discussed in Chapter 4. In Zanning’s critical
discussion the interlocutor points out that Yijing had come out strongly
against auto-cremation and that he had knowledge both of the scriptures
and of Buddhist practice in India, the heartland of the religion. Zanning re-
plies that Yijing’s understanding is drawn solely from the rather basic scrip-
tures of the Âgamas. In the Mahâyâna on the other hand, the attainment of
the perfection of charity is dependent on giving away inner wealth. He cites
the Mahâyânasûtrâlaœkâra in support of this and points out that exemplary
individuals existed in China even long after the Buddha. The implication is
that it was still possible in Zanning’s day to cultivate the bodhisattva path, in-
cluding self-immolation, just as the sages of the past had done.

The idea that such miracles could still occur in China, although distant
from the Buddha in space and time, leads Zanning on to his ¤nal remarks, in
which he recounts his own personal involvement with the imperial cult of rel-
ics. In 979 Zanning says that the state of Wu-Yue sent to the court of Song
Taizong a reliquary made by King Ašoka for the relics of the Buddha. After
being worshipped in the imperial palace, it was carried by the emperor him-
self to a wooden pagoda at Kaibao si 開寶寺, where it was interred in a deep
brick-lined shaft and produced a bright light that lit up earth and sky.121 In
response to this miracle people burned their heads and ¤ngers and burned
incense on their bodies just as they had in Tang times. Zanning says that no
one could have forced them to do such things, so their actions must owe
everything to the bodhisattvas and heavenly kings. He takes pleasure in the
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fact that China now had the true relics of the Buddha and brie¶y recaps the
history of the imperial patronage of relic cults. He ends by once again extol-
ling the acts of the self-immolators who, he says, still live although they are
dead and gone.

Conclusion

The biographies of late Tang and Five Dynasties monks provide numerous
examples of self-immolators whose actions and their commemoration have
a distinctly local cast to them. Rather than express hopes about renewing
the cosmos or seeking a new dynastic order, these monks seem to have been
concerned with particular places, such as Wutai shan, or their own monas-
teries. Like loyal of¤cials, monks who chose death rather than surrender
were commemorated as local representatives of a larger moral structure.
Temporal as well as spatial order looked different to Buddhists of this
period—the end of the dharma, rather than demanding renewal through
self-sacri¤ce, was now invoked as a special situation that allowed subsidiary
practices such as burning the ¤ngers to stand in for the more advanced
path of auto-cremation.

Not unrelated to the change in the power structure and in patronage net-
works that were partly responsible for these new attitudes to Buddhist prac-
tice was the rise of Chan. The number of Chan self-immolators in Zanning’s
collection re¶ects the dominance of this new style of Buddhism south of the
Yangzi in the period from the late Tang to the early Song. Many of these
monks shared lineage connections with each other and with Zanning. The
distinctive style of their practice clearly did not replace other types of tradi-
tional training. The Chan monks here chant scriptures, burn off their ¤ngers,
and set ¤re to themselves; in these respects they are just like any other kind of
monk. A consideration of Chan self-immolators offers us an interesting per-
spective that complements our examination of the Chan master Yanshou’s
opinions of the practice. Both types of evidence would seem to con¤rm that
there was nothing particularly distinctive about “Chan” self-immolation.

The ubiquity and multiplicity of relics in the late Tang and Five Dynasties
are apparent from even a cursory reading of the biographies. In these ac-
counts self-immolators offered their bodies or body parts to not only (im-
ported) relics of the Buddha, but also (domestically produced) relics of
eminent monks. Both these relics and the relics produced by self-immolators
themselves were miraculously self-multiplying. Self-immolators were now
able to produce relics by spontaneously manifesting them via their already
sancti¤ed bodies as well as by burning themselves. 



Local Heroes in a Fragmenting Empire 163

As well as a sense that the miraculous had escaped the bounds of the act
of self-immolation and found expression in other aspects of the monk’s life,
we ¤nd considerable inventiveness on display in the imitation of scriptural
and historical models. Self-immolators self-consciously picked and chose the
type of offering from both models; they could also combine practices, offer-
ing their bodies to insects and ¤sh while burning off ¤ngers or plucking out
eyes. By the late Tang the virtuoso self-immolator had arrived and was able to
choose from a full repertoire of body practices appropriate for time, place,
and personal inclination.

The many cases preserved in Zanning’s text remind us what an open-
ended category self-immolation was. It covered an ever-changing range of
practices, aspirations, and concepts that could be applied to multiple ends.
The means and the end were open to negotiation and reinterpretation by
practitioners, biographers, and audiences, depending on circumstances and
worldviews. As we noted in the previous chapter, by the time Zanning was
writing, self-immolation in China had a long history and the arguments in its
defense were getting more sophisticated and less apologetic. Despite the di-
versity and number of cases—and the fact that the Gaoseng zhuan genre was
displaced by new forms of biographical collections—we should not be fooled
into thinking that these biographies marked the end or even the high point
of self-immolation in China.
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C H A P T E R  6

One Thousand Years
of Self-Immolation

e have now discussed in some detail how self-immolation was con-
structed and shaped by practitioners, biographers, and compilers up

to about the year 1000. We have seen that self-immolation was a ¶uid con-
cept that embraced a range of practices and interpretations. Even after the
tenth century the concept of self-immolation never solidi¤ed but continued
to be reinvented and renegotiated. Although after the Song gaoseng zhuan
more sectarian collections, especially those of the Chan school, became the
primary repositories of biographies, monastic biographical collections did
not disappear entirely. In this chapter, we shall examine how self-immolation
was conceptualized and performed in late imperial China, from about 1000
to 1914. In particular we will note how self-immolation was represented at
times of national crisis such as the loss of North China to foreign invaders in
1126 and the Manchu takeover in 1644.

In the later sources we see both notable continuities with and radically
new conceptions of self-immolation practices. In particular, there seems to
have been a marked turn towards explaining or presenting auto-cremation
as a form of spontaneous human combustion that was initiated by mastery
of the samâdhi of ¤re. We can speculate as to possible reasons for this new-
found emphasis on the spontaneity of incineration, but it seems to have
mirrored a broader fascination with the moment of death and with those
who were able to will their own passing instantaneously or naturally. Also by
removing the element of human agency from the picture—auto-cremators
did not have to light the pyre themselves or have others light it for them—
self-immolation was safely distanced from the potentially problematic cate-
gories of “suicide” or “killing.”

Post-Song Biographical Collections

In this chapter we shall focus mostly on material from two collections of biog-
raphies that have been little studied but have much to offer our understand-
ing of post-Song Buddhism. The ¤rst, Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 補續高僧傳

W
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(Supplement to Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks, XZJ 134.160b-
163a), was a late-Ming attempt to continue the tradition of the ¤rst three
Gaoseng zhuan collections that suffered from the need to cover more than six
hundred years of Buddhist history. The second, Xin xu gaoseng zhuan siji 新續

高僧傳四集 (New Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks, Fourth Collec-
tion), which covers mostly the Qing and early Republican periods, is more of
a collection of raw data than a fully conceived work but is nevertheless valu-
able for understanding how self-immolation continued to be reconceptual-
ized into the twentieth century.1

The Supplement to Continued Biographies of Eminent Monks contains a great
deal of fresh and interesting material, very little of it explored in the scholar-
ship.2 It was compiled towards the end of the Ming dynasty by Minghe 明河

(1588–1641) in response to two factors: The inadequacy of the Da Ming
gaoseng zhuan (which is eight fascicles in length and has only three categories
of religious specialization) and the dominance of biographies of members of
the Chan school, which tended to overshadow the acts of other eminent
monks. It took Minghe thirty years to compile and was largely based on in-
scriptions that he had seen in person on his travels around major Buddhist
sites, but he does mention other literary sources. It is broadly inclusive and
does not exclude Chan masters, although they may appear rather differently
in this work than in their “Collected Sayings” or the “Records of the Trans-
mission of the Lamp” of the time. Minghe was a diligent and intelligent com-
piler but unfortunately, because his work did not enter either the Jiaxing 嘉

興 canon or the Qing canon, it has been largely overlooked by scholars with
the notable exception of Hasebe Yûkei.3 

There are a number of themes in this collection that we have seen before
in earlier biographies. Monks offered their bodies to save the populace from
war or ¶ood; in an echo of Dazhi’s public burning of his arm before Sui
Yangdi, a Ming monk offered his own life to the emperor to ensure a prom-
ised ordination of novices. In addition, monks died by auto-cremation, star-
vation, and drowning. There is also a signi¤cant new theme: A number of
monks who died more or less spontaneously, having predicted their own
deaths, subsequently remained incorruptible and were enshrined as mum-
mies. On the whole though, Minghe’s collection is much more interested in
death as a mark of sanctity in itself. This probably represents part of the post-
Tang Buddhist cult of death, which so far has not really been studied al-
though Paul Demiéville sketched the outlines of the topic in his ¤nal work.4

It also re¶ects the fact that many of these biographies were drawn straight
from funerary inscriptions, which did tend to focus on the death of a master
rather than providing an account of his career.
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For biographies from the Qing and early Republican periods we are de-
pendent on a collection that is certainly broad in scope but often falls short
of the standards set by earlier collections. The New Continued Biographies of
Eminent Monks was put together by the monk Daojie 道階 (1866–1934) and
the layman Yu Qian 喻謙 (d.u.).5 It drew on a wide variety of literary sources
and especially on gazetteers.6 It is an interesting compilation in that it as-
sembles scattered sources, but the organization and the principles of selec-
tion fall somewhat short of Daoxuan’s high standards or even those of
Minghe. For instance, a number of biographies are reduplicated in different
places in the collection.7

As with the Bu xu gaoseng zhuan, most of the biographies provide only the
barest details of their subjects’ careers, focusing instead on the moment of
transformation. There are many gâthâs and verses preserved in this collec-
tion, and although they would probably not be ranked as the ¤nest examples
of Chinese poetry, they can be revealing of the ways in which self-immolation
was understood and commemorated by other monks and by the laity. In par-
ticular the verses composed for a Ming nun are rather striking in that they do
not even mention her gender. Auto-cremation is once again the predomi-
nant means of self-immolation (one monk drowned himself and another
died of exposure), but there are no less than twelve cases of spontaneous
combustion. This may re¶ect a widespread con¤dence during the Ming and
Qing that Chinese masters were every bit as advanced as the buddhas and ar-
hats of the past. Or, on the other hand, it may be due to a deep-seated, almost
unconscious, sense of unease that such was not in fact the case. Yet another
possibility is that spontaneous self-combustion was not technically suicide,
and thus the act would escape the censure of any authorities (be they reli-
gious or secular) that might be opposed to such acts. It is interesting to note
that at least one biography sounds a note of scepticism about whether spon-
taneous combustion really occurred at all or whether it was just an act of
auto-cremation misperceived by witnesses. 

Auto-Cremation

The Lotus Sûtra continued to exercise a fascination for some early modern
self-immolators and was still cited occasionally as an inspiration. One biogra-
phy, found not in the sources discussed above but in a collection devoted to
upholders of the Lotus, provides a wealth of detail about not only how and
why auto-cremation was enacted, but also what happened afterwards as the
relics of the monk became valuable commodities and the ensuing religious
fervor attracted unwelcome attention from the authorities.
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People called the monk Fahe 法和 (?–1134) “Lotus” because he was al-
ways chanting the sûtra.8 At the lantern festival on Shaoxing 紹興 4.1.15 (Feb-
ruary 10, 1134), he consulted a lecturer called Keyi 可依 (d.u.) who lived in
his cloister about the meaning of the Medicine King burning his body. Keyi
explained that this episode was an illustration of the “true veneration of the
dharma.” Fahe walked away, pleased with this answer. A few days later, on the
twenty-fourth of the month (February 19th), a great ¤re ¤lled the night sky at
the northeast corner of the central cloister. The monks came running to
help and found “Lotus” sitting cross-legged in the middle of the ¤re. His
mouth was moving as he continued to chant the sûtra:

Before him he had set up incense and lamps as offerings to the Lotus Sûtra.
He had also placed there a verse on leaving the world and the text of his
vow. The verses said:

Swift-running water ¶oats the laden boat,
The current ceases as it arrives at the other shore.
The remaining snow melts away in the red ¶ames,
The feet of my puri¤ed body follow the former traces of the sages.

The votive text reads, in outline:
I, Fahe, vow to burn this phantom body and to make from it the
priceless incense. First, I offer it to the [buddhas of the] ten di-
rections, the Three Jewels, and the supreme vehicle of the Mar-
vellous Dharma. Next, I offer it to the eight classes of devas and
nâgas.9 I wish ¤rst that the two sages should return to the capital
and that the altars of grain and soil (sheji 社稷, that is, the state)
might be restored.10 After this I vow to be reborn in the world, al-
ways to expound the great vehicle and broadly saving all classes
of beings.11

Fahe’s vow thus explicitly expressed not only his intention to offer his
body as incense to the buddhas, the dharma, the deities, and so on (echoing
Wuran’s auto-cremation on Wutai shan), but also his wish to see the Jurchen
Jin invaders driven out of North China and the empire reuni¤ed under the
Song emperors. The idea that an act of auto-cremation could be ef¤cacious
for the whole empire as well as the practitioner was one that had already
found expression on many occasions in the preceding centuries. In 1134
South China was still reeling from the shocking loss of the North to the Jin,
and we do not have far to seek for a sense of crisis that might have stimulated
Fahe’s action. But his impeccably patriotic ideals unfortunately did not spare
his fellow monks from the wrath of the local authorities, as we shall see. 
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Fahe’s auto-cremation precipitated a display of atmospherics and the
site was particularly productive of relics. From the ¶ames of the pyre a ¤ve-
colored radiance ¶ared into the sky. That night there was absolutely no
wind; suddenly people heard the sound of a terrifying ripping and drums
beating like thunder. These sights and sounds were accompanied by an un-
usual fragrance that wafted through the air. The next day, at dawn, pious
women went to do obeisance at the place of Fahe’s transformation, where
they found the ashes shaking. After groping around and dusting off the
ashes, they found more than twenty grains of šarîra. When news of their ¤nd
spread, the relics kept increasing in number. Whoever requested them
found yet more relics. One person got a tooth and enshrined it in a casket;
a wealthy person offered thirty thousand cash for it. The head of the clois-
ter could provide no explanation for these miraculously multiplying šarîra.
Eventually, the sheer numbers of people coming to the site in search of the
wondrous relics attracted the attention of others:

At the time, the worshippers of the true body (zhenshen真身, that is, the Bud-
dha relics) at Yuji peak 玉几峰 considered this a hindrance [to the cult of
the Buddha relic] and ¤led a lawsuit with the authorities on the grounds
that these people were promoting abnormal phenomena. The governor,
Junior Guardian (shaobao 少保) Duke Guo 郭公 , had the head monk ar-
rested.12 A few days later, when he was formally drawing up the charges, a
¶y ¶ew into the room and landed on the tip of his brush. It sounded as if it
were weeping. Then it left and came back again. The marshal realized that
this was a miraculous response caused by the self-immolator, so he laid
down his pen and released the head monk.13

Twelfth-century auto-cremators were obviously just as magically power-
ful as their earlier counterparts. Although Fahe’s auto-cremation did not
bring about the restoration of Song rule, it did have potent effects on the lo-
cal scene—evidently the attraction of his šarîra to the laity was seen as compe-
tition by those involved in a nearby cult dedicated to the Buddha’s relics.
Zongxiao’s account also reminds us that not all local of¤cials were well dis-
posed towards Buddhist practice, but they were not completely insensitive
when faced with evidence of the ef¤cacy of certain acts. The pathos of the
scene with the weeping ¶y that moved the stone-hearted governor is particu-
larly memorable and a tribute to the richness and sentimentality of the early
modern religious imagination.

As we have noted, biographies of female auto-cremators were not sought
out and collected after the sixth century, and we ¤nd only the occasional
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mention among monks’ biographies. Even nuns who were clearly quite well
known remain anonymous in our sources. These brief accounts, which men-
tion the miracles and relics so familiar to us from monks’ biographies, offer
only a tantalizing glimpse of what must have been a continuing practice for
female religious. One such account tells of a nun who died at Guihua 歸化 in
Fujian; her biography is appended to that of the monk Kangzhai 康齋 (¶. ca.
1628–1644).14 

In the last year of the Chongzhen 崇禎 reign period—which was in fact
the year in which the Ming dynasty was overrun by the Manchus (1644)—
this nun gathered fuel to burn herself. Although people did not believe
that she would actually do it, she stacked up a tower of ¤rewood and sat on
top of it, chanting the name of the Buddha. She ordered the crowd to light
it and was rapidly “transformed”:

The witnesses that day all gasped in admiration, and their praise for her
spread through the alleys and lanes. Later people revered her and founded a
nunnery for her. It was called Xinchuan 薪傳 (Firewood Passing On).15 They
also erected a stûpa to demonstrate their veneration. Famous scholars and
poets heard of her ascetic act and composed many verses on the subject.16

The verses quoted in the biography praise this follower of Siddhârtha
who was able to continue his teachings and note that the true nature of ¤re is
empty. “Like hard ice that lasts through the winter, this bundle of bones” was
able to light up the whole universe like a bright torch. “The numinous turtle
lives under its shell and attains long life,” while “the true person without rank
(wuwei zhenren 無位真人) bathes in ¤re.”17 As the radiance of the ¤re spreads
across the earth and expands into emptiness, like a ¶ash of sudden lighten-
ing in a mirror, “the three thousand worlds are completely burned up, and
the nine grades of lotuses open, glowing.” The verses heap lavish praise on
the nun and her auto-cremation, using the most re¤ned language and most
¶attering allusions to both Buddhist and classical literature. It seems
signi¤cant that the poet makes no speci¤c reference to her gender but refers
to her instead as “a true person without rank.” This is strong evidence that fe-
male auto-cremators could be seen as acting just as heroically and powerfully
as their male counterparts.

One suspects that the timing of the nun’s auto-cremation on the eighth
day of the fourth month of 1644 (the Buddha’s birthday) cannot have been
entirely unrelated to the death of the last Ming emperor in the third month
of that same year. The nun’s auto-cremation may have been celebrated later
as much as an act of de¤ance (or perhaps of escape) in the face of the foreign
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invader as a purely religious act. Given the cult that grew up around Ming loy-
alists it is perhaps not surprising that such a female “suicide” would attract
the notice of some later poets, although one must admit that the vocabulary
employed in the surviving poem is largely Buddhist. Whatever the case, one
cannot doubt that 1644 must have been a year of considerable uncertainty
and fear for the inhabitants of Guihua and very likely for the nun herself.
This brief account at least demonstrates that female self-immolation was not
con¤ned to medieval China, and whatever the status of women in society as a
whole, this nun was commemorated not only in verse, but also had a nunnery
built in her honor and a stûpa erected for her relics. I suspect that this kind of
remembrance was actually a lot more common than the most readily avail-
able sources suggest. We cannot say that female auto-cremation never hap-
pened or that it was ignored when it did occur, but the fact that we have no
name recorded for this nun may reveal a certain determination on the part
of the monastic establishment not to accord these women the same status as
male self-immolators.

As with the fall of the Northern Song and Ming dynasties, it should not
surprise us to learn that the end of the Qing dynasty and the foundation of
the Republic in 1911 brought feelings of acute distress. One could almost ex-
pect that someone might attempt to sacri¤ce himself for the dharma at such a
time. The biography of Changhui 常慧 (1845–1914) of Tianning si 天寧寺 in
Changzhou 常州 offers a detailed account of just such an offering.18 Chang-
hui was a native of Huo shan 霍山 and in his youth became a novice at Jingdu
si 淨度寺 on Jiuhua shan 九華山.19 After being ordained in 1875, in 1891
Changhui went to Tianning si, where he took up Pure Land practices, recit-
ing the name of the Buddha and keeping to a strict practice of austerities. In
1906 he moved to Putong yuan 普同院 , where there was a monk in sealed re-
treat.20 Changhui kept guard outside his retreat, and together the two monks
passed many days reciting the Lotus. In this scripture Changhui came across
the account of the Medicine King burning his body and made a vow to give
up his body to save the world. The Lotus is scarcely mentioned elsewhere in
this collection, and although this is the last case of auto-cremation dealt with
in the monastic biographies, in some ways it harks back to the very earliest
cases we saw in Chapter 1.

In 1911, conscious that revolution was in the air throughout the land
and that “the Way and Virtue were declining every day”:

He wished to truly carry out his intention to cause the Buddhadharma to
¶ourish, to turn people’s minds around, to turn con¶ict into compassion
and fortune, to defeat desire and anger before they appeared, and to cause
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all the tendencies for killing between heaven and earth to cease. He was
resolute in this desire but for a long time could not put it into effect. At
midnight on jiayin 甲寅 4.17 (May 11, 1914), at the eastern boundary of the
cloister wall, he stacked up ¤rewood like a small seat and sat erect and
cross-legged on top. He lit the ¤re and transformed himself. At that time
he was sixty-nine.21

Changhui had a disciple whom he had asked to light the ¤re, but on that day
the man failed to arrive. 

When the cremation was about half way through, his kâºâya had been com-
pletely burnt to ashes, but the bronze hook [on the robe] was still hanging
on right under his shoulder, bright and untainted. His enlightened mind
was so strong that he was determined to show that death was like returning
home. Fire shot forth from his whole body, every joint was burning but he
was completely without pain, not moving an inch. If he were not com-
pletely endowed with true liberation and had attained great sovereignty,
how could he remain upright and steady, not moving from his position and
departing in such a manner as this? 

By the side of a tree was set an incense altar; the incense in the burner
had not yet been extinguished. One could imagine that Changhui had rev-
erently paid homage to the Buddha before he transformed. At that time,
the onlookers were all impressed and amazed and sighed admiringly. They
all made donations and erected a pagoda at the place where he burned his
body. On it Di Baoxian 狄寶賢 (d. 1941) wrote an account of this affair.22

It is perhaps startling to see the many points of continuity between this
biography and those from hundreds of years earlier. Although Changhui was
inspired by the Lotus, reappeared after his death, and had his biography
composed by an eminent layman in the traditional manner, there is perhaps
just a hint of a self-consciously “modern” attitude to the practice in the biog-
rapher’s insistence that the lack of pain must be proof of his enlightened
mind. As we have seen, any mention of pain in the earlier literature is quite
rare. Likewise, it is tempting to see in Changhui’s awareness of “the tenden-
cies of killing” just months before the outbreak of the Great War of 1914–
1918, a newly emergent global perspective on some of the particular horrors
of saœsâra, although in fact Changhui would not have had to look far in
search of violence closer to home.

Despite the associations we ¤nd between auto-cremation and periods
of empirewide upheaval such as the fall of the Northern Song and Ming
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dynasties, some auto-cremators were inextricably linked with much more
local events—even such mundane matters as the maintenance of infrastruc-
ture. Wuming 無名 (“No Name,” ca. 1590–1674) of Jingmen 荊門 in Hubei
was a promoter of social projects like bridge building.23 His most famous ac-
complishment was the Wanshan 萬善 (Ten Thousand Good Deeds) bridge.
In October 1674 he stacked up ¤rewood south of the Jingmen city walls and
sat on top, holding the wooden ¤sh. After he had the pyre lit he predicted
that someone would have to repair the foundations of the bridge in forty
years time. In 1714 (forty years later) Song Sisheng 宋思聖 (d.u.) arrived to
administer the area. After noticing that the Wanshan bridge was listing
slightly, Song paid for its repair from his own subsidies (lian 廉), thus ful-
¤lling the prediction.24 The biography concludes triumphantly, “What the
mad monk said was true: The evidence is truly amazing!”

Although Wuming’s biography shows a concern for the world beyond the
cloister, even if only for the local community, other biographies show what
auto-cremators could hope to achieve for their own monasteries. Zhian 止安

(d. 1740) was a serious and diligent practitioner of austerities, but he lived in
a poor monastery that was falling down and always short of food.25 No one else
seemed to care about this, so he vowed to give up his own life for the dharma: 

He gathered ¤rewood in a tall stack and sat upright on top. He proclaimed
to the assembly, “After I, Zhian, leave, I vow that affection and response
should occur between heaven and humans, causing the cloudy buildings to
be lofty and bright, and the fragrant kitchen to be full.” Then he took up his
torch and burned himself. In clear tones he recited the name of the Buddha,
and he was cheerful and unafraid. The onlookers were massed around him
like a fence; they all praised him admiringly, amazed by this rare sight.26

The account ends at this point, so we do not know if there was any miracu-
lous response to his call. It may be that, as with earlier cases we discussed, pi-
ous laypeople made donations during or after his auto-cremation that might
have paid for the repair of the monastery. In this way self-immolation could
sometimes be directed towards very parochial ends indeed, even if it ap-
peared to invoke the cosmic principles of sympathetic resonance as Zhian’s
vow did. The interest in maintaining monasteries, which is not stressed in
earlier collections, undoubtedly re¶ects real concerns about patronage
within the Buddhist establishment in late imperial China.27

We have encountered many examples in which auto-cremation was pref-
aced by a vow and followed by weeks, months, or even years of preparation.
But sometimes the act could occur almost randomly. Zhaizi 齋子 (d.u.) of
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Zhusheng si 祝聖寺 on Nanyue led an austere life, never speaking or smiling
and begging every day for a single bowl of rice.28 One day he visited Tiefo si鐵
佛寺, where someone had left some lumber to make a fence. “Affected by this
inducing cause,” he set ¤re to the wood while sitting cross-legged within the
pile, beating the wooden ¤sh, and chanting the name of the Buddha. A
couple of lines devoted to a monk called Huiming and appended to Zhaizi’s
biography recount a similar case of unannounced auto-cremation. The biog-
raphy of Xingkong 性空 (d. 1807) is similarly brief.29 The monk had recited
the Huayan jing continuously for several decades, and the image of an arhat
is said to have been seen among the ¶ames of his pyre.

We have noted throughout this study that there really was no consensus
of opinion on what exactly auto-cremation did for the practitioner. Did auto-
cremators become buddhas or bodhisattvas? Were they bodhisattvas in dis-
guise? Were they reborn in the Pure Land? Or were they perhaps primarily
substitute sacri¤cial victims whose death provoked a response from a higher
power? Evidently a wide variety of opinion was still being expressed in the
Qing, when auto-cremation had been part of the religious scene for well over
a thousand years. The story of the Spinner Monk (Luosi seng絡絲僧, d.u.) of-
fers a case in point.30 This monk had been a spinner before he left home,
hence his name. He lived alone in a derelict hermitage and chanted the
name of the Buddha. When he found that he could not support himself, he
went back to his old boss and agreed to spin in exchange for food. He did this
for several years, then one day he turned up at the house of the layman Wu
Xiling 吳西泠 (Wu Shuxu 吳樹虛, eighteenth century) and tried to sell him a
basket full of useless scraps of paper.31 Understandably bemused by this, the
layman asked what he needed the money for. The monk replied that he
needed to buy a load of ¤rewood so that he could “return to the West.” Ap-
parently nonplussed by this response, Wu paid for the ¤rewood. Later, when
he arrived at the monk’s hermitage to witness his promised “return,” he
found him sitting on top of a pile of blazing ¤rewood: 

The monk was right in the middle of the ¤re. He raised his hand to Xiling
in a gesture of farewell. Suddenly he wiped his face with his hand, immedi-
ately revealing its golden color, and he was instantly transformed. Xiling
sighed and said, “Excellent! The amazing traces of the sages of the past
have appeared again today.” There were several hundred other onlookers
who were all affected and lamented incessantly.32

In presenting the classic trope of the golden bodhisattva in disguise as a
poor and simple monk, the biography uses the voice of the layman to underline



174 Burning for the Buddha

how rare such a miracle was in late imperial times. In fact, as we have seen,
there were many miraculous occurrences surrounding auto-cremation even
if they did not correspond to the mode of earlier miracles.

Although one might think that the various methods of auto-cremation
would have been exhausted by a certain point, we continue to ¤nd some
quite bizarre twists on the means of transformation. The Qing monk Xiang-
ying 香英 (d.u.) one day gathered his fellow monks and sat cross-legged,
holding his bowl.33 He used incense to light his toes, and the ¶ames sprang
up, lighting the whole room. All day long the ¤re burned up to his abdomen,
but he continued to recite and chant. When the ¤re reached his chest he
threw down his bowl and was transformed. That same day someone met him
at Jifu si 集福寺 and asked where he was going. He replied, “To the Western
lands.” This person passed Xiangying’s message on to one of his disciples,
who found that his master’s remains were about to be placed in a stûpa. He
asked when Xiangying had died and realized that it was precisely when he
had met the layman on the road. The miracle of Xiangying’s bi-location here
recalls the motif of the double that we mentioned above: Xiangying was si-
multaneously burning and on his way to the Pure Land, which was not infre-
quently named as a destination for late imperial auto-cremators. As for what
inspired Xiangying to set ¤re to his toes, the biography offers us no clues.

The Lotus Sûtra clearly continued to be available as part of the repertoire
of auto-cremators, but virtuosos were able to draw on an ever-expanding body
of inspirations, justi¤cations, aspirations, and methods. The discreet mention
of going to the West as they prepared to depart or even as they did so was a
trope that re¶ected a generalized aspiration for rebirth in Amitâbha’s Pure
Land and one common to Buddhist practitioners of late imperial times.

Self-Immolation for the Saœgha 

We saw in our discussion of Daoxuan’s collection, the Xu gaoseng zhuan,
how the body of a single monk could be bartered with the state for the de-
fense of the saœgha as a whole. That this theme was not so discernable in
Zanning’s Song gaoseng zhuan is probably due to a couple of signi¤cant fac-
tors: ¤rst, the lack of a strong and enduring central authority in the period
from the mid-Tang to the early Song documented in that collection; and
second, the fact that the Song compilation was commissioned by the em-
peror. Self-immolation as a public act of atonement for the perceived mis-
deeds of the saœgha makes a dramatic reappearance in Minghe’s collection
with the biography of Yonglong 永隆 (1359–1392), which recalls speci¤cally
the example of Zhiyi’s disciple Dazhi, who burned off his arm and subse-
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quently died in an attempt to stop Sui Yangdi’s proposed limit on the num-
ber of ordinands.34 

The ¤rst Ming emperor, Taizu 太祖 (r. 1368–1398), who had himself
been a monk before taking up arms against the Yuan regime, attempted to ex-
ercise tight control over the size of the saœgha and in 1373 ordered that pro-
spective monks and nuns be examined to test their knowledge of scriptures.
In 1391 the Ministry of Rites was ordered to regulate Buddhism and Taoism
even more thoroughly: From then on ordination was allowed only every three
years, and there was a limit on the number of new monks ordained for each
prefecture, department, and district. Male ordinands had to be over the age
of forty, females over ¤fty. In 1392, as a further safeguard against people
fraudulently claiming monastic status and thus exemption from taxes, a mo-
nastic register (sengji ce 僧籍冊) was prepared that listed the name, year of or-
dination, and ordination certi¤cate number of every monk. It is against this
background of legislation that the following events occurred.35

In 1392 there was an imperial ordination for monks, so Yonglong led his
disciples to the capital, Jinling 金陵 (later called Nanjing 南京), to be exam-
ined on their scriptural knowledge and be presented with ordination
certi¤cates.36 More than three thousand novices presented themselves for ex-
amination, but many of them had no knowledge of the scriptures and wished
to obtain ordination certi¤cates fraudulently. Taizu was irritated by this de-
ception and dispatched the imperial bodyguard to arrest the novices and
conscript them into the army.37 Yonglong, not unnaturally distressed at this
turn of events, submitted a memorial offering to burn his body to secure
their release. As with Dazhi’s burning of his arm, if we read between the lines
we may assume that this action was designed to atone for the fraudulent ac-
tions of the few and provide an example of true monastic behavior that
would shame the impostors. Of course it is hard to be certain about what hap-
pened exactly; because this record comes from a collection compiled under
the Ming it is unlikely to contain anything that would re¶ect badly on the
founder of that dynasty. 

Taizu apparently assented to Yonglong’s offer and ordered civil and
military of¤cials to escort him to Yuhua tai雨華臺 .38 There Yonglong bowed
in the direction of the palace and composed the following verse:

As for this thirty-three-year-old phantom body, 
The ¤re of the nature (xinghuo 性火) will clearly manifest true reality. 
When the Buddhadharma of the great Ming prospers,
I will pray that the August Lineage (huangtu 皇圖) will last for a hundred 

million years.
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He also took a stick of incense and wrote four characters on it: fengtiao
yushun 風調雨順 (the wind and rain will be favorable [for crops]). This he
gave to one of the of¤cials and urged him to present it to the emperor, say-
ing that it would be most ef¤cacious if used to pray for rain. Then he
burned himself. There was an unusual fragrance, and ¶ocks of cranes
soared over the pyre. Countless grains of šarîra were collected afterwards.
As a consequence, the three thousand novices were pardoned and given or-
dination certi¤cates. Sometime later there was a drought and Taizu or-
dered the of¤cials of the Central Buddhist Registry (senglu si僧錄司 ) to fetch
the incense that Yonglong had left. The emperor led the people in praying
for rain for three days and was rewarded with a heavy downfall. Taizu was
delighted and told his assembled ministers, “This was truly the rain of Yong-
long.” He composed a poem, “Luopo seng” ( 落魄僧, The Monk Who Shed
His Soul), to glorify his reputation.39 Yonglong’s disciples took his remains
home and interred them beneath a stûpa on Yin shan 尹山.40

This is a very detailed and fascinating account, but so far I have been un-
able to correlate it with any event known in the of¤cial histories.41 I suspect
that something happened, but I would remain cautious about accepting
Minghe’s version of events without question. The story does at least show that
the ideal of a monk sacri¤cing himself both to defend and to reform the
saœgha was still alive and well in the late Ming. It seems to steer a middle
course between the kinds of public auto-cremation with the ruler in atten-
dance that we saw in the ¤fth century and the slightly more confrontational
nature of Dazhi’s arm-burning. In this account, Yonglong’s auto-cremation
serves multiple purposes. The imprisoned are released, the emperor is
molli¤ed, the state prospers, later rainfall ensures continued fertility, and
Yonglong earns a poem composed by no less a ¤gure than the emperor
himself. 

Auto-Cremation and Rainmaking

Burning the body to pray for rain, alluded to in the story of Yonglong
and also found in some cases discussed in earlier chapters, is an important
element in the history of self-immolation.42 The Xin xu gaoseng zhuan con-
tains three interlinked accounts, which provide evidence of a powerful local
tradition of rainmaking by Buddhist monks. Mingxing 明星 (ca. 1478–1568)
became a novice at Bolin si 柏林寺 in Changsha  (Hunan), where one day he
fed a beggar.43 The head monk did not approve of this act of charity, so he
expelled him from the monastery. The beggar (who was of course no ordi-
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nary vagrant) took Mingxing into the mountains, where he taught him his
occult techniques for in¶uencing the weather. 

In 1568 there was a severe drought and it did not rain for three months.
The people were getting restless, and the governor was growing concerned.
Mingxing vowed that if it did not rain in three days he would burn his body.
The of¤cial built an altar, put ¤rewood on top, and ordered him to climb
onto it. The monk performed his rituals devoutly and sincerely but at the end
of three days the sun was still blazing in the sky. The governor thought that he
had been misled and angrily ordered that the ¤re be lit. When the ¤re was a
few feet from the altar, suddenly a great wind sprang up and blew away the
dust, and then the rains fell. The biography concludes, “Later people founded
a monastery to commemorate this. Whenever there is a drought many ‘car-
riages and canopies’ (that is, high-ranking of¤cials) come to the monastery
[to pray for rain]. Even on a scorching day there will be clouds there.”

Two biographies are appended to that of Mingxing. The ¤rst is of a
monk known as “the Worthy of the Maÿøala” (Mantuluo zunzhe曼荼羅尊者),
who lived sometime during the Wanli萬歷period (1573–1620) of the Ming.44

His dharma name was Zhou Fu 周福. He was also commonly called Zhou the
Transcendent (Zhou xian 仙) or Master Zhou the True Man (Zhou gong
zhenren 周公真人), both titles having Taoist associations. The biography de-
scribes him as an “outstanding person (longxiang 龍象) of the esoteric lineage
(Mizong 密宗),” an unusual designation for the period long after the sup-
posed heyday of esoteric Buddhism in China. The biography explains that
Chan was the most fashionable form of practice at the time, but many people
merely stole examples from yulu and imitated them as if that would make
them enlightened. It also goes on to say that there was a certain amount of
disillusionment with this kind of “wild fox” Chan. Zhou Fu particularly de-
spised this fashion and instead applied himself to a kind of practice that had
fallen out of favor: Reading Mahâyâna vaipulya sûtras, dhâraÿî, and the eso-
teric section of the canon. In a simple hermitage below Heimi 黑麋 peak he
concentrated on his esoteric study and built an altar, which he called a “maÿ-
øala.” After having cultivated such practices for several decades:

One day he announced to his followers, “The causes that underlie my teach-
ing in the world are about to come to an end. I must follow the Buddha’s ex-
ample and join the bath of ¤re.” He sent them into the mountains to fetch
¤rewood. He stacked it up several yards (zhang 丈) high, bathed and changed
his clothes, and sat cross-legged on top. He ordered his disciples to light the
¤re, but they were all afraid and none dared approach. Fu held the wooden
¤sh, chanting spells clearly, and the ¤re suddenly and spontaneously burst
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into ¶ames. Again he addressed his followers, “If there is a drought in the fu-
ture, you should call my name, and rain will fall heavily.” From the Wanli pe-
riod of the Ming onwards, when the villagers pray for rain they just call out
“Zhou xian!” or they shout “Zhou ye” ( 周爺, Father Zhou)! When this hap-
pens there are many numinous responses. It is related that when the rain
comes, mixed up with the wind and rain are the sounds of the wooden ¤sh
and chanted spells—just as at the time of his ¤ery transformation.45

Burning the body to pray for rain was a practice with roots in ancient
Chinese history. Buddhists co-opted this speciality and made it part of their
repertoire of thaumaturgy. In the case of both the esoteric practitioner and
Mingxing the places associated with their offerings became new sacred sites
imbued with the power to bring rain in response to the demands of local
people. It is interesting that Yonglong, Mingxing, and Zhou Fu were able to
cause rain to fall even after they had apparently departed the scene, sug-
gesting that their deaths had given them something of the power of local
deities—men who had died yet were able to answer the prayers of the living.

Canling 參靈 (d. 1644) was a contemporary of Zhou Fu and also from
Changsha.46 The biographer refers repeatedly and indignantly to the fact
that Canling’s name had been miswritten in the local gazetteers as 餐苓 (eat-
ing numinous fungus), “as if he were a divine immortal—which he was not!”
Like Zhou Fu he favored the esoteric sûtras, and when he grew up he trav-
elled as far as Western Shu (Eastern Tibet) to obtain transmission of the
mudrâs. While there he got hold of a copy of the major Tantric text Yujia da-
jiao wang jing 瑜伽大教王經 (Mahâyoga tantra), which he studied intently.
When he returned to Changsha, he lived as a hermit on Jilong shan 集龍山 in
Hunan for more than forty years. He allowed his nails and hair to grow long
and people who encountered him took him for a transcendent.

At the beginning of the Shunzhi 順治 reign period (1644–1662) of the
Qing, Canling came off the mountain and stacked up ¤rewood on the
banks of the Baisha 白沙 river. He bathed and lit the ¤re, then sat and re-
cited the Mahâyoga tantra as usual. Suddenly there was a great gust of wind
and peals of thunder, and in an instant his body was transformed before the
eyes of the assembled witnesses, winning the admiration of the Buddhist
community. The fact that this happened at the beginning of the Qing
might lead one to suspect that this was an act of loyalty to the Ming, but sub-
sequent events may argue against this interpretation. A monastery was
founded to commemorate Canling on Jilong shan and there the monks
fashioned an image of him and made offerings to it: “Whenever there was a
drought, a ¶ood, or an epidemic, the gentry and the masses prayed for sal-
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vation and always obtained a response. Right down to today, the burning of
incense continues to be abundant.” 

In time Canling actually became a local deity. The biography relates that
in 1867 the villagers and gentry of the area composed a written account of his
deeds, which they submitted to the court requesting that he receive imperial
recognition. Canling was accordingly granted the title “True Man All-Encom-
passing Protector” (Puhu zhenren 溥謢真人). If he had in fact been some kind
of Ming loyalist, this detail had obviously been long forgotten by this time.
The biography concludes with another heartfelt protest against “successive
monographs and documents” that had incorrectly placed him in the category
of transcendents and those who had mistakenly classi¤ed him as a “Buddhist
immortal” (fomen xianzi 佛門仙子). The case of Canling shows us that there was
not only competition within Buddhism to claim certain self-immolators for
Chan or Pure Land, but that other ideologies, those of Taoism and the state,
also had interests in taking these ¤gures into their own pantheons. The sub-
stitution of the Mahâyoga tantra for the Lotus Sûtra as a text to chant while
burning offers an interesting twist on the power of recitation and the trans-
formational powers of the ritual text.

Spontaneous Combustion

Cases of auto-cremation described in the later biographical collections of-
ten employed the conceit that the act was a form of samâdhi rather than the
mundane lighting of a stack of wood. We noted an earlier example of this
idea in the biography of the eccentric Tang monk Master Bundle of Grass
and in the scriptural precedents supplied by Zanning in his comments on
that text. In the biography of Ningyi 寧義 (d. 1583) we read: 

In the guiwei 癸未 year of the Wanli reign period (1583), he stacked up ¤re-
wood and burned himself. As soon as the torch was raised, his body started
to burn “like a rotten root” and was soon completely consumed. A wise per-
son declared, “He has entered the ¤ery samâdhi.”47

Thus was auto-cremation con¶ated with the samâdhi of ¤re. But in other
biographies this samâdhi came to be invoked with increasing frequency as the
actual means of auto-cremation. The Bu xu gaoseng zhuan contains two ex-
amples of this phenomenon, and the Xin xu gaoseng zhuan even more. The
Yuan monk Delin德林 (¶. mid-fourteenth century), a native of Dongou東甌,
resided at Zheze si柘澤寺 in Shanghai上海 during the Zhizheng至正 period
(1341–1367).48 One day he suddenly asked for a cof¤n (kan 龕 ), saying that
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he would burn his body on the ¤rst day of the ninth month.49 People did not
believe him and ignored his request. On the appointed day he traded his bag
and bowl for some ¤rewood, which he placed around him. Fire rose from his
body, and the shocked onlookers prostrated themselves. They were con-
cerned that his auto-cremation would not bring good fortune to the locale,
but Delin replied from amidst the ¶ames that “there will be no problem after
the rain passes.” The suggestion that the rain should wash away his ashes
seems to be an interesting admission that the remains of an auto-cremator
could be a source of ill fortune rather than the precious relics we usually see
in such biographies.

The second case, from the Ming, is somewhat more detailed and reveals
more of the doctrinal implications of spontaneous auto-cremation. Accord-
ing to the Bu xu gaoseng zhuan, Shanxin 善信 (zi Wuyi 無疑, No Doubt, d.u.)
became a monk at the age of twenty-nine and being illiterate he engaged
solely in Chan meditation. He suddenly attained awakening and announced,
“Since I left home I have not lain down on the mat, and today I have done all
that ought to be done.” (Traditionally this was what arhats said before they
entered nirvâÿa.) Sometime later he appeared to be slightly ill and asked to
be bathed and placed in a cof¤n. A ¤re sprang up instantaneously and con-
sumed his body. The biographer comments, “This was surely a case of some-
one who attained awakening and who was eager to enter nirvâÿa.” The verse
eulogy appended to the biography compares Shanxin favorably with the
Medicine King, who left saœsâra only to re-enter it. For Shanxin, on the other
hand, “ultimately, how could there be any further coming or going?” It is
somewhat surprising that the claim that a Chinese monk should have
reached such a level as to enter nirvâÿa immediately after attaining awaken-
ing is rather rare. We saw an analogous case in the biography of the “monk
who tested the pagoda” in Chapter 5.

The biography of Shanxin in the Xin xu gaoseng zhuan is slightly but
signi¤cantly different from that in the Bu xu gaoseng zhuan, suggesting that
competing traditions had co-opted his story for their own ends.50 First, the Xin
xu gaoseng zhuan makes him a practitioner of nianfo rather than dhyâna and at-
tributes his enlightenment to reading sûtras and šâstras. Second, it claims that
his awakening came at Fangshui an 放水庵 in Shanghai under a master called
Zhide 智德 rather than on Xuanmu shan 玄墓山 under the upâdhyâya Wan-
feng 萬峰和尚. Third, it omits the verse eulogy comparing him with the Medi-
cine King. Fourth, the Xin xu gaoseng zhuan maintains that a stûpa was erected
for him and that his fellow monks had his image painted. But both biogra-
phies agree on the fact that he was bathed and placed in his cof¤n and that a
blaze spontaneously sprang up and burned him. The existence of two biogra-
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phies with quite different religious pedigrees for Shanxin shows that the sec-
tarian interests of Chan and Pure Land biographers drove them to claim
auto-cremators for their own traditions.

But are these cases of spontaneous combustion quite what they appear to
be? A biography of the Ming monk Mingxiu 明秀 (d.u.) of Jingmen suggests
otherwise.51 The account begins conventionally enough: After forty years in
Jingmen, one day Mingxiu bathed, did obeisance to the Buddha, and an-
nounced that he was going to the West. As he sat cross-legged on his meditation
mat, ¤re shot out from within his body, rapidly consuming him while he
chanted the name of the Buddha. The account goes on to reveal that the medi-
tation mat was actually placed on top of a large stack of ¤rewood and kindling
that was used to supply the kitchens. Mingxiu’s disciples had apparently failed
to notice that he was sitting on top of a ¤re that was already lit, and so they sus-
pected nothing. The biographer concludes, “Not until the ¶ames blazed up did
they feel frightened and amazed. He had accumulated devotion [to the Bud-
dha] for so long, it was really no coincidence [that this happened].”

Perhaps all cases of spontaneous combustion can be explained in this
manner, but many accounts speak of monks exhaling jets of ¶ame from the
nose or mouth and give no hint of any suspicion of trickery. Witness the case
of Kangzhai 康齋, who suddenly announced one day that he had to leave and
begged for a bundle of ¤rewood from the local villagers.52 This he stacked up
in a vacant spot. Seated on top of the wood, he covered his head in an oil-
soaked turban and “spat out samâdhi ¤re to burn himself.” But then he lifted
off the turban and shouted that there was a pious woman in the audience
whose “qi of birth within her” was con¶icting with his attempt to burn him-
self. Sure enough, a pregnant woman was in the audience. After she was
pointed out and had retreated, blushing, Kangzhai replaced the turban and
was able to burn himself.

The fact that female pollution was able to prevent the successful comple-
tion of Kangzhai’s act is rather revealing. Whereas there is never any hint in
the Indian literature we have discussed that the miraculous powers of bud-
dhas and bodhisattvas could be hindered by natural forces, especially by im-
purity, the situation on the ground in late imperial China was clearly
somewhat different. It was understood, for example, that incendiary magic,
such as that performed by the Boxers in the rebellion of 1898–1900, could be
frustrated by impurities in the surrounding conditions.53 Women in particu-
lar were regarded as sources of contamination. The power of naked, men-
struating, or urinating women to negate or destroy ritual and magic was well
known in the Ming and continues to be attested today.54 We should perhaps
look for explanations and understandings of spontaneous combustion in
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China in the larger religious scene of the post-Song period and not just in the
Buddhist sources.

The transformation of the Ming monk Langran 朗然 (d.u.) was doubly
miraculous: He spontaneously combusted and managed to leave behind a
whole-body relic.55 The biography describes him as dull and stupid but very
upright in conduct. Despite, or perhaps because of, this he was highly re-
spected by the local populace. One day he met an old monk on Pan shan 盤
山 in Hubei and received from him a certain method of chanting the name of
Amitâbha, which he then practiced for the next three years. In response to
his chanting, “an internal ¤re burned him, but his body was not destroyed.
[The skin] looked like old copper, and it made a sound when struck. Nowa-
days it is worshipped in the hermitage.” The early-Qing Chan poet-monk
Zhuoan Zhipu 拙庵智樸 (¶. 1671) composed a poem about him, which is
preserved in the biography.56 The poem reiterates that Langran was dull-
witted but extols his constant “upholding of the six characters” (Namu Ami-
tuo fo 南無阿彌陀佛) and his wish to see Amitâbha. Zhipu also praised the
preservation of his body, which he saw as proof that even in the end times
(moshi末世), a person of limited capacity was able to attain awakening. Zhipu’s
accolades might very well be applied to all of the later examples of self-immo-
lation. Whatever else they meant, these extraordinary acts were often taken
as signs that the highest awakening could still take place on Chinese soil,
even in a time and place far removed from the Buddha or the great Chinese
sage-monks of the past.

Langran’s biography suggests that his spontaneous combustion was a di-
rect result of his diligent chanting of nianfo, which accords with the ubiquity
of the practice in post-Tang Buddhism. This supposition also holds true for
some related biographies of the seventeenth century. Hairun 海潤 (d. 1690)
arrived on Huashan華山 in Jiangning江甯 in the third month of Kangxi康熙

29 (April 4–May 8, 1690).57 Asked what his practice was, he replied simply,
“Nianfo.” Asked why he had come to Huashan, he answered, “For a matter of
life and death at noon on the ¤rst day of the fourth month.” On that day
people saw a ¤re blazing on the summit of the mountain and found Hairun
sitting cross-legged on Guiren peak 貴人峰 with ¤re rushing out of his eyes,
ears, mouth, and nose. His body remained upright and did not fall over even
when the ¤re had burned out. This biography ambitiously connects nianfo,
spontaneous combustion, the correct posture at the moment of death, and a
mountain site.

There are two biographies appended to that of Hairun, and they make
similar connections between nianfo and spontaneous combustion. The ¤rst
is of an unnamed monk of Changjing 長涇.58 Like Langran he is described as
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dull and stupid, but unlike him he was not held in high esteem by others. He
practiced only nianfo and one day he suddenly announced that he had to
leave the next day. On the morrow he kept asking his disciples whether it was
midday yet. As soon as they told him that it was noon he sat cross-legged on a
seat; ¤re shot out of his mouth and incinerated him. High noon seems to
have been a preferred time of death in many late imperial biographies and
may be related to earlier Taoist ideas of the transcendent who “ascends in
broad daylight.”59 Presumably this monk “ascended” by ¤re to the Pure Land.

An unnamed monk of Luoshu 羅墅 chanted nianfo single-mindedly, just
like Langran and Hairun.60 When he knew that his time had come, he gave
away his bowl and begged for a bundle of ¤rewood. The faithful supplied a
large amount of fuel, which “he stacked up for several days until it was like a
mountain.” More than a thousand people came to witness his departure. Fire
shot out of his mouth and burned his body. The fact that all these miraculous
transformations are attributed to the power of nianfo may represent an upping
of the rhetorical stakes designed to promote this particular practice as ef¤ca-
cious even for the least able practitioners. Suddenly illiterate and dull-witted
monks were able to make the highest attainments of the buddhas and arhats
of the past who had spontaneously combusted at the end of their earthly lives.

Spontaneous combustion could represent a way of burning the body in
situations where help in igniting it the usual way was not forthcoming. One
day Liaoan 了庵 (¶. Qianlong 乾隆 period, 1736–1795) stacked up ¤rewood
in front of the monastery courtyard and sat upright on the top.61 Repeat-
edly chanting the name of the Buddha, he ordered the monks to light the
¤re, but none of them obeyed. When the distant smell of a burning candle
reached his nose, he exhaled and ¤re shot straight out of his nose, burning
his face, robes, and body. All the while he continued to chant, and facing
the west, he was quickly transformed into smoke and ¶ames. 

Xingcan 惺參 (1742–1818) became a monk at forty after the death of his
parents.62 One day, after a long and successful career, he addressed his dis-
ciples, reminding them that all the buddhas and arhats had awoken to the
teaching of the Diamond Sûtra. He urged them to bear the sûtra in mind con-
stantly and informed them that at the age of seventy-six he no longer wished
to remain in the impure realm and that he was about to “depart for the West.”
He ordered his disciples to stack up ¤rewood in the monastery. In the au-
tumn, on Jiaqing嘉慶wuyin戊寅7.15 (August 16, 1818)—the day of the ghost
festival—Xingcan climbed on top of the pyre and recited his death verse: 

Right from the beginning there is no coming, 
Now how could there be any going?
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The lamp of wisdom is not extinguished,
Like a single torch on the “numinous terrace.”63

The wind sweeps through the branches,
The moon is re¶ected at the bottom of the pond.
People protect the dharma well,
What is the difference between life and death?64

Xingcan’s poem points to the connection between the lamp of the
dharma, passed down from master to disciple in the Chan lineage, and the
¶ames soon to consume his body. After he had recited the verse, ¶ames shot
out from within him and a plume of fragrant smoke rose into the sky. Among
his remains, seven grains of šarîra were found, and they were interred in seven
stûpas in front of Ciyun si 慈雲寺. The elements of this biography—the em-
phasis on the Diamond Sûtra, the death verse, and the spontaneous combustion
—seem calculated to present Xingcan’s death as a quintessential Chan mas-
ter’s performance of self-immolation, and yet even he announced his inten-
tion to leave for the Pure Land to the West.

As we have seen, spontaneous combustion in late imperial China seems
to have become almost an expected theme in the repertoire of the monkish
imagination. Although it evoked powerful claims to the powers of an ad-
vanced practitioner, it simultaneously allowed self-immolators and/or their
biographers to sidestep the question of agency. If the ¶ames arose spontane-
ously, there really was no “self” in self-immolation.

Spontaneous Death and Mummi¤cation

The cases of spontaneous combustion we have seen may have been inspired
by scriptural accounts of arhats and bodhisattvas who went up in ¶ames of
their own volition.65 But they are also part of what appears to have been an
increased interest in the larger theme of spontaneous death. Several such
cases are included in the self-immolation sections of the later biographical
collections. Self-immolation remained so ¶exible a category that it could in-
corporate modes of dying in which there seemed to be almost no conscious
effort to discard the body for any particular purpose. To die effortlessly seems
to have been accounted suf¤cient, although to leave behind a mummy was
always appreciated and to use one’s own death as a means of preaching the
dharma was clearly considered ideal.

For example, a nameless Huaseng 化僧 (Transformation Monk) was well
known to the people of the marketplaces in Pi 郫 and Fan 繁 in Sichuan.66 At
dawn on Chongning 崇寧 5.12.2 (December 28, 1106), he came into the city
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to beg for food. Having worked out that it was afternoon from the position of
the sun in the sky, he suddenly put his clothes in a bag as if he were about to
leave. He went to the eastern end of the market and begged for some soup.
Then he straightened his clothes and sat cross-legged. Before the soup was
served he was pronounced dead. The biographer records “his jadelike bones
stood there like a mountain, not leaning to one side or another,” thus empha-
sizing the importance of his upright posture in death. His body was taken
back to a valley north of Pi and enshrined in a niche (kan龕). Minghe notes
that his mummy was still there in his day. 

Appended to the biography is a written account by Yang Tianhui 楊天惠

(doctoral candidate, 1080), a native of Pi. Yang praises the unknown monk at
length, and records his feelings of joy and fond remembrance on seeing the
mummy’s face. It is not surprising to ¤nd literati writing of such marvels, but
what may surprise some are the personal sentiments expressed and the emo-
tive language employed here. Once again we are reminded that peasants and
men of letters participated in the same cults in traditional China. Yang’s eu-
logy reads:

Remarkable! This is something I have never seen before. This great master
did not keep separate from the din and clamor of the marketplace yet mani-
fested tranquillity. He did not despise butchers and wine sellers as de¤led
and deluded but manifested purity and righteousness. He did not cast aside
the stains and evils of saœsâra but manifested ultimate truth. He did not take
pleasure in external appearances or like to display ornamentation but mani-
fested a tough solidity. In speech his accent was harmonious and gentle,
close to that of the local area, but no one knew his family or personal name.
His skin was emaciated and tough, looking like a person of around seventy,
but no one knew his age or the length of his ordination. His robes and boots
were simple and rustic, making him look like a patch-robed practitioner in
the forest, but no one knew where he lived. Oh dear! When he was alive I did
not know to follow the master and associate with him; not until he is gone
does it occur to me to record his traces. This is a case of the saying “Carving
the boat [to ¤nd the sword].”67 However, by virtue of what I say here, one
might see the master’s appearance and give rise to thoughts of joy and fond
remembrance, perfecting the actions of purity and faith. Hopefully this may
provide a way for people to enter [the Buddhist path].68

In this lengthy eulogy Yang speaks admiringly of the monk’s ability to
remain detached from the world and sees his mummy not as a curiosity or
even a memorial, but as an opportunity to feel happy and nostalgic about
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the master and to turn one’s mind to the teachings of Buddhism. Even for
those who were not members of the saœgha, self-immolation and its relics
could be seen as ways of propagating the faith. What is worth noting here is
the tone employed in writing of such matters: “Joy and fond remembrance”
are not the emotions one might expect when gazing at a preserved corpse.

The Jin-dynasty Chan master Faqing法慶 (1071–1143) of Dajue si大覺寺

in Xianping fu 咸平府, whose master was Foguo Weibo 佛國惟白 (¶. 1101),
taught his disciple a lesson in how to die.69 One day the disciple was reading
through the account of the “Vegetarian Feast for the Foolish” (yuchi zhai 愚癡

齋) in the Dongshan lu 洞山錄 (Record of Dongshan) and commented that the
Chan masters of the past were truly amazing.70 Faqing told him that when he
died his disciple was to shout and he would come back again, thus proving
that spiritual power could still be generated by religious cultivation. He cor-
rectly foretold the time of his death, composed a verse, and gave away his pos-
sessions. On the appointed day, at the sound of the ¤rst bell of the night, he
died sitting upright:

His disciple shouted as promised, and the master opened his eyes and said,
“What?” The disciple said, “Master, why have you stripped off and de-
parted?” The master said, “What did I have when I came into this world?”
The disciple wanted to make him wear his robes, but the master said, “Stop.
Leave them for later people.” The disciple said, “What is it actually like
right now?” The master said, “It’s just as it is.” He composed another verse:

Seventy-three years have been like a ¶ash of lightning. 
Before leaving, let me get a thread through for you.
[It is like] an iron ox leaping to Silla,
Breaking the empty sky into seven or eight pieces. 

He was seventy-three. This was on Huangtong 皇統 3.5.5 ( June 19, 1143).71

There is a self-consciously unconventional Chan ¶avor to this account.
Faqing stripped himself naked, symbolizing his complete detachment from
the world. He transcended the distinction between life and death, showing it
to be ultimately empty. But he commented on his experience in verse, thus
creating another literary artefact to be passed on in the Chan tradition and
to provide opportunities for later students to be awakened. Thus even death
could be co-opted into Chan’s own story about itself.

The Ming monk Dayun 大雲 (¶. mid-sixteenth century) also used his
own death as a form of teaching.72 He began his career as a monk at Jixiang si
吉祥寺 in the northern capital (Beijing 北京, Beiping fu 北平府), where he
was a junior fellow disciple of Daji大極 (d.u.). In the Jiajing嘉靖 reign period
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(1522–1566) he lived at Guangde si 廣德寺, where he kept order over the other
monks. There were two monks in particular who would not stop ¤ghting
each other. Dayun provided a feast for them to try and calm them down: 

And he told them, “On one occasion in the past in the northern capital my
elder brother Daji put his hands together and chanted this: ‘I wish to be re-
born in the Western Pure Land, to have the nine grades of lotuses as my
mother and father.’ After which he passed away, sitting up. Now to solve
your argument for you, I will emulate my elder [dharma] brother in dying of
his own will.” Accordingly, he sat cross-legged with his palms together and
recited the two stanzas above. As he ¤nished speaking, he passed away.73

Clearly the Chan tradition did not own a monopoly on dying in a way that
was both controlled and “natural,” simultaneously predicted and spontaneous. 

The Yuan monk Jueqing 覺慶 (¶. ca. 1341–1367) followed his disciple
into death and became a mummy.74 Jueqing stressed the merits of practices
such as surfacing roads, digging wells, donating hot water, running tea stalls,
and providing acupuncture and medicine.75 During the Zhizheng era, he
went to Yunjian 雲間 (Songjiang 松江, Jiangsu). During a meeting of the Pu-
zhao fohui 普炤佛會 (Buddha Assembly of Universal Radiance), he set his
date of death as the twenty-third day of the ¤rst month (the precise year is not
speci¤ed). Subsequently he wrote letters of farewell to his friends in the wine
shops (quyuan 麴院 ) of Siming 四明 and Hangzhou. Two days later, Jueqing
announced: 

Although I have stood under the bright moon until beyond the third watch, 
How few people come, defying this bone-chilling cold. 
Now that I have already announced that I shall return home, 
Why should I remain?

After Jueqing ¤nished reciting these lines, he died. His followers at ¤rst
wished to cremate him but found his body was still sweating. Ten days later
he still looked as if he were alive and his hair and whiskers were still growing.
A pious layman, Chen Yuanjian 陳源堅 (d. after 1341), donated his home as a
chapel in which Jueqing’s mummy was enshrined and lacquered.

Martyrs for the People and Empire

The biography of the Song monk Sijing 思淨 (before 1070–1137) recalls
those of the late-Tang monks Hongxiu and Quanhuo, which we discussed in
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the previous chapter.76 Like them, he lived in violent times and offered his
body to save the lives of others when confronted by attackers. In 1126, ten
years before his death, the Jurchen Jin suddenly occupied the whole of North
China, driving the remnants of the Song forces south of the Yangzi river.
Sijing—known by the sobriquet Yu Mituo 喻彌陀 because of his secular sur-
name, Yu喻, and his skill in painting Amitâbha阿彌陀—lived on the northern
frontier.77 He went in person to the enemy stronghold and offered his life if
the enemy would spare the city (which city is not clear from the biography).
According to the text, “the enemy were so astonished they reduced their at-
tacks and many lives were saved.”78 Appended to Sijing’s biography is an ac-
count of Jingzhen 淨真 (¶. 1237–1240), who “also donated his life for beings
and had Master (Si)jing’s style of going to the stronghold and offering his
life.”79 The threat this time came not from invaders to the north but ¶oodwa-
ters in the south, and Jingzhen solved the problem in a remarkable manner.
Arriving in Qiantang 錢塘 (in Hangzhou) he found that the river had burst
its banks. Zhenjing wrote in verse to the military commissioner (anfu 安撫)
Zhao Duanming 趙端明 (Zhao Yuhuan 趙與懽 [jinshi 1214]), announcing
his intention to visit the palace of the nâga beneath the sea to petition him to
stop the ¶ood.80 He threw himself into the sea, and right after reporting the
success of his mission, he dived in again, never to re-emerge. His act of hero-
ism was reported to the court, and the emperor bestowed on him the title
“Dharma Master Protector of the State” (huguo fashi 護國法師) and set up a
memorial to him in Huiling 會靈.81 

The fact that these two biographies are paired in our source alerts us to
the fundamental assumption that warfare and banditry were classi¤ed as natu-
ral disasters, just like ¶oods. The stronghold of rebels and the palace of the
nâga are explicitly compared by Minghe. Monks who protected the state
against barbarians from the North or aquatic monsters from the South,
against ¶ood, famine, drought, or bandits, often received comparable re-
wards such as posthumous titles. Sijing and Jingzhen countered war and ¶ood
with very similar acts because those disasters were seen as expressions of the
same kind of disruption of natural cycles.

Death by Water

Self-immolation by water was never as popular as auto-cremation in China,
but a few examples will suf¤ce to show that it could be just as public and emo-
tional an event as mounting the pyre in front of a weeping crowd. The follow-
ing biographies present monks who chose to stage their own deaths with a
truly dramatic ¶air.
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The Southern Song monk Miaopu妙普of Qinglong an青龍庵in Huating
華亭 was a Chan monk, and all his life he had great admiration for the Tang
Chan master known as the Boatman Âcârya (Chuanzi heshang 船子和尚), who
had also lived in Huating.82 He built a hermitage on the plain of Qinglong,
along the banks of the Xiu river 秀水, which runs through Zhejiang from the
Grand Canal in the north. His only possession was an iron ¶ute, with which
he composed song lyrics. (Some examples are preserved in his biography.)
Towards the end of the Northern Song, rebel troops under Xu Ming 徐明 (d.
1128) passed through the nearby town of Wuzhen 烏鎮 , pillaging and kill-
ing.83 The population took fright, but Miaopu presented himself to the ban-
dits, wrote his own funerary memorial, and invited them to behead him.
They let him go and the population was saved. 

In the winter of 1142, he made a big basin with holes, which he plugged
up because he wished to die in the water. He then wrote to a colleague on
Mount Xuedou 雪竇.84 This person replied with the following gâthâ:

Oh, come on, old Xingkong!
You wish to feed the ¤sh and turtles?
Why don’t you go ahead,
Instead of just keeping on telling people about it?85

When Miaopu saw that his colleague understood his intention, he laughed.
He preached his ¤nal sermon in verse: 

Sitting down to attain liberation, standing up to die:86

Nothing compares to water burial.
First, one saves on wood for burning,
Second, one avoids having to dig a pit.
Then let me drop my responsibilities so that I may go.
Why should I not take pleasure in it?
Who understands my music?
The Boatman is my true teacher!87

It is certainly not easy to maintain re¤ned manners for hundreds of 
thousands of years;

But very few people can sing the song of the ¤shermen!88

Miaopu sat cross-legged in the basin and, playing his ¶ute, he started to
sink into the waves. His disciples urged him to turn around, but they noticed
that not a drop of water had yet entered the basin. Then, turned around by
the current, he sang his swan song:



190 Burning for the Buddha

After more than sixty years, I am returning to my hometown;
Marvellous, immeasurable is this place where my traces are sinking.
My true manner I entrust to whoever knows music:89

Playing my ¶ute puts an end to this scene.90

The people watched him drift away until they could no longer see his
¶ute but could hear its notes drifting up into the sky. Then they saw him
throw the ¶ute into the air and sink beneath the waves; they cried and wept.
Three days later they found his body on the sand, sitting upright as if still alive.
They kept him for ¤ve days and then cremated him, obtaining šarîra as big as
beans. Two cranes ¶ew continually over the pyre. His remains were interred
in a stûpa at Qinglong an.

The verses that are preserved in this biography suggest that the ideal
model of death for a Chan master was one in which he performed literally
until the ¤nal curtain. The emphasis is on the ease and naturalness of death—
something that is probably a good deal easier to present in verse and by volun-
tary termination than in the kinds of spontaneous passing away we saw above.

Our Ming collection contains the biographies of two other drowners:
Yetai夜臺 (d. 1610) and Qiuyue秋月 (d. 1621).91 Their narratives appear to-
gether and Minghe’s appended comment explores what he sees as an inter-
esting contrast between two types of self-immolator. Yetai had a long and
eventful career, roaming all over the empire and gaining imperial recogni-
tion, whereas Qiuyue was a complete recluse who refused to talk to anyone.
Yet they met the same ends. We have noted throughout this study how self-
immolation was a practice that cut across the whole of the saœgha in China.
From Chan monks, to scholars, to Pure Land believers, all kinds of monks
and nuns found valid reasons for offering their bodies. 

Yetai was a native of Western Shu and in his youth had “cultivated tech-
niques of gymnastics and avoidance of grain.” This suggests that he had Tao-
ist training of some kind, although whether he was actually an ordained
priest or only a dilettante remains unknown. But when he met a Buddhist
master on Emei shan峨眉山 , he took the tonsure. Immediately afterwards he
began his travels around the major mountain sites of Buddhism. He spent
some time on Mount Wutai, where he often fasted and consumed only water.
His habit of sitting in meditation all day and roaming the mountain by night
earned him the nickname “Yetai” (Night Terraces). His practice recalls the
repeated circuits of the mountain made by Wuran, whom we discussed in
Chapter 5, and perhaps Yetai was even aware of his predecessor’s story. 

Unlike Wuran, Yetai left Wutai shan and gained considerable fame at
court. After some twenty years of roaming around on his beloved mountain,
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he came to the capital in 1603, where the empress dowager Cisheng 慈聖

(1546–1614) bestowed on him a bowl, a staff, and a purple kâºâya.92 Earlier
he had held a thousand-bowl assembly (qianpan hui 千盤會) at Tayuan si 塔院

寺 and a dragon-¶ower assembly for the Buddha’s birthday at Longquan si 龍
泉寺 .93 He had two huge bells cast for Emei and Wutai shan and requested
from the court two Buddhist canons for Mount Putuo 普陀 and Mount Emei.
On Jiuhua shan he established a ritual space (daochang 道場) for the water-
land assembly (shuilu hui 水陸會).94 He donated money and grain to hermit-
ages and poor monks and won the respect of both religious and laity for
never pocketing any for himself. 

One day, after arriving in Guangling 廣陵, Yetai suddenly fell ill, and a
certain “man of the way” (daoren 道人) cut off his ¤nger to make a soup to
cure him.95 Yetai was not impressed with this vain attempt to postpone the
inevitable and declared that his time was near. When he recovered from his
illness, he bought a large boat and placed a “water-land” image in it.96 In the
tenth month of the gengxu 庚戌 year (1610), he dismissed his followers and
kept by him only one old disciple. As they were climbing into the boat, two
merchants arrived and asked if they could travel with them. Yetai replied
that they had some karmic connection with him and allowed them to board
his boat. At midday he fed his two guests and they gave him some alms in
exchange. 

Then he bowed to the buddhas of the ten directions and said, “I wish to re-
turn home to the sea.” The witnesses were startled and said, “We are al-
ready in the middle of the sea now, how can you return?” The master said,
“I have heard that the Bodhisattva Jietuo 解脫, as he was nearing the end of
his life, admonished his disciples to divide his body into three.97 One part
he donated to the birds and beasts; one he donated to the ¤sh and turtles;
one he donated to crickets and ants. I shall now do the same.” The wit-
nesses wailed and cried and pulled him back. The master produced a letter
and handed it to his guests. It contained those very words of the Bodhi-
sattva Jietuo. They would not stop wailing and pulling at him, so the master
said, “Bow to the Buddha for me.” They all bowed, and the master jumped
into the sea in a single bound. They wanted to take in the sails and save the
master. The master was sitting upright on the waves. He waved his hand
and said, “If you take the sail down, you will capsize!” In the next instant a
white and yellow mist closed over the master and he was gone. This was on
Wanli 38 (gengxu) 10.25 (December 9, 1610). The old “man of the way”
came back and reported it. Chen Meigong 陳眉公 of Huating 華亭 com-
posed a written record of this occurrence.98
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Yetai’s monastic career involved ascetic practices, but he was not an ob-
scure hermit known only to his neighbors. He was recognized by the court
and active on behalf of the saœgha as a whole throughout the empire. His of-
fering of his corpse to the ¤sh and turtles at the end of his life is not in sharp
contrast to the dedication he showed others throughout his life. The man who
composed his biography was Chen Jiru 陳繼儒 (1558–1639), a well-known
contemporary poet, calligrapher, painter, and recluse.99 Obviously, self-im-
molators continued to attract literati to compose their memorial inscriptions.

Qiuyue was an old monk who had spent his whole career on Xuanmu shan
in Suzhou. His practice focused on the precepts, prostration, and recitation,
but he also made drinking tea a Buddhist practice. If high-ranking and re¤ned
visitors called, Qiuyue would not see them, or if he did see them he would not
drink tea with them. In 1621 he took his leave of his fellow monks for the sea. As
he was sailing along the coast, he suddenly stood up at the prow of the boat and
performed prostrations, calling the name of the Buddha in a loud voice. Then
he jumped into the waves. The crew tried in vain to pull him out. “At the time
the wind and waves were strong. The master appeared and sank between the
waves; he still had his palms together and was calling the name of the Buddha.
The sound gradually drew further away from the boat and was lost.”100

Minghe comments on these two biographies, explicitly contrasting the
active public service of Yetai with the more passive reclusion of Qiuyue. Al-
though this contrast is made explicit only here, it probably applies to many
earlier biographies. For Minghe, although their lives may have been very dif-
ferent, their ¤nal achievement was the same and they were thus equally
praiseworthy. He concludes:

Yetai travelled around the four famous mountains, and his footsteps cov-
ered the whole country. Qiuyue remained quietly ensconced in a single
chamber, unaware of matters beyond his own door. Yetai broadly cultivated
meritorious karma, whereas Qiuyue did not do a single thing. In their lives
the two masters differed from each other so strikingly, but they were not
the slightest bit different in the last act of their lives. 

Generally speaking, Yetai concealed quietude beneath activity, while
Qiuyue hid action beneath tranquillity. The traces of these two masters, ac-
tivity and tranquillity, enabled them to escape the boundaries of saœsâra, to
be without bondage or hindrance. These minds of the two masters truly
cannot be judged as to which is superior and which inferior.101

Minghe’s comments are instructive when considering all of the biogra-
phies we have explored: They may seem diverse, but for their compilers there
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was a sense in which all of the subjects were equal in the offering of their
bodies. Self-immolation as a somatic path, interestingly, never seems to have
become the preserve of one tradition, lineage, or even type of monk. In late
imperial times we see it adopted by Chan masters, nianfo reciters, eccentric
hermits, and more sophisticated and worldly monks. Liberation through
abandoning the body was open to all of them and could be translated into any
idiom that was appropriate. Chan masters used shouts and verbal play as part
of their death rituals. Esoteric adepts chanted tantric texts as they burned. Al-
though scriptural antecedents continued to be cited (as by Yetai), the sponta-
neous act of Qiuyue could still be understood as self-immolation without the
need to mention such justi¤cations or models.

Conclusion

Self-immolation clearly never died out but continued to be an important
practice right through the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing periods. Overall, we
get little sense from these later biographies of Buddhism in decline. On the
contrary, the many cases of spontaneous combustion would appear to indi-
cate that individual practitioners were reaching stages of cultivation that
were actually rather rare in earlier periods. The increasing importance of the
death verse, and of holy death in general, adds another aesthetic dimension
to the story of self-immolation. The self-immolator was so in control of his
body and emotions that he could compose poetry at the very moment of de-
parture from the world. The intersection of religion and politics, which was
such a strong feature of the earlier biographies, remains as important as ever
in these accounts.

Minghe’s collection, which was mostly drawn from inscriptional evi-
dence that he collected, shows that the cult of the Buddhist saints was not
just a medieval phenomenon. Miracles continued to occur on Chinese soil
and were marked by two signs of sanctity in particular. One was literary (the
death verse), and the other was more physical (the mummy). Buddhism
was not patronized by the state in quite the same way as it had been in the
Sui and Tang, but we continue to see the close involvement of local elites in
Buddhist cult practice and the support of the imperial family. The shape of
Buddhism may have changed considerably since the medieval period, but,
if anything, the signi¤cance of a holy death had only increased.

Of course it remains dif¤cult to assess the true signi¤cance of many of
these biographies simply because we know so little about the contours of
Buddhist practice in the post-Song period. We have seen that there was con-
siderable creativity in self-immolation practices, which would seem to suggest
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that Buddhism remained a powerful and innovative force. Certainly the self-
immolators themselves were fully convinced of their own abilities to affect
both those around them and the cosmos as a whole. If we consider the num-
ber of poems about self-immolators and death verses in our later sources, it
could almost be said that the authors had produced nothing less than an in-
digenous literature of self-immolation that owed little to the Lotus Sûtra and
the jâtakas. By the Song, it appears that self-immolation had acquired an aes-
thetic of its own that continued to develop over the centuries. But to under-
stand and appreciate that aesthetic we would need to learn a good deal more
about Buddhist literature and practice in the late imperial period.
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Conclusion

ver the years that I have been studying and writing about self-immola-
tion, the question I have most often been asked is “Why did they do

that?” I hope this study has shown that there can never be a single answer to
that question. Now that we have a better sense of the range of practices, va-
riety of practitioners, and the vastly different times and places in which they
acted, it will be apparent that both the “they” and “that” of the question are
meaningless. We need to ask better questions of our sources.

The reader who has reached this point in the book may be forgiven for
asking why I have insisted on amassing so much detail relating to the biogra-
phies of self-immolators. Apart from my own never-ending sense of wonder
at the possibility of  recovering even a tiny fraction of the experience of men
and women who lived long ago and far away, I would point to four reasons for
doing so. First, it seemed necessary to show irrefutably that self-immolation
was not a marginal or deviant practice indulged in by a handful of suicidal
losers. The evidence I have presented shows, I believe, that it was not only rela-
tively common but also enduring and respected. Second, the sources pre-
sented en masse reveal that self-immolation was not a single phenomenon,
but a category that allowed Chinese Buddhists to think about a diverse range
of practices, ideals, and aspirations that were open to constant negotiation
and interpretation. Third, I am interested in making apparent the ways in
which self-immolators interacted with others and affected the world around
them, especially the various institutions and worldviews of Chinese Bud-
dhism and premodern Chinese society. Fourth, I believe it is important for
us, as scholars who seek to understand religions through texts, to confront at
length material that makes us most uncomfortable: Writing about what
people do to and with their own bodies. Most premodern Chinese Buddhists
lived in a world in which the body and its actions were intensely meaningful.
If we cannot learn to appreciate how and why that was so, what can we hope
to say about Chinese Buddhism as a whole? 

Self-immolation was not con¤ned to the monastery. It affected the state
and had rami¤cations for China’s intellectual and political history: Han Yu’s

O
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essay about the body practices indulged in by devotees celebrating the Bud-
dha’s relic became a famous and in¶uential text. Modes of “Confucian” ¤lial
piety, such as slicing the thigh, were indebted to Buddhist practices and ideas.
Auto-cremation was sometimes co-opted by of¤cials in late imperial China:
Some local magistrates, and even a Song emperor, threatened to burn them-
selves to bring rain.1

Thus, I have avoided imposing uniformity on what was always a diverse
set of practices and ideals—from burning the body to dying spontaneously in
the marketplace. I have endeavored to seek the deeper meaning in the de-
tails by carefully unravelling the scriptural and historical precedents for ap-
parently bizarre and inexplicable behavior such as feeding the body to
insects or burning the ¤ngers. By concentrating on the biographies of self-
immolators, their scriptural models, and learned defenders, I have aimed to
show that the category “self-immolation” is a virtual one. It was the compilers
of biographies who determined what practices should constitute that model.
At times, the category could include types of death that were scarcely even in-
tentional (death in monastery ¤res, for example); at other times compilers
such as Daoxuan could select biographies strategically to construct a larger
narrative with a polemic or didactic intent.

I have also been hesitant to present self-immolation as a subset of some
larger interpretive category. For example, I remain to be convinced that in
China self-immolation was primarily an ascetic tradition. In the early ac-
counts at least, the preparation of the body seems to emphasize its positive
aspects: It was not something to be subdued but rather cultivated and trans-
formed. Despite references to terms such as dhûta or kuxing (austerities) in
the biographies, I have not found strong evidence of self-immolation as
part of a larger and fully articulated program of asceticism.

Paying close attention to the biographical sources brings out the gulf be-
tween the ideal Indian models, which were known through scripture and ar-
tistic representation, and the realities faced by Chinese monastics. This is
particularly noticeable with regard to the jâtaka tales. The hero of these leg-
ends was most often a ruler, or at least a prince. Even if his ministers objected
to his offering his head, his eyes, or his body, ultimately he had temporal
power. He had the agency to do as he wished, to give away not only his body
but his wife and children. In China, the monk or nun had no temporal power.
He or she was necessarily beholden to the ruler, hence the need to ask per-
mission from the emperor before burning one’s body. But more than that,
self-immolators had to ¤nd some way to square their actions with precepts
that constrained their abilities to do as they wished with their bodies. This ex-
plains why so much discussion revolved around the precepts as Chinese
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monks strove to locate the correct source of authority: Was it the “Hînayâna”
Vinaya, which (apparently) told them not to harm or kill themselves, or the
Mahâyâna scriptures, particularly the bodhisattva precepts, which told them
they should burn their bodies? Interestingly, there does not seem to have been
much effort to locate legitimacy in India itself or in the Indian saœgha. The ex-
ception that proves the rule is the Indian monk from Vârâÿasî who appears in
the biography of the nun Huiyao. Yijing’s complaints about the practice of
burning the body not being attested in India seem to have carried rather little
weight and could seemingly be countered by reference to textual sources—
even if those sources on occasion had to be fabricated.2

The question of authority, agency, and constraints on behavior points to
another possible distinction between the Indian and Chinese situation. To
speak in the very broadest terms here, in India, Buddhism’s self-image was in
part posited on offering a middle way between the “extreme” renunciation of
other šramaÿic traditions and the priest-centered ritual path of the brah-
mans. Buddhists were particularly keen to distance themselves from their
more ascetically inclined brethren, and this no doubt was a powerful con-
straint on the types of practices they considered productive and appropriate.3

In other words, in India Buddhists could not be fanatical; they had to play the
role of “moderates.” In China Buddhists were not competing against other
traditions characterized by ascetic practices. Thus it was possible there for
some Buddhists to act as fanatics, constrained in their behavior only by their
imagination—which to judge from the actions of Mahâsattva Fu’s followers
and others could be quite vivid. References to burning the body like a lamp or
stick of incense (from the top down), clearly modelled after the offerings of
light and good odors one makes to a buddha image, abound in the biogra-
phies and show the ways auto-cremators brought both enthusiasm and con-
ceptual creativity to their practices. 

The issue of the validity of self-immolation was never satisfactorily re-
solved. The eminent Ming cleric Zhuhong 袾宏 (1535–1615) wrote an ex-
tremely critical piece on the practice of burning the body contained in his
Zheng’e ji 正訛集 (Recti¤cation of Errors, 1614). It is entitled “Huo fen” 活焚

(Burning Alive). The essay endeavors to move the discussion away from the
question of precepts and authority towards more basic “buddhological” is-
sues, attributing the ability to withstand the pain of auto-cremation to the
archenemy of awakening, Mâra. Incidentally, it seems from the content of this
piece that Zhuhong may have actually witnessed auto-cremation ¤rsthand:

There are demonic people (moren 魔人) who pour on oil, stack up ¤rewood,
and burn their bodies while still alive. Those who look on are overawed and
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consider it the attainment of enlightenment. This is erroneous. In the
thoughts of ordinary humans there is attachment, and this is where Mâra
arises. If one has a single moment of thought of admiration for the wonder
of this burning while alive, then before this [thought of] admiration is
complete, Mâra enters the mind and one is no longer self-aware.

As they sit upright in the midst of the ¶ames, it seems as if they have no
suffering. They do not realize it is Mâra’s power that aids them. They tem-
porarily attain suchness, but when their life force is exhausted Mâra de-
parts. Then they are miserable and in pain that is quite indescribable. For
hundreds of kalpas and thousands of rebirths they are always in the midst of
¶ames, screaming and wailing as they run. They are dead ghosts to whom
one should give compassionately.

Some might say, “The sûtras extol the Medicine King, who burned his
body, so what of that?” Alas! How can a green insect surpass [a bird with]
golden wings? When the Medicine King burned his body, the radiance was
illuminating. It lasted for many kalpas and extended to the ten directions.
But these people who burn themselves alive, their light is negligible. When
the follower of Guifeng (Zongmi 圭峰宗密 , 780–841) burned his arm in
praise of the dharma, Qingliang (Chengguan 清涼澄觀 , 738–839) admon-
ished him that it was not appropriate. So how much worse for burning the
living body?4 This is what Wenling 溫陵 calls “a cause of suffering returning
as an effect of suffering.”5

One cannot help but feel somewhat underwhelmed by Zhuhong’s argu-
ment here, as it appears to revolve around two somewhat dubious proposi-
tions: (1) that self-immolators were somehow possessed by a demon, and (2)
that an eminent Tang monk had once urged a little restraint in body-burning
practices. I have found little evidence to suggest that his remarks had much ef-
fect. It was Yanshou who was able to articulate most clearly and fearlessly what
the biographies suggest—that not only was self-immolation common, it was a
valid practice. Yanshou was certainly no ill-informed propagandist for self-
immolation. He had an unparalleled command of the relevant texts, history,
and practice. At the time he was writing, he was not nostalgically looking back
on some earlier age of “good practice,” but was on the cutting edge of tenth-
century Buddhism in South China.

Self-immolation in China is much better attested than we had previously
imagined, and also more complex than we might have suspected. In the pre-
ceding chapters we considered a large number of biographical accounts of
men and women who made offerings of their bodies from the fourth century
to the early twentieth, examined the scriptural models for these offerings,
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and weighed up doctrinal arguments in favor of self-immolation together
with polemics against the practice. It has become clear that for many monks
and laypeople in Chinese history, self-immolation was a form of Buddhist
practice that modelled and expressed a particular bodily or somatic path that
led towards Buddhahood. 

The history of these physical devotions and their formation and transmis-
sion as literary artefacts brings to light con¶ict between Buddhists and their
opponents as well as areas of considerable tension within the religion itself.
Placed in their historical context, the acts of self-immolators and those of
their biographers and compilers were never separate from the larger history
of imperial China—especially the history of the relationship between Bud-
dhism and the state in the medieval and early modern period. An examina-
tion of the biographies as historical data reveals the existence of previously
unknown cults and provides important new evidence for such topics as the
history of relics, responses to natural disasters, drought and disease, attitudes
towards the corpse and its disposal, eschatology and messianism, and the im-
portance of local histories within the larger development of Buddhism in
China.

This study has stressed the importance of understanding self-immolation
as a construct that was continually being remade by historical actors who
were themselves shaped by social, political, and geographical forces. As we
have seen, self-immolation was invested with a variety of meanings depend-
ing on how, when, and where it occurred. The compilers of biographical
collections selected biographies and used them for their own polemical pur-
poses whether subtle or overt. This rule holds true not just for self-immolation
but for other monastic specializations, although this fact has not yet been
suf¤ciently appreciated by scholars. We still use the Gaoseng zhuan collections
as if they were neutral databases rather than the highly structured and rhe-
torically charged documents that they are. Until we learn to stop looking
only at individual biographies and instead attempt to understand the collec-
tive nature of the sources, much of the overall shape of Chinese Buddhism
will continue to remain obscure to us.

Although some monks did offer their bodies in periods of relative pros-
perity and peace, we have seen a marked coincidence between acts of self-
immolation and times of crisis, especially when secular powers were hostile
towards Buddhism. In Daoxuan’s collection this is particularly marked, and
we have observed how he used the biographies of self-immolators to pay
homage to the martyrs of the Northern Zhou persecution, celebrate the
in¶uence that their sacri¤ces had on the restoration of Buddhism under Sui
Wendi, and warn the Tang rulers against taking further measures against the
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saœgha. But the presentation of self-immolator as martyr was not just a medi-
eval phenomenon; this is apparent from the much later case of the monk
who offered his body to protect his co-religionists in the early Ming. Al-
though self-immolation was not the only response open to the Buddhist or-
der, and probably not even the most effective response, it is interesting to
note that this form of protest did have a continuing tradition. From the per-
spective of the state, and those self-appointed defenders of orthodoxy such
as Han Yu, the enthusiastic, almost orgiastic, offerings of the body, especially
to the relics of the Buddha, were not only morally disturbing but were also
seen as a threat to public order. The compilers of self-immolators’ biogra-
phies were able to present these same bloody acts in the hyperbolic and aes-
thetic language of the Mahâyâna, rendering them part of a cosmic drama
that had as its goal nothing less than the liberation of all beings.

The physical practices of the monastics we have met throughout this
book can tell us a great deal about the nature and vicissitudes of Chinese
Mahâyâna Buddhism. One is struck initially by the violence that some practi-
tioners directed towards their bodies, but what lies beneath this are the
graphic and gruesome depictions of self-sacri¤ce recounted in the Mahâyâna
literature that was translated in such vast quantities and picked up with such
enthusiasm in the early medieval period. The nature of the transmission of
Buddhist texts from India and Central Asia was such that the Chinese were
never presented with a fully resolved system of practice, monastic discipline,
and religious doctrine. They had to piece this together for themselves as texts
became available. By the early ¤fth century Chinese Buddhists had begun to
embrace the idea that it was possible for them to become bodhisattvas and
buddhas through religious cultivation. But when they turned to the texts to
investigate the parameters of that cultivation, they found that it included not
only meditation and wisdom, but also forms of worship, devotion, and ex-
treme charity that involved giving away the body in whole or in part. The Lotus
Sûtra, the avadânas, and the jâtakas simultaneously proffered the highest re-
wards of enlightenment and provided detailed descriptions of the trials of
blood and ¤re by which those rewards had been attained by sages of the past.
Wrenched from the context of Indian devotional literature, there was no real
indication that they should be taken in any way other than literally. This was
not just a feature of the early medieval period, when a Chinese Mahâyâna
might be said to have been in formation. We still see this consciousness in the
late-tenth-century writings of Yanshou, who had a profound knowledge of a
broad range of scripture and a well-articulated doctrinal position.

From the early medieval period onwards Buddhists extracted these ac-
counts from the scriptures and implanted them in the religious landscape of
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China. The heroes of  Mahâyâna literature were to some extent supplanted by
local heroes, and many of these men and women became the focus of cults.
Evidence for these cults may be seen in the reverence paid to their relics by
aristocrats, local governors, and emperors; the active proselytizing by preach-
ers; the appearance of miracles at assemblies of the faithful; and even, in the
case of the sixth-century auto-cremator Sengyai for example, the existence of
independent biographies and popular songs.6 Some later self-immolators had
their cults recognized by the state and were in time of¤cially enfeoffed as local
deities. Clearly these monks were celebrated as homegrown bodhisattvas.

In the preceding chapters I have been at pains to stress the variety of
meanings of self-immolation. It could be an heroic act that saved humans
or other beings or one predicated on an imitation and emulation of the bo-
dhisattvas known from canonical literature. Sometimes a successful act of
self-immolation was viewed as equivalent to the attainment of the highest
enlightenment; at other times and places it led to rebirth in a Pure Land or
in the Heavens. A few self-immolators can be considered almost messianic
¤gures; others defended the saœgha against the depredations of the state or
protected the state against internal disorder or foreign invasion. Some
monks who gave up their bodies called forth responses that were more local
and provided immediate relief from the threats of ¶ood, famine, disease,
and drought. Like the teachings of Buddhism themselves, self-immolation
was an extremely ¶exible and adaptable form of expedient means (upâya).

Before we can reassess Chinese Buddhism more generally along the lines
suggested by Erik Zürcher in my introduction, it is necessary to pay attention
to the complexity of the religious landscape and consider the mass of detail
that I have provided in the preceding chapters. But this is only the ¤rst stage.
If a new history of medieval Chinese Buddhism is to be written it must take
into account not only great men and great ideas, but the ways in which these
ideas affected the bodies, attitudes, devotions, and practices of believers as
well as the very material objects (stûpas, stelae, and images) and places (sacred
mountains and holy sites) among which these people lived.

The physical practices of Chinese Buddhists may be said to represent the
performative aspect of the religion. The practices produced distinctive mate-
rial results: They changed the shape of the body by burning or cutting off
¤ngers or arms; they etched the teachings into the skin by branding the torso,
arm, or head. They produced relics, mummies, and indestructible tongues.
Self-immolators affected the lives of witnesses as they saved humans and ani-
mals, cured diseases, or converted people to a vegetarian diet. Self-immolators
were said to have preserved the saœgha in times of persecution, averted disas-
ters at the close of a kalpa, ended warfare, brought rain in times of drought,
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and turned back ¶oods. Thus their acts were not simply a departure from the
world, but an active involvement in it. Although these may have been the acts
of extraordinary individuals, I hope that I have shown that they were not com-
pletely misguided or deluded. In fact, I would suggest that they were as solidly
grounded in scripture and doctrine as any other Buddhist practice in China,
and for the most part were understood as part of a wider project designed to
make ordinary humans into the heroic and benevolent bodhisattvas cele-
brated in the literature of the Mahâyâna.

The study of self-immolation is not an arti¤cial and arbitrary creation of
modern scholarship, designed to focus on the sensational or grotesque side
of Buddhism in China. As I have tried to show throughout, from Baochang’s
¤rst collection onwards, self-immolation was always considered a valid Bud-
dhist practice. It was not pushed to the margins by Chinese Buddhist authors
but was taken seriously as part of the path to buddhahood itself. If we refuse
to take self-immolation equally seriously, I believe that we do the tradition,
and its heroes, a great disservice.
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Appendix 1 
Major Collections of Biographies of Self-Immolators

Mingseng zhuan

1. Sengqun僧群of Huoshan霍山in Luojiang羅江, Jin晉dynasty (265–420)*
2. Tancheng 曇稱 of Hebei 河北, Jin dynasty*1

3. Sengzhou僧周 of Hanshan寒山 near Chang’an長安, (Liu-)Song劉宋 dy-
nasty (420–479)*2

4. Faying 法迎 of Gaochang 高昌, (Liu-)Song dynasty*3

5. Sengfu 僧富 of Tingwei si 廷尉寺 in Wei commandery 魏郡, (Liu-)Song
dynasty*4

6. Fayu 法羽, pseudo-Qin 偽秦 dynasty (394–415)*
7. Huishao 惠紹 of Zhaoti si 招提寺 in Linchuan 臨川, (Liu-)Song dynasty*
8. Sengyu 僧瑜 of Lushan 廬山 in Xunyang 尋陽, (Liu-)Song dynasty*
9. Huiyi 惠益 of Zhulin si 竹林寺 in the North, (Liu-)Song dynasty*
10. Daohai 道海 of Jiangling 江陵, (Liu-)Song dynasty*5

11. Sengqing僧慶 of Yixing si義興寺 in Chengdu城都, (Liu-)Song dynasty*
12. Sengsheng 僧生 of Sanbao si 三寶寺 in Chengdu, (Liu-)Song dynasty*6

13. Hongji 弘濟 of Wudan si 武擔寺 in Chengdu, (Liu-)Song dynasty
14. Daofa 道法 of Xiangji si 香積寺 in Chengdu, (Liu-)Song dynasty*7

15. Sengye 僧業 of Cishi si 慈氏寺 in Xinping 欣平, (Liu-)Song dynasty
16. Faguang法光of Jicheng si記城寺in Longxi壟西, Qi齊dynasty (479–502)*
17. Tanhong 曇弘 of Xianshan si 仙山寺 in Jiaozhou 交洲, Qi dynasty*
18. Fazhu 法紵 of Jingang si 金剛寺, Qi dynasty
19. Hongyuan弘願of Jianyuan si建元寺 in Jinshou晉壽 , (Liu-)Song dynasty
Note: Monks marked with an asterisk have biographies in the Gaoseng zhuan.8

Three of the above works are preserved in the Meisôdenshô: The biographies of
Daohai, Daofa, and Sengye, which presumably Shûshô copied because he was not
already familiar with them from the Gaoseng zhuan.9 In addition, there are some
brief notes towards the end of the text that pertain to Huishao, Daohai, Daofa,
and Faguang.10

Biqiuni zhuan

1. Shanmiao善妙 (¶. ¤fth century) of Shu蜀 commandery (Biqiuni zhuan 2,
T 50.2063.939b14–c5)
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Account: Shanmiao’s secular surname was Ouyang 歐陽 , and she became a
nun in her childhood. Her younger sister, a widow, and her sister’s child lived
with her. She wove a length of cloth, purchased oil, and set ¤re to herself at mid-
night on the eighth day of the fourth month. She urged the other nuns to work
hard to escape saœsâra and said that although she had abandoned her body as an
offering to the buddhas in twenty-seven previous lives, only now would she attain
the “¤rst fruit.” 

Translation: Tsai 1994, 51–53.

2. Daozong 道綜 (d. 463) of Sanceng si 三層寺 in Jiangling 江陵 (Biqiuni
zhuan 2, T 50.2063.940c10–17)

Account: Daozong’s family origins are unknown. She burned herself publicly
on the night of Daming大明7.3.15 (April 18, 463), chanting steadily. The scholar
Liu Qiu 劉虯 (438–495) composed a eulogy in verse. 

Translation: Tsai 1994, 60.

3. Huiyao 慧耀 (d. 477) of Yongkang si 永康寺 in Shu 蜀 (Biqiuni zhuan 2, T
50.2063.941b13–c2)

Account: Huiyao’s secular name was Zhou周 and she was from Xiping西平 .11

She became a nun in childhood and vowed to burn her body. At the end of the
Taishi 泰始 reign period (465–471), the governor Liu Liang 劉亮 (d. 472) gave
his permission. Huiyao wished to burn herself on top of a pagoda belonging to
Madam Wang王 , the concubine of Zhao Chusi趙處思 (d.u.). At midnight on the
¤fteenth day of the ¤rst month Huiyao and her disciples arrived. But a letter
came from Liu saying her convent was in danger of committing a major offence.
Huiyao returned to the convent, where she abstained from cereals and drank oil
until 477, when she ¤nally burned herself while reciting scriptures. Before she
died she told the nuns that she would leave two pints of bones. 

Just over a month before Huiyao burned herself, a monk from Vârâÿasî ar-
rived with a silver vase, which was later used to hold the one-¤fth of a pint of
šarîra produced from Huiyao’s bones. 

Translation: Tsai 1994, 65–66.

4, 5, 6. Tanjian曇簡 (d. 493), Jinggui淨珪 (d. 493), and Tanyong曇勇 (d. 501),
all of Fayin si 法音寺 (Biquini zhuan 3, T 50.2063.943b29–c23 and 944b17–23)

Account: Tanjian’s secular name was Zhang 張 and she was from Qinghe 清

河.12 She was an accomplished meditator and was respected by both religious
and laity. She donated her convent to a monk called Huiming 慧明 (d.u.) and
built a thatched hermitage on Bai shan. She gathered ¤rewood, saying that she
was going to carry out a meritorious act. On the night of Jianwu 建武 1.2.8 (March
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11, 493), she mounted a pile of ¤rewood and burned her body. When the local
villagers arrived, she was already dead. They built a tomb for her remains.

Jinggui, whose secular name was Zhou周, was a native of Jiankang. She lived
at Fayin si with Tanjian. She understood both scriptures and Vinaya and was a
skilled meditator but neglected her body and often looked emaciated. When
Tanjian left for Bai shan, Jinggui went with her, and when Tanjian burned her
body, she did the same. Her šarîra were gathered up and entombed.

Tanyong was Tanjian’s elder sister. Like Tanjian and Jinggui she was a medi-
tator and a strict observer of the Vinaya. In 493 she moved to Bai shan with the
other two nuns. On the night of Yongyuan 永元 3.2.15 (March 19, 501), she piled
up ¤rewood and burned herself in front of witnesses. Her remains were interred.

Translation: Tsai 1994, 79–81; 84–85.

Gaoseng zhuan

1. The Jin 晉 monk Sengqun 僧群 (¶. ca. 404) of Huo shan 霍山 (GSZ 12, T
50.2059.404a2–15)

Note: There is an entry on Sengqun in the miracle-story collection Mingxiang
ji 冥詳記 (Signs from the Unseen Realm), by Wang Yan 王琰 (b. ca. 454, ¶. late
¤fth–early sixth century).13 The Gaoseng zhuan biography mostly reproduces this
account verbatim.14 See also the biography of Sengqun in the Shimen zijing lu釋門

自鏡錄 (A Record of Those to Be Mirrored by the Disciples of Šâkya), a compila-
tion attributed to Huaixin 懷信 (d.u.), T 51.2083.813c13–21.15

Account: Sengqun’s native place and dates are unknown. He practiced “keep-
ing the precepts, eating vegetarian food, and chanting the sûtras.” He lived on
Huo shan in Luojiang district. Sengqun drank magic water from a spring and was
never hungry. One day a duck with a broken wing blocked his way to the spring.
Unwilling to push the duck aside, he was unable to drink the magic water and
died at the age of 140. When young, Sengqun had broken the wing of a duck, so
this incident was a repayment of that karmic debt.

2. The Song 宋 monk Tancheng 曇稱 (d. after 420) of Jia shan 駕山 in
Pengcheng 彭城 (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a16–28)

Note: Tancheng’s biography is also included in the Mingseng zhuan.
Account: Tancheng was from Hebei河北.16 About 419 he met an impoverished

elderly couple in Pengcheng. He became their slave, and when they died, he
hired himself out as a servant to pay for their memorial services. Around 420 a
man-eating tiger was active below Jia shan. Tancheng offered his body to save the
villagers. The tiger ate everything but his head, which was enshrined in a stûpa.
The tiger attacks ceased.
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3. The Song monk Fajin 法進 (a.k.a. Daojin 道進 , d. 444) of Gaochang 高昌

(GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a29–b21)
Note: Fajin’s biography appears under the name Faying法迎 in the Mingseng

zhuan. 
Account: Fajin/Daojin was a disciple of the translator Dharmakºema. His secu-

lar surname was Tang 唐 and he was from Zhangyi 張掖 in Liangzhou 涼州 .17 His
patron was Juqu Mengxun 沮渠蒙遜 (r. 401–433) of the Northern Liang 北涼

(397–440). Juqu Jinghuan 璟環 (d.u.) consulted Daojin but ignored the monk’s
advice concerning his plan to capture Gaochang 高昌 . When Anzhou 安周 (?–
460) succeeded to the throne, there was a famine. Daojin offered his own ¶esh to
the starving people and Anzhou opened the granaries. Daojin was cremated but
his tongue remained intact. A pagoda and stele were erected for him. 

Appended: A brief entry on Daojin’s disciple Sengzun 僧遵 (d.u.).

4. The Song monk Sengfu 僧富 (d. after 385) of Yanwei si 延尉寺 in Wei
commandery (Wei jun 魏郡) (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404b22–c10)18

Account: Sengfu’s secular surname was Shan 山 and he was originally from
Gaoyang高陽.19 His father was the magistrate of Lantian藍田, but he died and left
Sengfu an orphan.20 Sengfu knew Yang Yong 楊邕 (d.u.), general of the guards
(weijiangjun衛將軍) under the Qin秦 and the literatus Xi Zuochi習鑿齒 (?–383).
He became a disciple of Daoan 道安 (312–385) and later became a recluse at
Tingwei monastery. Some bandits kidnapped a young child, planning to use his
heart and liver as a sacri¤ce. Sengfu sliced open his torso, offering his ¤ve viscera
as ransom. The bandits ¶ed and the monk’s wound was stitched up by a passerby.
The precise circumstances of Sengfu’s death are unknown.

5. The pseudo-Qin 偽秦 monk Fayu 法羽 (ca. 352–396) of Puban 蒲坂 (GSZ
12, T 50.2059.404c11–18)

Account: Fayu was a native of Jizhou 冀州 and became a monk at ¤fteen sui.21

He practiced austerities and cultivated dhûta. He wanted “to follow the traces of
the Medicine King and to burn his body in homage to the Buddha.” Around 396,
in Puban, Fayu informed the prince of Jin晉, Yao Xu 姚緒 (¶. late tenth century),
of his intention. He swallowed chips of incense, wrapped his body in cloth, and
recited “The Chapter on Abandoning the Body.” At the end of his recitation he
set ¤re to himself. He was forty-¤ve years old.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 531.

6. The Song monk Huishao 慧紹 (424–451) of Zhaoti si 招提寺 in Linchuan
臨川 (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404c19–405a7)22

Account: Huishao’s family is unknown. He refused to eat ¤sh or meat as a
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child. At eight sui he became a disciple of Sengyao 僧要 (d.u.). Huishao practiced
austerities and followed Sengyao to Zhaoti si, where he planned to burn his body.
In 451 he hired some people to cut ¤rewood, which he stacked up in the Dong-
shan 東山 grottoes, then opened a niche in the pile large enough for his own
body. Sengyao begged him not to go through with his plan. Huishao held a cere-
mony for the eight precepts on Dongshan, drawing large crowds and donations.
He lit the ¤re, entered the niche, and began to recite the “Original Acts of the
Medicine King.” A star descended into the smoke and rose back into the sky. As
Huishao had predicted, a ¤rmiana tree grew in the spot where he burned himself.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 532.

7. The Song monk Sengyu 僧瑜 (412–455) of Zhaoyin si 招隱寺 on Lu shan
廬山 (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405a8–b1)

Note: Sengyu’s biography is also found in the Mingxiang ji, 510, with some
minor elisions. 

Account: Sengyu’s secular surname was Zhou周 . He was from Yuhang餘杭 in
Wuxing 吳興 , and became a monk at the age of twenty.23 In 438, together with
Tanwen 曇溫 (d.u.), Huiguang 慧光 (d.u.), and others, he built a hermitage on
the southern range of Lu shan. On Xiaojian 孝建 2.6.3 of the Song ( July 3, 455),
he burned himself while reciting the chapter on the Medicine King. Witnesses
saw a purple vapor in the sky. He was forty-four. Fourteen days later a ¤rmiana
tree with two entwined trunks sprang up in Sengyu’s cell. Some said it was the
twin šâla trees that had been present at the Buddha’s parinirvâÿa. Zhang Bian 張

辯 (¶. mid-¤fth century), then governor of Pingnan 平南, witnessed the events
and composed the biography and a verse eulogy (zan 贊). The eulogy is repro-
duced at the end of the Gaoseng zhuan biography.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 532–533.

8. The Song monk Huiyi 慧益 (d. 463) of Zhulin si 竹林寺 in the capital
(GSZ 12, T50.2059.405b2–c1)

Note: See also the biography of Fajing 法鏡 (437–500), one of the twenty
monks ordained as a result of Huiyi’s auto-cremation.24

Account: Huiyi was from Guangling 廣陵.25 During the Xiaojian 孝建 period
(454–456) he resided at Zhulin si. He practiced austerities and vowed to burn his
body. In 460 he abstained from cereals and ate only sesame and wheat. Two years
later Huiyi began to consume only oil of thyme and sometimes pills made of in-
cense. Xiaowu孝武(r. 454–464) sent his chief minister, Liu Yigong劉義恭, prince
of Jiangxia 江夏 (413–465), to reason with him. 

On Daming 大明 7.8.4 (May 11, 463) Huiyi set up a cauldron full of oil on
Zhong shan 鐘山 . The emperor followed him there with a large retinue. In the
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cauldron, the monk lay on a bed wrapped in cloth with a long, oil-soaked cap
on his head. He asked the emperor to allow twenty people to join the saœgha. 

Huiyi lit the cap, chanting the chapter on the Medicine King. The next morn-
ing the emperor heard the sound of pipes and smelled a strange perfume. In the
night he dreamed of Huiyi and the next day he held an ordination ceremony for
the twenty novices. Yaowang si 藥王寺 (Medicine King monastery) was later built
at the site of the auto-cremation.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 533–535.

9. The Song monk Sengqing 僧慶 (437–459) of Wudan si 武擔寺 in Shu 蜀

(GSZ 12, T50.2059.405c2–10)
Account: Sengqing’s lay surname was Chen 陳 and he came from Anhan 安漢

in Baxi 巴西.26 His family were members of the “Way of the Five Pecks of Grain.”
He became a novice at the age of thirteen sui at Yixing si 義興寺. Sengqing gave
up three of his ¤ngers and vowed to burn his body. He stopped eating grains and
consumed only incense and oil. On Daming 3.2.8 (March 27, 459), west of
Wudan si, facing an image of Vimalakîrti, he burned his body. The prefect Zhang
Yue 張悅 (¶. mid-¤fth century), among others, was present. Witnesses saw some-
thing like a dragon leap out of the pyre and into the sky. Sengqing was twenty-
three. The governor of Tianshui 天水, Pei Fangming裴方明 (¶. mid-¤fth century),
had his ashes gathered and erected a stûpa.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 535–536.

10. The Qi 齊 monk Faguang 法光 (447–487) of Longxi 隴西 (GSZ 12,
T50.2059.405c11–18)

Account: Faguang, from Longxi in Qinzhou秦州 , became a monk at the age
of twenty-nine.27 He practiced dhûta, did not wear silk, avoided grains, and ate
only pine needles. He vowed to burn his body and then ate pine resin and
drank oil. On Yongming永明5.10.20 (November 21, 487), within Jicheng si記城

寺 in Longxi, Faguang piled up ¤rewood and burned himself. He was forty-one.
Appended: Facun法存 burned himself around the end of the Yongming reign

period (483–493) in Shifeng始豐county.28 The prefect of the commandery, Xiao
Mian蕭緬(456–491), sent the šramaÿa Huishen 慧深 (d.u.) to erect a stûpa for his
ashes.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 536.

11. The Qi monk Tanhong曇弘(ca. 400–455) of Xianshan仙山 in Jiaozhi交
趾 (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c19–28)

Account: Tanhong was from Huanglong黃龍 .29 During the Yongchu永初 pe-
riod of the Song (420–422), he wandered south to Tai si 臺寺. Later he went to
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Xianshan si in Jiaozhi. He recited the Wuliangshou jing and the Guan wuliangshou
jing and vowed to be reborn in the Pure Land. One day in 455 Tanhong gathered
up ¤rewood on the mountain and set ¤re to himself in secret. His disciples res-
cued him. About a month later he again attempted to burn himself. When the vil-
lagers reached him he was already dead, so they added more ¤rewood. They saw
his golden body heading west, riding a golden deer. A pagoda was erected for his
ashes and bones.30

Translation: Gernet 1960, 536.

Xu gaoseng zhuan

1. The Southern Qi 南齊 šramaÿa Shi Faning 釋法凝 (¶. ca. 482–493) of Hui-
zhou si 會州寺 in Shu 蜀 (XGSZ 27, T50.2060.678a27–b13)

Note: This biography was probably not added to the Xu gaoseng zhuan until
the tenth century. (See Ibuki 1990, 62–68.)

Account: Faning was from Huizhou 會州 and his secular name was Pang 龐 .31

Qi Wudi武帝(482–493) dreamed of a mountain called Qi. He had a temple built,
monks ordained, and granted land for their use. Faning was the ¤rst of these
monks. He was an ascetic and expert in dhyâna. He once went into dhyâna for a
month and refused food thereafter. Although he later resumed eating, he re-
duced his diet. At the age of seventy, Faning set ¤re to a ¤nger in front of a Bud-
dha image. The ¶ames spread to his body for seven days and nights. Onlookers
wailed, beat themselves, and made prostrations. The monk left only a pile of
ashes, which were enshrined in a stûpa. At the time of the biography only his her-
mitage remained.

2. The Zhou 周 šramaÿa Shi Sengyai 釋僧崖 (488?–562) of Yibu 益部 (XGSZ
27, T 50.2060.678b14–680b22)

There are ¤ve additional sources for the life of Sengyai:

1. Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.993a–994c; only minor textual variants from 
the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography.

2. Biography of Shi Sengan (Shi Sengan zhuan 釋僧岸傳) in the Hongzan fahua 
zhuan, T 51.2067.25a–b. A note in the text con¤rms that “Sengan” is a 
copyist’s error for “Sengyai.”

3. Biography of Sengyai in the Wangsheng xifang jingtu ruiying zhuan 往生西

方淨土瑞應傳 (Accounts of Auspicious Responses of Those Who Were 
Reborn in the Western Pure Land) by Wennian文念 (d.u.) and Shaokang
少康 (d. 805), T 51.2070.104b–c.
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4. Biography of the Bodhisattva Sengyai (Sengyai pusa zhuan 僧崖菩薩傳) in 
one fascicle by the šramaÿa Wangming 亡名 (or 忘名) (516–after 567).32 
This was an independently circulating biography that is no longer extant.

5. A text called “The Bodhisattva Sengyai Appears in the World in Order to 
Make the Scriptures” (Sengyai pusa chushi wei zaojing ben 僧崖菩薩出世為造

經本 ). This is mentioned in the biography of the popular preacher Bao-
tuan 寶彖 (512–561) as having been composed by him (XGSZ 8, 50.2060. 
487a11–12). It is no longer extant. On the basis of this text, a song (qu曲) 
was composed, which was very popular in Jiannan 劍南, Sichuan.

Account: Sengyai’s secular surname was Mou牟. He was a descendent of the
Rang 獽 people, who had been forcibly resettled in the mountains and valleys of
Jinyuan金淵 in Guanghan廣漢 , Sichuan, in the early ¤fth century.33 He was a seri-
ous child who expressed an early disgust for his body and a desire to burn it. He
joined the army but renounced hunting and tried to convert his fellows.

He became a follower of dhyâna master Xi 悉禪師 (d.u.). One day Xi was suf-
fering from the cold and ordered Sengyai to lay a ¤re, but he made it too close to
his master. Xi challenged him to stick his ¤nger in the ¤re, which he did. On an-
other occasion the other disciples pushed him into a burning brazier. He laughed
and showed no sign of pain whatsoever. Xi ordained him, personally shaving off
his hair. Then Xi and the disciples all paid homage to him. Sengyai was a monk
for thirty years and remained of sound mind and body even in his seventies.

In the sixth month of Wucheng 武成 1 of the Zhou ( July 20–August 18, 559),
at the head of the road west of the ramparts of Yizhou 益州, Sengyai burned his
¤ngers as he publicly preached the dharma. At that time the people commonly
proclaimed him “Bodhisattva Sengyai.” Dharma master Dui 兌 (d.u.) from Xiaoai
si孝愛寺brought his disciples to pay homage and made Sengyi a gift of his robe.34 

Later Sengyai announced his intention to burn himself. On the palm of his
burnt arm, the ¤ve stumps of bone unexpectedly grew back to a length of three
inches, as white as white jade or snow. When told that the monks and nuns in-
tended to worship his relics in a stûpa after his death, Sengyai bit off the bones,
spat them out, and handed them to the assembly, saying, “This should do for a
stûpa!”

On the fourteenth day of the seventh month (September 1, 559), suddenly
there were loud noises as if the earth were shaking and the sky splitting open. In
the sky, some people saw images of dogs, sheep, dragons, serpents, and military
weapons. Sengyai told them not to worry but to prepare the offerings for his self-
immolation. Dhyâna master Dao導 (d.u.) from Xiaoai si bestowed his six-pâramitâ
khakkara and even his purple cape (zipi 紫被 ) on Sengyai to carry as he entered
the ¤re.35 Sengyuan僧淵 (519–602) sent a patchwork kâºâya for Sengyai to wear.36
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At ¤rst it was not known that these two worthies had given gifts, so huge was the
pile of donations, but the next morning Sengyai asked for these objects by name. 

By then over one hundred thousand weeping people had assembled around
Sengyai’s chariot. He preached the dharma to the crowd. From time to time he
raised his eyes and gazed at the pyre and smiled joyously to himself. Then he lay
down on his right side [as if] asleep and not breathing. He looked just like a
wooden statue. 

Earlier a tall, multistoried structure had been made of wood. On the top was
a small chamber constructed of dried hemp soaked in oil. Sengyai circumambu-
lated it three times then climbed to the top. Looking down at his audience he
told them that “one heart would remain.” No one was willing to light the ¤re so
Sengyai had to do it himself. When the ¤re had burned out, his heart remained,
still red and moist. It was burned again along with his liver, intestines, spleen, and
stomach with forty cartloads of fuel. This time only the heart remained in its
original condition. Dharma master Dui 兌 had it interred beneath a stûpa at
Baoyuan si 寶園寺.37 

There were many miracles associated with Sengyai, before and after his
death. Once he read the mind of a woman who wished to donate a hairpin but
feared her husband’s wrath. Foyu 佛與 (d.u.) from Xiaoai si was a monk who en-
joyed eating meat and drinking alcohol. As he followed Sengyai’s carriage he
made a vow to give these up. When he returned to the monastery he saw a
golden-colored man who spoke to him about his vow in a melli¶uous and elegant
voice. When the man disappeared, Foyu circumambulated the stûpa, chanting. A
voice spoke out of thin air encouraging him to keep to the vegetarian diet.

When Sengyai ¤rst mounted the ¤rewood structure, Sengyu 僧育 (d.u.) saw
from the gate of Da Jianchang si大建昌寺 ¶ames that were four or ¤ve zhang high
and three or four zhang across. On the day of the auto-cremation, Baohai 寶海

(474–after 559) and dharma master Pu 普法師 (d.u.) engaged Sengyai in a long
doctrinal debate.38 Sengyai told his attendant, Zhiyan 智炎 (d.u.), that he should
worship sick people because they might be buddhas and sages in disguise.

As Sengyai was about to light the ¤re strange signs (parasols, monks, ¶owers,
and so on) were observed in the sky. After his death, people in Pixian郫縣 saw the
monk riding a carriage in the sky.39 At Lingguo si靈果寺 in Tongzhou潼州 , Huice
慧策 (Huirong慧榮 , d.u.) held a great vegetarian feast.40 People observed a large
black cloud that obscured the sun, dragons and a rain of ¶owers, banners, and
fragrant smoke.

At Ajianizha (Akaniº¡ha) si阿迦膩吒寺 , an ailing monk called Huisheng慧勝

(d.u.) saw Sengyai in a dream. Sengyai cured him by burning incense and sandal-
wood around him and revealed that his true name was Bodhisattva Brilliant All-
Shining Precious Matrix (Guangming bianzhao baozang pusa 光明遍照寶藏菩
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薩 ). When Huisheng later held a service for Sengyai, people saw heavenly ¶owers
falling from the sky. In Chengdu, Wang Senggui’s 王僧貴 (d.u.) household had
given up meat. When they were discussing giving up vegetarianism, they were vis-
ited by a mysterious monk who warned them not to eat meat.

About eight months after the burning, a member of the Rang tribe called
Mou Nandang牟難當 (d.u.) went hunting. He saw Sengyai riding a big blue deer.
Sengyai told him to renounce hunting. Sengyai’s nephew also encountered him
in the mountains.

3. The Zhou recluse (yi逸 ) šramaÿa Shi Puyuan釋普圓 (¶. ca. 560) of Yong-
zhou 雍州 (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680b23–c10) 

Account: Puyuan’s family background is unknown. He was active around cen-
tral Shaanxi. He practiced dhûta, recited the Huayan jing, and sat in samâdhi for
days. He practiced meditation in cemeteries and one night he frightened off a
ghost. One day an evil person begged Puyuan for his head. He was about to chop
it off, but the person begged for his eyes instead. Puyuan gouged them out.
When the person demanded his hand, Puyuan lashed his wrist to a tree and cut
off his arm. He died by the Fan vale 樊川, south of Chang’an. Local villagers di-
vided his body into many pieces and built a pagoda for each. 

4. The Sui 隋 šramaÿa Shi Puji 釋普濟 (d. 581) of Zhongnan shan 終南山

(XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680c11–681a8)
Account: Puji was from the northern mountains of Yongzhou.41 His master

was Puyuan (see above). He lived alone in the forest, cultivated dhyâna, and fa-
vored the Huayan jing. During the persecution of Buddhism by Zhou Wudi, he
went to live on Zhongnan shan. Puji vowed that if Buddhism were allowed to
¶ourish, he would relinquish his body. Under Sui Wendi, Buddhism was restored
and, in front of a large crowd, Puji threw himself off the western cliffs of the Tan 炭

valley. A white pagoda was erected for him on a high peak.
Appended: Another monk also called Puji was a contemporary of Daoxuan

and a very popular preacher in Chang’an. The biography of the Tang Puji is
nearly twice as long as that of his Sui namesake.

5. The Sui šramaÿa Shi Puan 釋普安 (530–609), who was a recluse to the
south of the capital suburbs (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.681a9–682b4)42 

Note: Puan’s Xu gaoseng zhuan biography is reproduced (almost verbatim)
in the Huayan jing zhuanji 華嚴經傳記 (Biographies and Records of the Huayan
jing), T 51.2073.167c–168c.

Account: Puan was one of Puyuan’s disciples. His secular name was Guo 郭

and he was from Jingyang 涇陽 in Jingzhao 京兆.43 He also studied under Jing’ai.
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He practiced asceticism, memorization, chanting (especially the Huayan jing),
and dhyâna. During the persecution of Zhou Wudi, he found shelter for Jingyuan
靜淵 (544–611) and thirty other monks in the Zhongnan mountains. He was bit-
ten by mosquitoes and gad¶ies and offered himself to wild dogs and tigers. He
begged for food and clothing for the other monks and attributed his narrow es-
capes from capture to the Huayan jing. Under the Sui, Puan continued to face po-
tential misfortunes, which were all averted by the sûtra. Once he attempted to
buy three pigs to save them from slaughter. A young child clad in a sheepskin mi-
raculously appeared to help Puan, who pulled out a knife and sliced the ¶esh of
his thigh. The pigs were released and circumambulated Puan three times.

In 588 Puan was appointed mentor to the crown prince. He resided at Jingfa
靜法 monastery, founded by Sui Wendi’s older sister, but he preferred to sleep in
the mountains. At the age of eighty he died at Jingfa si, on Daye 大業 5.11.5 (De-
cember 6, 609). A pagoda was raised for his remains on Zhongnan shan near
Zhixiang si 至相寺 .

6. The Sui šramaÿa Shi Dazhi 釋大志 (567–609) of Lu shan 廬山 in Jiujiang
九江 (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682b5–c11)

Note: Biographies of Dazhi that essentially reproduce the Xu gaoseng zhuan
version are found in the Hongzan fahua zhuan 弘贊法華傳 (Biographies that
Broadly Extol the Lotus Sûtra), T 51.2067.25c–26c; the Fahua jing chuanji 法華經傳

記  (Accounts of the Transmission of the Lotus Sûtra), T 51.2068.93c–94a (minus
Daoxuan’s own observations at the end of the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography); and
the Shenseng zhuan 神僧傳 (Biographies of Divine Monks), T 50.984a–b (slightly
abbreviated). Brief accounts of the Daye purge and Dazhi’s reaction to it appear
in the Fozu tongji 佛祖統紀 (A Comprehensive Record of the Buddhas and Patri-
archs) 39, T 49.2035.362a5–11 and 54, T 49.2035.471a27–29. See also Fozu tongji
9, T 49.2035.198b19–c4, and the brief notice in Hurvitz 1962, 177.

Account: Dazhi was a disciple of Tiantai Zhiyi. He came from Shanyin 山陰 in
Kuaiji 會稽 and his family name was Gu 顧 . After his initial training on Tiantai
shan, he moved to Fengding si 峰頂寺 on Mount Lu in 590, where he recited the
Lotus Sûtra and tried to offer his body to tigers. He established Jingguan 靜觀

monastery on Mount Lianhua 蓮花山 and spent seven years there. Later he
moved to Fulin si 福林寺. In 609 Sui Yangdi tried to limit the number of monks
and nuns. Dazhi went to Luoyang and offered to burn one arm on Mount Song
嵩岳 in exchange for the protection of the saœgha. He fasted for three days and,
in front of a large crowd, he used a red-hot piece of iron to burn his arm. He
peeled off the ¶esh with a knife then wrapped the bones in a cloth soaked in wax
and burned them. He died seven days later at the age of forty-three.

Daoxuan appends his own opinions on Dazhi’s talent and physical beauty.
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He reports that Dazhi was still commemorated by the monks at Lu shan, who
read the text of his vow once a year.

7. The Tang šramaÿa Shi Zhiming 釋智命 (?–619) of the pseudo-Zheng 偽鄭

(XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682c12–683a24)
Note: Jiu Tang shu舊唐書 50/2140 mentions Zheng Ting. See also Wang Shi-

chong’s 王世充 (d. 621) biography in Xin Tang shu 85/2695 and Zizhi tongjian
188/5903–5904.

Account: Zhiming’s secular name was Zheng Ting 鄭頲, and he was from Rong-
yang 榮陽.44 Sometime between 586 and 604 he was “commandant of plumed cav-
alry” (yujiwei 羽騎尉).45 He resigned, attended Buddhist lectures, and eventually
took up farming in Ningzhou 寧州 (present-day Gansu). In 605 or 606 Yang Su 楊

素 (d. 606) brought him back into government service.46 He served Sui Yangdi’s
eldest son, Yuande元德 (Prince Yang Zhao 楊昭太子, 579–606), and was promoted
to secretary to the heir apparent (zhongshe ren 中舍人). When Yuande died in 606,
Zheng wandered around listening to lectures on the Sanlun 三論 and the Lotus
Sûtra. After the death of Sui Yangdi in 617, Yang Tong 楊侗 (d. 618) was en-
throned as Sui Gongdi 恭帝 by the general Wang Shichong. Zheng held the posi-
tion of censor-in-chief and went on to serve Wang’s Zheng 鄭 dynasty (618–621).

Zheng repeatedly asked to be allowed to become a monk but was denied per-
mission. After reciting the Lotus Sûtra, he and his wife gave each other the ton-
sure. Wang Shichong lost his temper and ordered him to be executed. Zheng
begged the executioner to dispatch him quickly before he could be pardoned
and released. Before he was killed he composed a death verse. His wife became a
bhikºuÿî and in Daoxuan’s day she resided at Luozhou si 洛州寺.

8. The Tang šramaÿa Xuanlan 玄覽 (613?–644) of Hongfu si 弘福寺 in the
capital (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683a25–b19)

Note: Xuanlan died in 644 just before the ¤rst draft of the Xu gaoseng zhuan
was completed. 

Account: Xuanlan’s surname was Li李 , and he was from Fangzi房子 in Zhao-
zhou趙州 .47 He was adopted by his uncle, the commandant of Wanquan萬泉 in
Puzhou 蒱州.48 At thirteen he left home and became a disciple of dhyâna master
Chao 超禪師 in Fenzhou 汾州 .49 His uncle brought him home, but let him go
when Xuanlan explained that although his body belonged to his uncle, his
mind belonged to the buddhas.

At the beginning of the Zhenguan 貞觀 (627–649) period, Xuanlan went to
Chang’an to receive ordination. In 644 he took off his clothes and left them in a
bundle with his fellow monks at Hongfu si. He threw himself in the Wei 渭 river,
but a crowd pulled him out. Xuanlan explained that if they stopped him it would
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be bad for his karma and theirs. He threw himself in again, and three days later
his corpse surfaced. Some villagers pulled it out and erected a pagoda for him.
Meanwhile his fellow monks opened the bundle of clothes and saw the vow
Xuanlan had left behind. They went to the place of his death to investigate what
had happened.

9. The Tang šramaÿa Shi Fakuang 釋法曠 (?–633) of Hongshan si 弘善寺 in
the capital (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683b20–c17)

Account: Fakuang’s surname was Luo駱, and he was from Xianyang 咸陽 in
Yongzhou.50 He studied Confucianism in his youth but converted when he heard
a disciple of Daoan, Master Rong 榮師 (d.u.) of Hongshan si, lecture on the Da
zhidu lun. Fakuang’s mastery of this text later made his own teachings popular in
the capital. He was also skilled in recitation and had considerable knowledge of
scripture, learning the Wuliangshou jing in a single day. On Zhenguan 貞觀 7.2.21
(April 5, 633), he entered Zhongnan shan. There he took off his robes, hung
them on a tree, and cut his throat with a knife. Six months later, after an extended
search, his friends found his “Eulogy on Discarding the Body.”

Appended: A nameless monk from Dasheng si 大乘寺 in Fenzhou 汾州.51 The
biography was probably added long after 645.52 The monk detested saœsâra. He
restricted his diet and ate incense, and his self-immolation was a public affair with
¶owers and incense, banners and parasols. He jumped from Zixiaxue 子夏學

peak on Xi shan 西山, facing west.53 The crowd of religious chanted, “Excellent
(shanzai 善哉)!” When the monk reached the ground he got up and sat upright,
but he was dead by the time the crowd reached him.

10. The Tang šramaÿa Shi Huitong 釋會通 (d. 649) of Baolin 豹林 valley on
Zhongnan shan (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683c18–684a19)

Note: Appended are three biographies that do not appear to have formed
part of the original Xu gaoseng zhuan.54 Huitong’s biography was added after the
date of the preface (645). 

Account: Huitong was from near the Yusu 御宿 river in Wannian 萬年, Yong-
zhou.55 He led a secluded and ascetic lifestyle in the Baolin valley on Zhongnan
shan. He read the Lotus Sûtra and was inspired by the Medicine King. One night
in 649, he stacked up ¤rewood and made a niche within. He chanted as far as the
Medicine King chapter before ordering the ¤re to be lit. In the southwest, a great
white light appeared, which ¶owed into the mass of ¶ames, and Huitong fell on
his back. By dawn both his body and the ¤re were burnt out. The witnesses raised
a white pagoda for his remains. Daoxuan reports that the inscription was still
there in his day.

Appended: (1) Two nuns, who were sisters, at the beginning of the Zhenguan
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reign period (627–649) in Jingzhou 荊州 .56 They recited the Lotus Sûtra and
loathed their bodies. They restricted their food and clothing, consumed fragrant
oils, and abstained from grain. Later they ate only incense and honey. After
widely announcing their intention to burn their bodies, on the night of Zhen-
guan 3.2.8 (March 8, 629), they set up two high seats on Jingzhou’s main road.
They wrapped their bodies in waxed cloth up to the crown of the head. In front
of a large crowd, they recited the Lotus and set ¤re to each other. At daybreak
their bodies were still intact, but then the ¤res both simultaneously ¶ared up
again. The bones were smashed but two tongues remained intact. The witnesses
raised a high stûpa for them.

Appended: (2) Recently, west of the walls of Bingzhou并州, a student (shusheng
書生) aged about twenty-four or twenty-¤ve recited the Lotus Sûtra and vowed to
burn his body in homage. He made a basket from bundles of dried mugwort
stems and in the middle of the night he set ¤re to it and burned himself. When
people came to save him, he was already dead, so they added more fuel to the ¤re.

Appended: (3) A contemporary account of the teaching of Shandao 善導

(613–681) that seems to have been added at a fairly late date. In Xihe 西河 Shan-
dao encountered the followers of Daochuo道綽(562–645), who practiced only re-
citing the name of the Buddha Amitâbha. In Chang’an, he promoted this
teaching and copied out several tens of thousands of scrolls of the Amituo jing 阿彌

陀經 (Sukhâvatî[am¿ta]vyûha, T 366). When Shandao was preaching at Guang-
ming si 光明寺, someone asked him if he would de¤nitely be reborn in the Pure
Land if he were to chant the name of Amitâbha. Shandao said he would. This per-
son then chanted “Namu Amituofo” incessantly, climbed to the top of a willow
tree, threw himself off, and died. The matter was reported to the Department of
State Affairs.

Translation: Gernet 1960, 546.

11. The Tang šramaÿa Âcârya Shao (Shao sheli) 紹闍梨 (¶. ca. 605) of
Zizhou 梓州 (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684a20–b3)

Note: This biography was probably not added until after the tenth century; see
Ibuki 1990, 62–68.

Account: Âcârya Shao was from Xuanwu 玄武 in Zizhou 梓州 .57 His secular
name was Pu 蒲 . Once, before he became a monk, he tried to feed himself to
snakes. As a monk he practiced only recitation and circumambulation. At the be-
ginning of the Daye period (605–617), the snakes in Ruzhou汝州became extraor-
dinarily ferocious and attacked people.58 When Shao arrived he set up a thatched
canopy and drove them away. At the age of 109 he became ill and told his disciples
to expose his corpse as a donation to snakes and birds. When birds and beasts did
not attack it after a month, they interred it.
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12. The Tang šramaÿa Shi Daoxiu 釋道休 (d. 629) of Fuyuan si 福緣寺 in
Xinfeng 新豐, Yongzhou (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684b4–c3)59

Account: Daoxiu lived not far from Chang’an. He was an ascetic and medita-
tor who would sit for seven days. Then he would come off the mountain to beg
for food and preach. One day in the summer of 629, he did not appear at the ex-
pected time. The villagers went to his meditation hut to look for him and found
him dead. They kept guard for three nights before they realized he was truly de-
ceased. Daoxiu’s body did not rot, so they left it there and closed up his hut
against vermin. 

In early winter 630 Daoxuan went to see the mummy. People living north of
the mountain had installed his body in a hut. Although Daoxiu’s skin had turned
leathery and his bones had fused together, his facial expression and posture had
not changed. The villagers had added lacquer-soaked cloth to the surface of his
body. Daoxuan reports that in life Daoxiu used only three robes and sometimes
sat naked in winter.

Song gaoseng zhuan

1. The Tang monk Sengzang 僧藏 (d.u.) from Fenzhou 汾州 (SGSZ 23, T
50.2061.855a23–b10)60 

Account: Sengzang’s secular name, the name of his monastery, the name
of his master, and the date of his death are not reported. He was extremely
humble; if monks or laypeople bowed to him, he would bow and run away.
He stripped off his robes in the summer and offered his body to insects. He
died peacefully, sitting upright with his palms together, reciting the name of
Amitâbha.

2. The Tang monk Zhengshou 正壽 (d. ca. 710) from Shanguang si 山光寺

in Handong 漢東 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855b11–c7)
Account: Zhengshou’s background is unknown, but he was a disciple of the

Chan master Zao慥of Nanta南塔(si寺). Later he became a recluse at a mountain
monastery in Suibu隨部 . Li Chongfu李重福 , prince of Qiao譙王 (680–710), was
the prefect of Junzhou 均州. Li became a patron of Master Zao for whom he con-
structed the shengzang 生藏 (living repository) pagoda. When Zao named Zheng-
shou as his succesor, the prince ordered him to come to meet him. First,
Zhengshou asked Zao’s permission to test the pagoda. He entered it and died sit-
ting upright. His body did not decay, and he became known as “the Upâdhyâya
who tested the pagoda.” Li constructed another pagoda for Zao.

Appended comment: Zanning discusses the implications of Zhengshou pre-
ceding his master into nirvâÿa.
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3. The Tang monk Wuran無染 (d. ca. 836–840) of Shanzhu geyuan善住閣院

on Wutai shan 五臺山 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855c9–856b2)
Note: See also Guang qingliang zhuan 廣清涼傳 (Extensive Records of Cool-

and-Clear [Wutai shan]), T 51.2099.1116a23–c16.
Account: Wuran’s family name and native place are unknown. He was trained

on Zhongtiao shan 中條山, where he lectured on the Four-Part Vinaya, the Nir-
vâÿa Sûtra, and some Yogâcâra treatises.61 He constantly recited the Huayan jing.
In 791 he arrived on Wutai shan, where he actively sought an encounter with
Mañjušrî. Over twenty years or so he made more than seventy-two complete cir-
cuits of the mountain. One day he saw a monastery that housed tens of thousands
of Indian monks and Mañjušrî himself. Mañjušrî told him that he should support
the community on the mountain and not abandon his body in vain. Wuran orga-
nized donations for vegetarian feasts. To record every one million monks fed, he
burned one ¤nger. Eventually he burned off all ten.

During the Kaicheng 開成 period (836–840), at the age of seventy-four and
after ¤fty-¤ve years as a monk, Wuran said farewell to his companions. The lay-
man Zhao Hua 趙華 (d.u.) carried waxed cloth, hemp, and oil to the summit of
the central terrace, where Wuran ordered him to wrap his body in the cloth. He
promised that if he attained awakening, he would deliver Zhao. Contrary to his
wishes, Wuran’s disciples gathered his relics and placed them in a pagoda on the
south side of Fanxian shan 梵仙山. The pagoda was still there in Zanning’s day.

Translation: Partly translated in Kieschnick 1997, 37–38.

4. The Tang monk Dinglan定蘭(d. 852) of Fugan si福感寺 in Chengdu pre-
fecture 成都府 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b3–23)

Account: Dinglan’s secular name was Yang楊 , and he was a native of Chengdu.
He was a butcher, but he repented of his transgressions. His mother and father
had died young, and he had no money to pay for ancestral rituals. One year he
stripped naked and entered Qingcheng shan 青城山. He allowed mosquitoes to
bite at him to repay the compassion of his parents. He also copied sûtras in his
own blood, burned off his arm, tore off his ears, and gouged out his eyes and fed
them to birds and animals. A stranger appeared who replaced Dinglan’s eyes.

In 849 Xuanzong 宣宗 (r. 846–859) invited Dinglan to court with his disciple
Youyuan 有緣 (835–907). In 852 Dinglan vowed to burn his shoulder and subse-
quently died. The emperor bestowed on him the posthumous name Juexing覺性

and had the pagoda Wuzhen 悟真 built; a cult was still based there in Zanning’s
day.

5. The Tang monk Hongxiu 鴻休 (d. 880 or 881) of Jianfu si 建福寺 on
Huangbo shan 黃蘗山 in Fuzhou 福州 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b24–c8)
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Account: Hongxiu’s origins are unknown, but he lived and taught on Huangbo
shan. He was beheaded by Huang Chao rebels. When they saw no blood, the
rebels fell back and confessed their transgressions. Hongxiu’s disciple Jingxian 景

先 cremated his corpse and placed the relics in a bag. A layperson stole them, but
Jingxian retrieved them with help from a fortune-teller and enshrined them. The
Chan monk Qinghuo 清豁 (?–976) composed a eulogy.

6. The Tang monk Quanhuo 全豁 (828–887) from Yantou yuan 巖頭院 in
Ezhou 鄂州 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856c10–26)62

Note: Biographies in the Jingde chuandeng lu 景德傳燈錄 ( Jingde Era [1004–
1016] Records of the Transmission of the Lamp) 16, T 51.2076.326a10–327a10,
and the Longxing fojiao biannian tonglun隆興佛教編年通論 (Longxing Era [1163–
1164] Comprehensive Discussion and Chronology of Buddhism), compiled by
Zuxiu 祖琇 (d. after 1164), 28, XZJ 130.349a–b.

Account: Quanhuo’s secular name was Ke柯, and he was from Quanzhou泉州

in Fujian. His tonsure master was Master Yi 誼公 (d.u.) of Qingyuan 清源, and he
received full ordination from Yuanzhao 圓照 (727–809) of Ximing si 西明寺,
Chang’an.63 He studied at Baoshou si 保壽寺 and later with the Chan master De-
shan Xuanjian 德山宣鑑(782–865) in Wuling武陵.64 Sometime during the period
885–888 rebels came to loot the monastery at Tangnian shan 唐年山.65 Quanhuo
refused to give them anything and they killed him. On May 4, 887, his disciples
buried him temporarily; later they burned his remains and obtained forty-nine
grains of šarîra. The emperor Xizong bestowed on him a posthumous name. Xuan-
tai 玄泰 of Nanyue (d. after 901) composed the stele inscription for his stûpa. 

Appended comment: Zanning discusses the above two biographies and com-
pares Buddhist self-immolation with Taoist “sword liberation.”

7. The Tang monk Yuanhui 元慧 (819–896) of Fakongwang si 法空王寺 in
Jiaxing 嘉興, Wujun 吳郡 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857a5–23)66

Note: Zanning refers to an independently circulating biography.
Account: Yuanhui was a member of a distinguished branch of the Lu陸 family

and a descendent of Lu Ji 陸機(261–303).67 He was the second son of Lu Dan陸丹

(d.u.), administrative supervisor (jiucao 糾曹) of Wenzhou 溫州 .68 In 837, at the
age of eighteen, he became a disciple of Qingjin 清進 (d.u.) at Fakongwang si. In
841 Yuanhui took the precepts at Hengyang 恒陽 and travelled to Wutai shan.69

In 842 he returned to Jianxing si 建興寺 at Jiahe 嘉禾 ( Jiaxing). He maintained
the “Three Whites” (sanbai 三白), recited the mantras of the ¤ve divisions of the
Diamond Realm, and burned incense on his arm. During the Huichang 會昌per-
secution (845–847), he was forced to return to lay life. In 853 Fakongwang si was
rebuilt, and Yuanhui burned incense on his arm in homage to the Buddha’s
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tooth at Bao’en shan si 報恩山寺 . Then he crossed the stone bridge at Tiantai
shan. During the Xiantong 咸通 period (860–873), at Chongzhen si 重真寺 in
Fengxiang鳳翔 , he burned off his left thumb in front of the Buddha’s ¤nger relic
while reciting the Lotus Sûtra. The thumb grew back in less than a month. He
died on Qianning 乾寧 3.9.28 (November 7, 896); his disciple, Duansu 端肅

(d.u.), and others erected a memorial stele and buried him in Wugui 吳會.70 He
was known as the “Upâdhyâya of the Three Whites” (sanbai heshang 三白和尚). 

Appended comment: Zanning addresses the miraculous regrowth of Yuanhui’s
thumb and the meaning of the term “Three Whites.”

8. The Tang Master Bundle of Grass (Shucao shi 束草師, d. before 853) of
Puti si 菩提寺 in the capital (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b2–13)

Note: See the Sita ji 寺塔記 (Record of Monasteries and Stûpas) 1/17 (Soper
1960, 29), and the Taiping guangji 太平廣記 (Extensive Accounts of the Taiping
Era) 98/653.

Account: A monk arrived suddenly at Puti si in the Pingkang 平康 quarter of
Chang’an. No one knew where he was from or his name. He always carried a bundle
of straw and sat in the corridors of the veranda. When the other monks urged
him to move into proper accommodation, he took offense. He used his bundle
of straw to set ¤re to himself and the next morning only ashes and cinders re-
mained. His incineration was attributed to samâdhi ¤re. Laypeople made an im-
age of the monk out of his ashes and worshipped it at the side of the Buddha hall. 

Appended comment: Zanning discusses the samâdhi of the ¤re realm.

9. The Tang forest dweller (lanruo蘭若 ; Skt. âraÿyaka) Xingming行明 (¶. ca.
900) of Nanyue 南嶽 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b19–c11)

Account: Xingming’s secular name was Lu魯 , and he was from Changzhou長

洲 in Wujun 吳郡 .71 He travelled extensively and worshipped bodhisattvas on
Wutai shan and Emei shan 峨眉山. He ended up at Qibaotai si 七寶台寺 (Monas-
tery of the Terrace of the Seven Precious Materials) on the Zhurong 祝融 peak of
Nanyue, where he became friends with Xuantai.72 He rejected the examples of
Sengyai and Qu Yuan 屈原 (d. ca. 315 BCE) but wished to emulate Prince Mahâ-
sattva and fed himself to tigers. Xuantai burned his remains and collected the
šarîra. He composed a eulogy for his friend.

Appended comment: Zanning discusses Xingming’s perfection of dâna.

10. The Jin晉 (936–946) monk Xichen息塵 (875?–937?) of Sanxue yuan三

學院 in Yonghe 永和, Taiyuan 太原 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857c14–858b1)
Account: Xichen was the son of a merchant called Yang楊 from Bingzhou并

州 .73 His mother had an auspicious dream before his birth. He left home at
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twelve, studied the Vimalakîrtinirdeša, and observed the Vinaya. At Chongfu si 崇
福寺 he was a disciple of dharma master Gan 感 (d.u.).74 Wu Huangdi 武皇帝 (Li
Keyong 李克用, 856–908), father of the ¤rst emperor of the Later Tang) invited
him to stay in the Jingtu yuan 淨土院 (Pure Land Cloister) at Da’an si 大安寺.75

Xichen tried to give his body to wild dogs and tigers but failed. He also fed his
body to gnats. At Xianyan si 仙巖寺, after repeatedly reading the canon, he held
a vegetarian banquet and burned off a ¤nger.76 Every month he fed himself to
water creatures in a river or pond. He bought caged birds and beasts and set
them free, gave food to prisoners, helped the poor, and occasionally gave a ban-
ner or a parasol to local stûpas.

In 931 he established the Sanxue yuan三學院behind the Da Anguo si大安國

寺. After prostrating to every character of the Huayan jing and the Da Foming jing
大佛名經 (Great Sûtra of the Names of the Buddha, T 14.441), he burned off an-
other ¤nger. Jin Gaozu晉高祖 (r. 936–942) bestowed on him the imperial purple
robe.

In front of the Buddha’s middle ¤nger bone at Famen si法門寺 in Fengxiang
鳳翔 prefecture, Xichen burned off another ¤nger. He died at Tianzhu si 天柱寺

at the age of sixty-three, after forty-four years as a monk. His disciples cremated
him and obtained several hundred relics. Jin Gaozu had them interred in the
mountains west of the Jin river, where a small stûpa still existed in Zanning’s time.

Appended comment: Zanning discusses the variety and diversity of Xichen’s
practices. 

Translation: Partly translated in Rhie 1977, 72–77.

11. The Jin monk Toyuk 道育 (Chn. Daoyu, 858?–938) of Pingtian si 平田寺

on Tiantai shan (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858b2–25)
Account: Toyuk was from Silla, and his family name is unknown. In 892 he

went to Mount Tiantai and stayed for the rest of his life. He carried only a single
bowl for food. During the day he performed menial tasks in the monastery. He
always wore a thick robe, but every summer and autumn he would expose his
chest, back, and legs to insects. The only thing he ever said was “Yiyi!” He sponta-
neously exuded multicolored, pearl-like šarîra. He was more than eighty years old
when he died in 938, and after his cremation countless šarîra were found. Zan-
ning met him in 935. He reports that a group of tigers once came to sniff Toyuk
but did not eat him.

12. The Jin monk Jingchao 景超 (d. ca. 936–943) from Xiangji hermitage 香

積庵 on Lu shan in Jiangzhou 江州 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858b26–c11)
Account: Jingchao’s native place is unknown. On Lu shan he made a full pros-

tration to each character in the Huayan jing. After two rounds of recitation he
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burned a ¤nger and then paid homage to the Lotus Sûtra in the same manner. He
spontaneously exuded many šarîra, which people collected. Sometime during
the Tianfu 天福 period (936–943) he died, and his remains were interred in a pa-
goda that was still a place of pilgrimage in Zanning’s time. 

Appended comment: Zanning discusses whether the burning of ¤ngers was a
true imitation of scriptural models. He compares the biographies in his collection
to accounts of upright of¤cials in the dynastic histories. 

13. The Jin monk Zhitong志通(d. after 939) from Famen si in Fengxiang fu
鳳翔府 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858c12–859a19)

Note: See also Fozu tongji 27, T 49.2035.276c16–23; Jingtu wangsheng zhuan 淨

土往生傳 (Biographies of Those Who Attained Deliverance in the Pure Land) 2,
T 51.2071.125b8–c6; Wangsheng ji 往生集 (Collection on Attaining Deliverance)
1, T 51.2072.132b22–c5.

Account: Zhitong’s secular name was Zhang 張, and he was the son of a well-
known family from Youfufeng 右扶風.77 During the Later Tang (923–936) in Luo-
yang he met the Tripi¡aka master Furiluo縛日囉(Šrîvajra).78 When Zhitong left to
visit the mountains of Tiantai and Luofu 羅浮, his master encouraged him to take
some Indian texts with him. King Wenmu 文穆 (Qian Yuanguan 錢元瓘, 887–941;
r. 932–941) of Wu-Yue invited him to court and installed him at the Zhenshenta si
真身塔寺 (True Body Stûpa Monastery). Zhitong later went to Tiantai shan and
stayed at Zhiyi’s former monastery. After reading the Xifang jingtu lingrui zhuan 西

方淨土靈瑞傳 (Accounts of Numinous Signs of the Western Pure Land), he took
up Pure Land practices. 

Zhitong threw himself off a rock called “the Beckoning Hand” (zhaoshou shi
招手石), which was associated with a legend told of Zhiyi. He ¤rst landed in a tree,
so he jumped again. He fell onto some grass, where he lay unconscious. The other
monks thought that he must have been eaten by tigers. They consulted a spirit
medium, who told them that a deity in golden armor was aiding him. 

Zhitong later went to Fahua shan法華山 in Yuezhou越州, where he cultivated
Pure Land practices. His body spontaneously produced šarîra, and he died sitting
on his meditation seat. When he was cremated a ¤ve-colored cloud of smoke cov-
ered the crown of his head and there was a remarkable fragrance. 

Appended comment: Zanning compares Zhitong’s story with some other ex-
amples of divine providence from the scriptures and earlier biographies.

14. The Jin monk Daozhou 道舟 (864–941) of Yongfu si 永福寺 in Lingwu 靈

武 on the northern frontier (shuofang 朔方) (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859a21–b12)
Account: Daozhou’s secular name was Guan 管 , and he was from Huile 迴樂

on the northern frontier.79 As a child, he recited the Shijing 詩經 (Book of Odes)
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and the Shangshu 尚書 (Book of Documents). He became a novice and was later
ordained at the Kongque wang yuan 孔雀王院 (Queen Mâyûrî Cloister) of Long-
xing si龍興寺. He had Yongxing si永興寺built but did not take charge of it. Some
time between 918 and 929 he said farewell to the military governor of Ling[wu],
Han Zhu 韓洙 (?–929), and entered the Baicao 白草 valley of Helan shan 賀蘭山,
where dried-up springs gushed forth again and numinous serpents swam in the
streams.80 Later Daozhou climbed Fa tai 法臺, where he preached to large crowds.
He painted in his own blood an image of Guanyin. He ended a drought by fast-
ing. In 882 he cut off his left forearm below the stûpa at Nianding yuan念定院and
burned it in homage to Guanyin, making a vow for peace. He cut off his left ear to
pray for rain and repeatedly fasted to pray for snow. On Tianfu 天福 6 (xinchou 辛

丑) .2.6 (March 6, 941), he died seated in the lotus position at the age of seventy-
eight. His remains did not decay, and his disciples added some lacquered cloth.
During the Jianlong 建隆 period (960–963), Guo Zhongshu 郭忠恕 (?–977) com-
posed a stele inscription for him. 

15. The Han 漢 (947–950) monk Hongzhen 洪真 (¶. ca. 947–950) of
Guang’ai si 廣愛寺 in Luojing 洛京 (Luoyang) (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b13–25)

Account: Hongzhen’s surname was Chunyu淳于, and he was from Suanzao 酸
棗 in Huazhou滑州.81 His master taught him the Lotus Sûtra; when he had recited
it about ten thousand times, he asked the emperor for permission to burn his
body but was refused. Hongzhen gave away his belongings and vowed to end his
life that year. He died sitting upright without any sign of illness, and when his
body was cremated only the tongue remained. Zanning reports that in his own
day Hongzhen was still revered. 

16. The Zhou 周 (951–960) monk Huiming 慧明 (d. ca. 954–959) of Baoen
si 報恩寺 in Qiantang 錢塘 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b26–c11)

Note: See also Jingde chuandeng lu 25, T 51.2076.410b13–c24.
Account: Huiming’s surname was Jiang 蔣, and he was from Qiantang.82 He

travelled throughout Fujian and Yue 越 and attained awakening under the Chan
master Fayan Wenyi法眼文益(885–958).83 At Baisha白沙on Tiantai shan he taught
in the styles of the Chan masters Xuefeng Yicun 雪峰義存 (822–908) and Zhang-
qing Huileng 長慶慧稜 (854–932).84 Later he inherited the teaching of Xuansha
Shibei 玄沙師備 (835–908).85 King Zhongyi of Wu-Yue founded the Da Baoen si 大
報恩寺 for him and gave him the title Chan Master Yuantong Puzhao 圓通普照禪

師 (Perfect Understanding and Universal Radiance). Huiming died sometime dur-
ing the Xiande顯德 reign period (954–959). At his disciple Yongan’s永安 (d.u.) re-
quest he was cremated and left behind ¤ve-colored šarîra. Huiming had burned his
¤nger to honor Mañjušrî on Mount Tiantai and later burned three more ¤ngers.
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17. The Zhou monk Pujing普靜(887–955) of Ciyun si慈雲寺in Jinzhou晉州

(SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859c12–29)
Note: See the long inscription on which the biography is based in the Shan-

you shike congbian 山右石刻叢編 10, Shike shiliao xinbian 石刻史料新編 (New Edi-
tion of Historical Materials Inscribed on Stone), vol. 20, 15155a–15156b. 

Account: Pujing’s surname was Ru 茹 , and he was from Hongdong 洪洞 in
Jinzhou 晉州 .86 He became a novice under Huicheng 惠澄 (d.u.), who taught
him to recite sûtras and spells. At Famen si he paid homage to the relics of the
Buddha. He travelled and lectured extensively throughout Henan and Anhui
and went on to Kaifeng 開封. In 943 he returned to his home village, where he
fasted and vowed to sacri¤ce one thousand bodies to attain true awakening
quickly. In 955 the Buddha relics were invited to Ciyun monastery. Pujing told
Lord Yang 楊(probably Yang Tingzhang 楊廷璋, 912–971), the metropolitan gov-
ernor (zhoumu 州牧), that he intended to burn his body and Yang agreed. At the
stûpa, on the eighth day of the fourth month (May 2, 955), in front of a large au-
dience he entered a ¤rewood hut and set it alight. He was sixty-nine. His disci-
ples gathered his remaining ashes and paid homage to them.

18. The Song monk Shouxian守賢 (ca. 890–ca. 968) of Dasheng si大聖寺 in
Hengyang 衡陽 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860a1–12)

Note: See also Tiansheng guangdeng lu 天聖廣燈錄 20 (XZJ 135.399b–c) and
Wudeng huiyuan 五燈會元 15 (XZJ 138.288d).

Account: Shouxian’s surname was Qiu 丘 , and he was from Yongchun 永春 in
Quanzhou泉州.87 He was tonsured at Jixiang yuan吉祥院. He attained awakening
under the Chan master Yunmen 雲門 (864–949) and later went to Hengyang.88

Shouxian did not wear silk; he wore only trousers made of coarse cloth, which he
never changed. One day during the Gande 乾德 period (963–968) on Nanyao
shan南窯山, he gave himself to a hungry tiger. All that remained were his two legs
encased in his trousers, which his disciples cremated and from which they ob-
tained countless šarîra. He was seventy-four years old. Zanning reports that in his
day Shouxian’s remains were still enshrined in a small pagoda.

19. The Song monk Shiyun 師蘊 (ca. 893–973) of Bore si 般若寺 on Tiantai
shan (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860a13–b6)

Account: Shiyun was from Jinhua 金華 in Zhejiang. During the Longde 龍德

period of the later Liang (921–923), he travelled all over China. Later he re-
turned to Deshao’s 德韶 (891–972) community, where he was in great demand
for his jokes.89 He chanted sûtras, memorized dhâraÿîs, and could explain many
texts. He said that he planned to throw himself off the stone bridge on Yanzuo
peak 宴坐峰, but his friends talked him out of it.
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In 973 he died sitting upright without any illness. His body was kept for four-
teen days in very hot weather, but it showed no signs of corruption. When he was
cremated the monks recovered his unburnt tongue and other šarîra from the
ashes. After they burned the tongue it took the shape of a lotus. They interred it
in a small pagoda. Later a skeptic burned it dozens of times over. Shiyun ap-
peared to be over eighty years old when he died.

20. The Song monk Shaoyan紹巖 (d. 971) of Zhenshen baota si真身寶塔寺

in Hangzhou 杭州 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860b7–29)
Account: Shaoyan’s family name was Liu 劉 , and he was from Yongzhou 雍州 .

At seven sui he became a novice under the Chan master Gaoan高安 .90 At eighteen
he was ordained by the Vinaya master Huaihui 懷暉 .91 He studied under Fayan
Wenyi along with Deshao. Finally he resided at Shuixin si 水心寺 by Qiantang lake
錢塘湖, where he constantly recited the Lotus. Lotus ¶owers bloomed miracu-
lously in the courtyard.

In 961 he vowed to imitate the Medicine King and burn his body. But the
king of Wu-Yue, Zhongyi, would not allow him. Shaoyan threw himself in the
Caoe river 曹娥江, but a passing ¤sherman pulled him out. 

Shaoyan lived at Fahua shan 法華山 in Yue until he was ordered by edict to
move to Hangta si杭塔寺, where the Shangfang jingyuan上方淨院 was constructed
for him. In Kaibao 開寶 4 (971), he fell ill but refused medicine. At the age of
seventy-three, after ¤fty-¤ve years as a monk, he died seated upright in the lotus
position. After a state-sponsored funeral he was cremated on Longjing shan 龍井

山. His disciples collected šarîra and enshrined them in the portrait hall. Sun
Chengyou 孫承祐 (936–985), military commissioner of the Daning army (Daning
jun jiedushi 大寧軍節度使 ) with the posthumous rank of grand preceptor (zeng
taishi 贈太師), composed a stele relating these events.92

21. The Song monk Wennian 文輦 (895–978) of Tiantai shan (SGSZ 23, T
50.2061.860c1–28)

Account: Wennian was from Pingyang平陽 in Yongjia永嘉commandery (Zhe-
jiang). He was trained in Jinhua金華.93 On Mount Jinyun縉雲he attained awaken-
ing under the Chan master Mingzhao 明昭 (d.u.). Next he followed Deshao for
thirty years. To evaluate the words of his teachers against those of the Buddha, he
read the whole canon three times over. 

In 978, at the age of eighty-four, he made a “Buddha stûpa” of sandalwood,
entered it, and sat with his legs crossed. He set ¤re to himself, reciting sûtras as he
burned. He left countless šarîra, which were enshrined in a small pagoda.

Appended comment: Zanning tackles the issue of whether or not self-immolation
is permitted for monks.



226 Appendix 1

22. The Song monk Huaide 懷德 (d. 983) of Puzhaowang si 普照王寺 in Lin-
huai 臨淮 (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860c29–861a12)

Huaide was originally from Jiangnan江南and became a novice in his youth.
He was ordained because of his ability to recite the Lotus. At Sishang 泗上 he
paid obeisance to the image of Sengqie 僧伽 (d. 710). At the same time Song
Taizong 太宗 , (r. 976–997) had sent the eunuch of high rank Li Shenfu 李神福

(947–1010) to honor Sengqie’s image. The šarîra that were miraculously pro-
duced by this ritual were buried deep under the foundations of a new pagoda,
where Huaide vowed to burn his body. First he gave away his robes, his bag, and
so on. On Taiping xingguo 太平興國 8.4.8 (May 22, 983), dressed in paper
clothes, he covered his body in oil and wax. Holding in his hands two candles,
he climbed into the pyre and set ¤re to it. The onlookers wept as he recited
sûtras and burned. Many šarîra were collected from the ashes. This was reported
to the emperor.

Fayuan zhulin

1. Ning Fengzi 甯封子 of the time of the Yellow Emperor (Fayuan zhulin 96,
T 53.2122.992a1–5)

Note: See Liexian zhuan 列仙傳 , DZ 294 1.1b; translated in Campany 1996,
218. Compare with the translation in Kaltenmark 1987, 43–47.

Account: Legend has it that Fengzi was the Yellow Emperor’s master potter.
Someone came to visit him who could cause his palm to burst into ¶ames and
emit ¤ve-colored smoke. This person taught the art to Fengzi, who then started a
¤re and burned himself: He ascended and descended following the smoke from
the ¤re. When the remaining ashes were examined, his bones were found among
them and were buried on a mountain north of Ning, hence his name, Master of
the Tumulus at Ning.

2. The Song šramaÿa Shi Huishao 釋慧紹 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T
53.2122.992a6–22) 

Note: See the Gaoseng zhuan biography.

3. The Song šramaÿa Shi Sengyu釋僧瑜(Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.992a23–
b16)

Note: See the Gaoseng zhuan biography.

4. The Song šramaÿa Shi Huiyi 釋慧益 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.992b17–
c15)

Note: See the Gaoseng zhuan biography.



Appendix 1 227

5. The Liang šramaÿa Shi Daodu釋道度 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.992c16-
993a5).

Note: See the funerary inscription for Daodu, “Liang Xiaozhuangyansi Daodu
Chanshi bei” 梁小莊嚴寺道度禪師碑, composed by Xiao Gang 蕭綱 (503–551),
later Liang Jianwendi梁簡文帝 (r. 549–551), collected in Sõkwõn salin釋苑詞林 (A
Forest of Words from Šâkya’s Garden), fasc. 193, Han’guk Pulgyo chõnsõ 韓國佛教

全書 (Complete Works of Korean Buddhism), vol. 4, pp. 660–662. In the Gaoseng
zhuan (13, T 50.2059.412c27), we ¤nd mentioned a monk called Daodu who do-
nated seven kâºâyas to help defray the cost of casting a Buddha image at the lesser
Zhuangyan si 小莊嚴寺 . This is very probably the same Daodu. A fuller account of
Daodu’s contribution to the construction of this important monastery is found in
the Fayuan zhulin (64, T 53. 2122.772b29–c7), quoting Liangjing siji 梁京寺記

(Record of Monasteries in the Liang Capital).94

Daoshi says that the Fayuan zhulin entry is based on the Liang gaoseng zhuan,
but the extant version does not contain an entry for Daodu. 

Account: Daodu was a dhyâna master at the lesser Zhuangyan si during the Pu-
tong years of the Liang (520–526). Although Liang Wudi told him to think of the
body as a poisonous tree, to expose the corpse as a donation for birds and beasts, and
that cremation was inappropriate because of the eighty thousand worms in the body,
Daodu piled up ¤rewood and gradually restricted his diet. On Putong 7.11.3 (De-
cember 22, 526), the monastery bell started ringing; it rang again on December 27th.
Daodu ceased eating and drank only a pint of water per day from the bathing bucket. 

On January 13, 527, the monks saw light and vapor emitting from the bucket.
On the morning of January 17th they saw a purple glow radiating from a niche in
the meditation hall. Towards evening a large ¶ock of birds suddenly appeared on a
single tree and then all ¶ew off to the west. That night multicolored rays of light lit
up the monastery and a ¤re started to burn on the summit of the mountain. The
monks found Daodu in the ¤re with his hands together. He was sixty-six. The prince
of Wuling interred the remains beneath a pagoda. Later, people heard the sound of
a stone chime on the mountaintop and an old, dead tree came back to life.

6. The Zhou šramaÿa Shi Sengyai釋僧崖 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.993a6–
994c3) 

Note: See the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography.

7. The Zhou šramaÿa Shi Jing’ai 釋靜藹 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.994c4–
995c8) 

Note: See Jing’ai’s biography in the Xu gaoseng zhuan, which appears in the
“defenders of the dharma” (hufa 謢法) section, T 50.2060.625c-628a; discussed in
Teiser 1988b, 437–439, and Jan Yün-hua 1965, 252–253. A biography also appears
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in the Da Tang neidian lu 大唐內典錄 (Great Tang Catalogue of Volumes of the In-
ner [Teaching]), compiled by Daoxuan, T 55.2149.27c, 331c; the Wangsheng xi-
fang jingtu ruiying zhuan 往生西方淨土瑞應傳 (Biographies of Auspicious
Responses of Those Who Were Reborn in the Western Pure Land) by Wennian 文

念 (d.u.) and Shaokang 少康 (d. 805), T 51.2070.104c; the Fozu tongji, T 49.2035.
358c; and the Fozu lidai tongzai 佛祖歷代通載 (Comprehensive History of the Bud-
dhas and Patriarchs), compiled by Nianchang念常(d. 1341), T 49.2036.557c–558a.

Account: As a boy Jing’ai was inspired to leave home by the pictures of the hells
that he saw at a local monastery. He had a distinguished monastic career, studying
and lecturing on major texts. He tried to dissuade Zhou Wudi from proscribing
Buddhism but failed and retreated to Zhongnan shan. Convinced that the dharma
was beyond rescue, he eviscerated himself, hanging his entrails on the surrounding
trees. Finally, using his own blood, he composed a lengthy series of verses on his self-
immolation (preserved in the biography). The preface explains that Jing’ai gave up
his body for three reasons: The many misfortunes suffered by the body, his inability
to protect the dharma, and his desire to see the Buddha and the sages of the past.

8. The Sui šramaÿa Shi Dazhi 釋大志 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.995c9–27)
Note: See the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography.

9. The Tang šramaÿa Shi Huitong 釋會通 (Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.
995c28–996b8)

Note: See the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography.

Shishi liutie

Shishi liutie 釋氏六帖 (The Buddhists’ Six Documents), compiled by Yichu 義

楚 (¶. mid-tenth century), 944–954.95 The section is entitled Juanshen wei fa捐身為

法 (Donating the Body for the Dharma) and includes biographies taken from the
self-immolation sections of the Gaoseng zhuan and the Xu Gaoseng zhuan, followed
by biographies of defenders of the dharma from Daoxuan’s collection.

1. Sengqun 僧群 injures a duck (Shishi liutie 12, 257)
2. Tanhong 曇稱 becomes a slave (Shishi liutie 12, 257)
3. Fajin 法進 donates his body (Shishi liutie 12, 257)
4. Sengfu 僧富 cuts himself up (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
5. Fayu’s 法羽 bravery (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
6. Huishao 惠紹 causes a ¤rmiana to grow (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
7. The double ¤rmiana of Sengyu 僧瑜 (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
8. Huiyi 惠益 the Medicine King (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
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9. Sengqing 僧慶 is like a dragon (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
10. Faxian 法仙 eats pine needles (Shishi liutie 12, 258)96

11. Tanhong’s 曇弘 golden deer (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
12. Fakuang 法曠 burns his body (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
13. Sengyai 僧崖 withstands ¤re (Shishi liutie 12, 258)
14. Bingyuan 並圓 gives away his arm (Shishi liutie 12, 259)97

15. Puji 普濟 eats grass (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
16. Puan 普安 gives away his body (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
17. Dazhi 大志 burns his arm (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
18. Zhiming’s 知命 personal salvation (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
19. Xuanlan 玄覽 leaves a text behind (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
20. Fakuang 法曠 piles up grass (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
21. Shao 紹 feeds a tiger and it leaves (Shishi liutie 12, 259)98

22. Shitong 食通 recites the scriptures (Shishi liutie 12, 259)99

23. Shandao’s 善導 nianfo 念佛 (Shishi liutie 12, 259)100

24. Daoxiu’s 道休 seven days (Shishi liutie 12, 259)
25. Jing’ai 靜藹 pulls out his heart (Shishi liutie 12, 260)

Liuxue seng zhuan

Liuxue seng zhuan 六學僧傳 (Biographies of Monks by the Six Categories of
Specialization), compiled by Tane曇噩 , 1366, XZJ 133.210–334. The section is en-
titled Yishenke 遺身科 and contains twenty-¤ve main biographies, all drawn from
earlier Gaoseng zhuan accounts.

1. Sengqun 僧群 of the Jin (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.293b–c)
2. Tancheng 曇稱 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.293c)
3. Fajin 法進 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.293c–d)
4. Sengfu 僧富 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.293d)
5. Fayu 法羽 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.293d–294a)
6. Huishao 慧紹 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294a)
7. Sengyu 僧瑜 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294a)
8. Sengqing 僧慶 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294a–b)
9. Huiyi 慧益 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294b)
10. Tanhong 曇弘 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294b)
11. Faguang 法光 of the Qi (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294c)
12. Faning 法凝 of the Qi (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294c)
13. Puyuan 普圓 of the Qi (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294c–d)
14. Puji 普濟 of the Sui (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294d)
15. Fakuang 法曠 of the Tang (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294d–295a)
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16. A nameless Tang monk of Fenzhou 汾州 (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ
133.294d–295a)

17. Huitong 會通 of the Tang (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.294d–295a–b)
18. Xuanlan 玄覽 of the Tang (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.295b–c)
19. Master “Bundle of Grass” (Shucao shi 束草師 ) of the Tang (Liuxue seng

zhuan 9, XZJ 133.295b–c)
20. Wuran 無染 of the Tang (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.295c–d)
21. Xingming 行明 of the Tang (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.295d–296a)
22. Pujing 普靜 of the Zhou (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.296a)
23. Shouxian 守賢 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.296a–b)
24. Wennian 文輦 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.296b)
25. Huaide 懷德 of the Song (Liuxue seng zhuan 9, XZJ 133.296b)

Bu xu gaoseng zhuan

1. Yu Mituo 喻彌陀 of the Song; appended, Jingzhen 淨真 (Bu xu gaoseng
zhuan 19, 160d–161a)

Account: Sijing思淨 (before 1070–1137) was the son of a Mr. Yu喻 from Qian-
tang 錢塘. Because of his skill in painting Amitâbha, Yang Wuwei 楊無為 named
him Yu Mituo.101 Sijing also carved an image of Maitreya. He provided shelter
and fed nearly three million monks over the span of less than twenty years. He ex-
panded his dwelling into a monastery. He went to the stronghold of some rebels
and offered himself in lieu of the inhabitants of the entire city. The rebels were so
shocked they reduced their attacks and many lives were saved. In the winter of
1137, Sijing passed away with his legs crossed. Zhang Wugou 張無垢 (d.u.) com-
posed an inscription for his stûpa.

Appended: When Jingzhen arrived in Qiantang in Hangzhou he found that
the Yangzi river had burst its banks. He wrote to the military commissioner Zhao
Duanming 趙端明 (Zhao Yuhuan 趙與懽 , jinshi 1214), announcing his intention
to visit the palace of the nâga to persuade him to stop the ¶ood.102 Jingzhen threw
himself into the sea, returning brie¶y three days later to report the success of his
mission. The emperor bestowed on him the title huguo fashi 護國法師 (Dharma
Master Protector of the State) and set up a memorial to him in Huiling 會靈.

2. The Transformation Monk (Huaseng 化僧); appended, Jixiang 吉祥 and
Ciji 慈濟 (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 161a–b)

Account: The Transformation Monk’s name is unknown. He frequented the
marketplaces of Pi 郫 and Fan繁 in Sichuan.103 At dawn on Chongning崇寧5.12.2
(December 28, 1106), he came into the city to beg for food. After noon he sud-
denly put his clothes in a bag, begged for some soup, straightened his robes, and
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sat cross-legged. Before the soup arrived he announced his imminent death. His
body was returned to a valley north of Pi and enshrined, and his mummy was still
there in Minghe’s day. At the end of the biography is an account by the local liter-
atus Yang Tianhui 楊天惠 (doctoral candidate, 1080).

Appended: (1) Jixiang knew all the ¤sh in the ¤shpond in front of his monas-
tery by name and preached to them.

Appended: (2) Ciji died standing up on a steep rock on Qingdian shan 青顛山,
located northeast of Erhai 洱海 lake (Yunnan). He had performed prostrations
there every day.

3. The Chan master Faqing 法慶 of Dajue si大覺寺 in Xianping咸平 prefec-
ture (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 161b–c)

Account: Faqing’s master was Foguo Weibo 佛國惟白 (¶. 1101). Faqing’s dis-
ciple was impressed by a tale about Chan masters of the past, so Faqing told him
that he would return from death if his disciple called his name, thus proving
that such feats were still possible. Faqing foretold the time of his death, com-
posed a verse, and gave away his possessions. On Huangtong 皇統 3.5.5 ( June
19, 1143), he died sitting upright. His disciple shouted, and he returned brie¶y
for a ¤nal exchange and to compose a farewell verse.

4. The two masters Jueqing覺慶and Delin德林of the Yuan元(Bu xu gaoseng
zhuan 19, 161c–d)

Account: (1) Jueqing stressed the merits of practices such as surfacing roads,
digging wells, donating hot water, running tea stalls, and providing acupuncture
and medicine. During the Zhizheng 至正 period (1341–1367), Jueqing went to
Yunjian雲間(Songjiang松江, Jiangsu). He set his date of death as the twenty-third
day of the ¤rst month and wrote letters of farewell to his friends. Two days later
he died. His body was still sweating and he looked as if he were still alive ten days
later. A layman called Chen Yuanjian 陳源堅 (d.u.) donated his house as a chapel
to enshrine his mummy.

Account: (2) Delin was a native of Dongou東甌who resided at Zheze si柘澤寺

in Shanghai during the Zhizheng period.104 One day he asked for a cof¤n and an-
nounced that he would burn his body on the ¤rst day of the ninth month. His re-
quest was ignored. On the appointed day he traded his bag and bowl for some
¤rewood. Fire spontaneously rose from his body. Witnesses feared that his auto-
cremation would bring bad fortune to the locale, but Delin reassured them that
the rain would wash away all traces of his act.

5. The Monk Who Shed His Soul (Luopo seng 落魄僧) of the Ming; ap-
pended, Xuemei 雪梅 (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 161d–162b)
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Note: A shorter version also appears in the Jiansheng yewen翦勝野聞, attributed
to Xu Zhenqing 徐禎卿 (1479–1511), Guang Baichuan xuehai 廣百川學海, vol. 2,
743–744.105 A brief biography of Yonglong 永隆 (1359–1392) appears in the Ming-
shi chaolüe明史鈔略, SBCK edition, fasc. 3, 88, p. 7b; and in Zha Jizuo’s查繼佐 Zui-
wei lu 罪惟錄, SBCK edition, fasc. 26, p. 4a.

Account: Yonglong永隆 (1359–1392) was the son of a Mr. Shi施 from Gusu姑

蘇 in Jiangsu. He became a novice at twenty and took the tonsure at Chongfu si 崇
福寺 on Yin shan 尹山.106 A god told him that the monastery had been founded
during the Tianjian 天監 era (502–519) of the Liang dynasty but had burned
down towards the end of the Yuan (1206–1347). The god promised to protect
him if he rebuilt the monastery. When Yonglong copied the Lotus and the Hua-
yan jing in his own blood, šarîra were produced from the brush. During the re-
construction, a change in the wind direction saved the boats ferrying timber
from being blown out to sea. The timber dealers donated a large Buddha image
to show their thanks. The great hall was completed in 1391.

In 1392 Yonglong took his disciples to Nanjing to be ordained. Ming Taizu
suspected deception and sent his bodyguard to arrest the novices. Yonglong of-
fered to burn his body in exchange for their release. He composed a verse and
wrote on a stick of incense, which he said could be used to pray for rain. When he
burned himself there was an unusual fragrance and ¶ocks of cranes ¶ew over-
head. Many šarîra were produced. The novices were pardoned and ordained.
Later there was a drought and Taizu ordered his of¤cials to use the incense. In
response to the heavy rain that fell, Taizu composed a poem on “the monk who
shed his soul.” Yonglong’s disciples interred his remains beneath a stûpa on Yin
shan.

Appended: Xuemei was an unconventional monk-poet. One day, when he was
walking around in the marketplace, some children sang, “Old Xuemei! If you
won’t go home right now, when do you want to go home?” He answered, “Going
home, going home,” and then died.

6. Zuyu 祖遇 of the Ming (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 162b–c)
Zuyu (1445–1484) practiced meditation in the Falin caverns法琳洞 in Yuanan

遠安 (Hubei), where he fasted for long periods. In 1479 the vice-commissioner of
education, Xue Gang薛綱(jinshi 1464), met him. On a return visit in 1482 Xue no-
ticed that a rockfall had nearly smashed Zuyu’s hut; he scolded the monk for stay-
ing there. In 1484 Zuyu was crushed by a landslide and died at the age of forty. 

Appended: Minghe adds a comment to this biography. 

7. Shanxin 善信 and Dayun 大雲 (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 162c–d)
Note: Compare Shanxin’s biography in the Xin xu gaoseng zhuan and the
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Gujin tushu jicheng 古今圖書集成 (Synthesis of Books and Illustrations Past and
Present), vol. 50, 61745c. This account of his life was drawn from the local gaz-
etteer Songjiang fuzhi 松江府志 (Gazetteer of Songjiang Province).

Account: (1) Shanxin (zi Wuyi 無疑 , No Doubt, d.u.) was the son of a Mr. Wu
吳 from Jiading嘉定 in Suzhou. He became a monk at the age of twenty-nine and,
being illiterate, he only practiced meditation. He awakened under the Chan mas-
ter Wanfeng萬峰 (d.u.). Later he appeared to be slightly ill and asked to be put in
his cof¤n. His body spontaneously combusted. A verse eulogy is appended to the
biography. 

Appended comment: “This was surely a case of someone who attained awaken-
ing and who was eager to enter nirvâÿa.”

Account: (2) Dayun began his career at Jixiang si吉祥寺 in Beijing, where his
fellow disciple was a monk called Daji大極(d.u.). In the Jiajing嘉靖reign period
(1522–1566), Dayun lived at Guangde si 廣德寺, where two monks continually
squabbled. Dayun told them how Daji had died vowing to be reborn in the Pure
Land. Then he sat down and died in exactly the same manner.

8. Guangyu 廣玉 and Ningyi 寧義 (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 162d–163a)
Account: (1) Guangyu (zi Wuxia 無瑕 , d. 1584) was a native of Honglian chi 紅

蓮池 in Sichuan and had been a scholar in secular life. He founded a monastery
called Leiyin si雷音寺 (Sound of Thunder) on the peak of Jiufeng shan九峰山 . In
1584 he announced that he would depart on the seventh day of the third month
and ceased drinking water. On the day of his death, he bathed and ascended the
lecturer’s seat. The sky clouded over and there was a clap of thunder as he died. His
corpse was placed in a cof¤n; three months later he looked as if he were still alive.
His disciples placed his lacquered body inside a pagoda on the peak’s summit.

Account: (2) Ningyi (d. 1583) ¤rst lived on Sandui shan 三堆山 and later
travelled to other places. He was an ascetic who ate only vegetables and beans.
In 1583 he stacked up ¤rewood and burned himself.

9. Yetai 夜臺 and Qiuyue 秋月 (Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 163a–c)
Account: Yetai (d. 1610) was a native of Western Shu, and in his youth he

practiced gymnastics and dietetics. He was tonsured on Emei shan and visited the
major Buddhist mountain sites. Because he roamed Wutai shan by night he was
known as “Yetai” (Night Terraces). Among his many adventures, he met a tiger
and tried to feed it with his own body; he frightened off a bandit; and he froze to
death in a deep snowbank. Some monks rescued him and thawed him out with
hot water. On the mountain Yetai saw lights, wild animals, and ghosts. He also saw
Mañjušrî, who sometimes appeared as an old bhikºu or as a beautiful woman
holding a baby in her arms.
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In 1603 Yetai came to the capital, where the empress dowager Cisheng 慈聖

(1546–1614) patronized him. He held large assemblies of monks at Tayuan si塔院

and Longquan si 龍泉寺. He had two bells cast for Emei shan and Wutai shan and
obtained from the court two Buddhist canons for Putuo普陀山 shan and Emei shan.
On Jiuhua shan 九華山 he established a ritual space for the water-land assembly
(shuilu hui 水陸會). He donated money and food to hermitages and poor monks. 

One day in Guangling 廣陵 Yetai suddenly fell ill, and a layman cut off his
¤nger to make a soup to cure him. When the monk recovered he bought a
large boat and placed a “water-land” image in it. On December 9, 1610, Yetai, a
single disciple, and two merchants set sail. Yetai jumped into the sea, saying that
he was imitating the Bodhisattva Jietuo. Chen Jiru 陳繼儒 (1558–1639), a well-
known local poet and painter, composed a written record of this occurrence.107

Qiuyue was an old monk who had spent his whole career on Xuanmu shan玄
墓山 in Suzhou. He upheld the precepts, practiced prostration and recitation,
and drank tea. In 1621, as he was sailing along the coast, he suddenly stood up in
the prow of the boat and performed prostrations, calling the name of the Bud-
dha. Then he jumped into the waves. As Qiuyue sank between the waves, he still
had his palms together, calling the name of the Buddha. 

Xin xu gaoseng zhuan siji 

1. The Southern Song šramaÿa Shi Dehui釋德輝 (1141–1204) of Jingci si淨
慈寺 in Lin’an 臨安 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1191)

Account: Dehui died when his monastery caught ¤re. His death verse is repro-
duced in the biography. His monastery had burned down once before in 1127,
when it was part of a defensive line against the Jurchen invaders. It was rebuilt by
Gaozong 高宗 (r. 1127–1162) of the Southern Song.

2. The Southern Song šramaÿa Shi Miaopu釋妙普 of Qinglong an青龍庵 in
Huating 華亭 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1191–1194)

Account: Miaopu (hao Xingkong 性空 , d. 1142) was a native of Hanzhou 漢州

and lived in Huating.108 He was a Chan monk and a disciple of Sixin 死心 (1043–
1114) of Mount Huanglong 黃龍 in Jiangxi. He admired the “the Boatman
Âcârya” (Chuanzi heshang 船子和尚), a Tang Chan master who had also lived in
Huating. Miaopu lived on the banks of the Xiu river 秀水 and composed song lyr-
ics. Towards the end of the Northern Song, rebels passed through the town of
Wuzhen 烏鎮. Miaopu composed his funerary memorial and invited them to be-
head him. They let him go and spared the townspeople. 

In the winter of 1142, Miaopu constructed a large basin with holes and ex-
changed verses with a colleague on Mount Xuedou 雪竇 about his plan to drown
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himself.109 He also left behind a death verse. He sat cross-legged in the basin and
played his ¶ute as he sank beneath the waves. Three days later his disciples found
his body on the sand, sitting upright. Five days later they cremated him and ob-
tained šarîra as big as beans. Two cranes ¶ew continually over his pyre. His re-
mains were interred in a pagoda at Qinglong an.

Translation: Partly translated in Demiéville 1984, 71–74.

3. The Yuan šramaÿa Shi Delin 釋德林 of Zheze si 柘澤寺 in Shanghai (Xin
xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1195)

Note: See the Bu xu gaoseng zhuan biography.

4. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Mingxing 釋明星 (ca. 1478–1568) of Bolin si 柏林寺

in Changsha長沙 ; appended, the “Maÿøala Worthy” (Mantuluo zunzhe曼荼羅尊

者, ¶. ca. 1573–1620); Canling參靈(d. 1644) (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1195–1198)
Account: Mingxing was a native of Changsha and was born with an unusually

shaped body. As a novice at Bolin si he fed a beggar and was expelled. This beg-
gar taught him how to pray for clear skies or rain. In 1568 there was a severe
drought. Mingxing vowed that if it did not rain in three days he would burn his
body. A local of¤cial built an altar, put ¤rewood on top, and ordered him to
climb it. After three days there was no sign of rain and the of¤cial ordered that
the ¤re be lit. When the ¤re was a few feet from the altar, the wind picked up and
rain fell. Mingxing died and was cremated the following year. A monastery was
founded to commemorate his offering, and many high-ranking of¤cials came to
the monastery to pray for rain in times of drought. 

Appended: (1) The Maÿøala Worthy was the son of a Mr. Zhou 周 from
Changsha, and his personal name was Fu福. People called him Zhou the Tran-
scendent (Zhou xian 周仙 ) or Master Zhou, the True Man (Zhou gong zhenren
周公真人 ). He observed the Vinaya and practiced austerities. He also read Mahâ-
yâna sûtras, dhâraÿîs, and the esoteric sections of the canon. He built a hermitage
below Heimi feng黑麋峰with a maÿøala where he cultivated esoteric practices for
several decades. One day Fu announced that he would “bathe in ¤re.” He stacked
up ¤rewood, bathed and changed his clothes, and sat cross-legged on top. His
disciples were all too afraid to light the ¤re. As Fu held the wooden ¤sh and
chanted spells, the pyre spontaneously burst into ¶ames. Later when the villagers
prayed for rain, they just called out his name. In the rain could be heard the
sounds of the wooden ¤sh and chanted spells.

Appended: (2) Canling also came from Changsha. His secular surname was
Qu 瞿 and he was known as Qu Heshang 瞿和尚 (Upâdhyâya Qu). In local gazet-
teers his name was later miswritten as Canling餐苓(eating numinous fungus). He
became a novice at the old Huashan si古華山寺 , where he prayed to Guanyin. He
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liked esoteric sûtras and travelled to Western Shu to learn mudrâs. He brought
back the Mahâyoga tantra, which he studied intently. Canling was a hermit on
Jilong shan 集龍山 in Hunan for more than forty years. Around 1644 he stacked
up ¤rewood on the banks of the Baisha river, lit the ¤re, and recited the
Mahâyoga tantra. Accompanied by great gusts of wind and peals of thunder, his
body was transformed before the eyes of the crowd. In the eighth month of the
same year, a monastery was founded to commemorate him. The monks there
made offerings to an image of him. People prayed in times of drought, ¶ood, or
epidemic and always obtained a response. In 1867 the locals requested that Can-
ling receive imperial recognition. The emperor gave him the title “True Man All-
Encompassing Protector” (Puhu zhenren 溥謢真人).

5. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Shanxin 釋善信 of Shishui an 施水庵 in Shanghai
(Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1198–1199)

Note: Compare with Shanxin’s biography in the Bu xu gaoseng zhuan. 
Account: Shanxin was a practitioner of nianfo and was awakened through

reading sûtras and šâstras at Fangshui an 放水庵 in Shanghai under his master
Zhide 智德 (d.u.). He was bathed, placed in his cof¤n, and burned by a spontane-
ous blaze. His fellow monks erected a pagoda for him and painted his image. 

6. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Puzhao 釋普照 (¶. 1522–1566) of Baohua shan si
寶華山寺 in Jinling 金陵 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1199)

Account: Puzhao’s native place and his family are unknown. He lived on the
site of the medieval wonder worker Baozhi 寶志 (418–514). When tigers tried to
climb into the cave, Puzhao cut off his arm and gave it to them, and they left. 

7. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Mingxiu釋明秀 (d.u.) of Jingmen荊門 (Xin xu gao-
seng zhuan 39, 1199–1200)

Account: Mingxiu was a native of Tianchuan天川 in Yubi宇碧. After forty years
in Jingmen, one day he bathed, did obeisance to the Buddha, and announced
that he was “going to the West.” Sitting cross-legged on his mat, ¤re shot out from
within him as he chanted the name of the Buddha. Unbeknownst to the wit-
nesses, the mat was actually placed on top of a large stack of ¤rewood that was al-
ready ablaze.

8. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Kangzhai 釋康齋 (¶. ca. 1628–1644) of Liwu shan
栗塢山 in Fuyang 富陽; appended, the bhikºuÿî of Guihua 歸化 (Xin xu gaoseng
zhuan 39, 1200–1202)

Account: Kangzhai was a solitary meditator with no known monastic af¤lia-
tion. One day he announced his departure and begged for a bundle of ¤rewood.
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He stacked it up and sat on top, covering his head in an oil-soaked turban. He
spat out “samâdhi ¤re” but was unable to ignite his body because of the rising qi
from a pregnant woman in the audience. Once she left he was able to burn him-
self. His disciples placed his remains in his cave.

Appended: In 1644 an unnamed nun of Guihua 歸化 in Fujian gathered ¤re-
wood, stacked it up like a tower, and sat on top, chanting the name of the Buddha.
Later, people founded a nunnery and erected a pagoda in her honor. Poets com-
posed many verses about her. The biography contains four examples of these
verses.

9. The Ming šramaÿa Shi Langran 釋郎然 (d.u.) of Linting an 林亭庵 in
Jizhou 薊州 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1202–1203)

Account: Langran was a native of Baodi寶坻 , and lived in a small hermitage.110

Although he was stupid, he was honest and respected by the locals. He was taught
a method of nianfo by an old monk on Pan shan 盤山 in Hubei. After practicing it
for three years, an internal ¤re burned him but left his body intact. His skin
looked like old copper and made a sound when struck. Zhuoan Zhipu 拙庵智朴

(¶. 1671) composed a poem about him that is preserved in the biography.

10. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Xinggao 釋行杲 of Li’an si 理安寺 in Hangzhou
(Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1207–1208)

Account: Xinggao was a disciple of Cangxue 蒼雪 (d.u.) and later inherited
the dharma of the Chan master Ruoan Tongwen箬庵通問(1608–1645).111 In early
1678 he went to Helin鶴林 to bid farewell to Tianshu Zhi天樹植.112 He asked that
his bones be thrown into the river. On the twenty-fourth day of that month a ¤re
broke out in the neighboring hermitage and his attendant urged him to ¶ee. But
Xinggao would not leave, and they both died. Xinggao’s bones were scattered by
his disciples, and he left behind a record of his sayings in one fascicle.

11. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Hairun釋海潤(d. 1690) of Huashan華山 in Jiang-
ning江甯 ; appended, a monk of Changjing長涇 ; a monk of Luoshu羅墅(Xin xu
gaoseng zhuan 40, 1208–1209)

Account: Hairun (zi Xiyi 西一 ) was a native of Shanyang 山陽 in Shaanxi. He
arrived on Huashan in 1690 saying that he had come on a matter of life and
death that would take place at noon on the ¤rst day of the fourth month. On that
day, people saw a ¤re on the summit of the mountain. On Guiren peak 貴人峰

they found Hairun sitting cross-legged with ¤re rushing out of his eyes, ears,
mouth, and nose. His body remained upright even after the ¤re had burned out.

Appended: (1) An unnamed monk of Changjing was dull and stupid and prac-
ticed only nianfo. One day he suddenly announced that he had to leave the next
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day. At noon he sat cross-legged on a seat; ¤re shot out of his mouth and inciner-
ated him.

Appended: (2) An unnamed monk of Luoshu whose secular surname was
Zhou practiced nianfo single-mindedly. He gave away his bowl and begged for a
bundle of ¤rewood, which he stacked up. In front of a large audience ¤re shot out
of his mouth and burned his body. The local population founded the Hermitage
of the Transformed Body (Huashen an 化身庵) and erected a pagoda for him.

12. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Wuming釋無名 (ca. 1590–1674) of Jingmen荊門

(Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1209–1210)
Account: Wuming (No Name) was a promoter of social projects such as the

Wanshan萬善 bridge. In 1674 he stacked up ¤rewood south of the city walls and
sat on top, holding the wooden ¤sh. After he had the pyre lit he predicted that
in forty years time the foundations of the bridge would have to be repaired. The
day after his death someone saw him in the mountains. In 1714 the of¤cial Song
Sisheng 宋思聖 (d.u.) arrived and noticed that the bridge was listing slightly. He
paid for its repair. 

13. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Danyuan 釋淡遠 (d.u.) of Falun si 法輪寺 in
Hengyang衡陽; appended, Xiangying香英(Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1210–1212)

Account: Danyuan was responsible for three miracles. First, he predicted the
death of a student who had been freed from jail by a divine monk. Second, dur-
ing an epidemic he got people to burn incense and pray to the Buddha. People
saw a divine monk circumambulating them and were quickly cured. Third,
Danyuan’s monastery had a problem with deer and rabbits eating the plants in
the garden, so he prayed to the mountain god. The next day dozens of dead ani-
mals lay outside the fence. Danyuan protested that the god had gone too far and
the animals came back to life. He foretold the day of his death and stacked up
¤rewood and burned himself. He left a large number of relics, and someone saw
him that same day at the Zhushi 朱石 ford.

Appended: Xiangying lived in a hermitage on Mount Yan燕 in Hebei. He did
not allow his disciples to engage in agriculture. His disciples wanted to plant
black sesame on some fallow land outside the monastery to supply oil for lamps.
Although the sesame was harvested and the oil pressed and stored, it splashed
out of the jars and was lost. 

One day Xiangying gathered the assembly and sat cross-legged, holding his
bowl. Using incense he set ¤re to his toes. The ¤re burned up to his abdomen
while he continued to recite and chant. When it reached his chest he died. That
same day someone met him and asked him where he was going. He replied, “To
the Western lands.” One of his disciples went to ¤nd him and arrived just as his
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remains were about to be placed in a pagoda. He realized that his master had
died precisely at the moment when the layman had met him on the road.

14. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Zhian釋止安(d. 1740) of Yunlin si雲林寺 in Hang-
zhou (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1212–1213)

Account: Zhian practiced austerities but lived in a poor, dilapidated monastery
that was always short of food. On June 26, 1740, he burned himself, vowing that
the buildings should be lofty and bright and the monastery kitchen full of food.

15. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Zhaizi 釋齋子 (d.u.) of Zhusheng si 祝聖寺 on
Nanyue; appended, Huiming 慧明 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1213)

Account: Zhaizi led an austere life and never spoke or smiled. He begged every
day for a single bowl of rice. One day he visited Tiefo si 鐵佛寺 , where someone
had left out some lumber. He set ¤re to it while sitting cross-legged within the
pyre, beating the wooden ¤sh, and chanting the name of the Buddha. 

Appended: Every day Huiming ate bitter herbs and always talked about being
unborn. One day he built a cof¤n and stacked up ¤rewood. He washed himself,
entered the cof¤n, and burned himself.

16. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Liaoan 釋了庵 (¶. Qianlong period 1736–1795) of
Jin shan si金山寺in Jiangnan江南; appended, the “Spinner Monk” (Luosi seng絡
絲僧) (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1213–1215)

Note: This biography also appears in the Jingtu shengxian lu 淨土聖賢錄

(Records of the Sages and Worthies of the Pure Land), compiled at the end of
Daoguang 道光 era (1821–1850), 6, XZJ 135.281c–282a.

Account: Liaoan visited masters at many famous mountain sites. When not
travelling, he went into deep seclusion. On Mount Han’gao 漢泉 in Hubei, a lay-
man donated a park. After practicing there for some years, Liaoan fell ill and
wanted to return to Jiangnan. When he had spent some time in the meditation
hall of Jinshan si, his health improved and he moved to Jiangning 江寧, where he
resided in the city monastery. One day he stacked up ¤rewood in front of the
courtyard and sat on top of it. Repeatedly chanting the name of the Buddha, he
ordered the monks to light the ¤re, but none of them obeyed. Then the distant
smell of a burning candle reached his nose. Liaoan exhaled and ¤re shot straight
out of his nose, igniting the pyre. He had instructed his disciples to grind his
bones to powder and throw them into the river to feed the insects and ¤sh.

Appended: The “Spinner Monk” had been a spinner before he left home. He
lived alone in a derelict hermitage, only chanting the name of the Buddha; he
could not support himself so he had to spin in exchange for food. One day he ap-
peared at the house of the layman Wu Xiling 吳西泠 (Wu Shuxu 吳樹虛, ¶. eigh-
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teenth century) and tried to sell him a basket full of useless scraps of paper. The
monk explained that he needed to buy a load of ¤rewood so he could “return to
the West.” The layman agreed to pay for it. When he arrived at the monk’s her-
mitage, he found him sitting on top of a pile of blazing ¤rewood. As he raised his
hand to wave goodbye, he wiped his face, revealing its golden color. There was a
crowd of several hundred witnesses.

17. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Chengyuan釋成淵 (d. 1746) of Shangfang Huang-
long an 上方黃龍庵 on Fang shan 房山 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1216–1218)

Account: Chengyuan (zi Shuiyue 水月, surname Hu 胡 ) was a native of Long-
nan 龍南 in Jiangxi. In his youth he became a novice at Donghua shan 東華山 un-
der Huijing 慧敬 (d.u.). He travelled extensively, studying with a succession of
masters. At Tiantai shan, he obtained the dharma at Guangrun si 廣潤寺 from the
“Elder of Jingtang” 鏡堂長老 and awoke to the meaning of the Laækâvatâra
sûtra.113 Chengyuan spent thirteen years lecturing before bidding his disciples
farewell and heading north in 1736. When he was invited to take charge of Huang-
long si, he was already seventy years old. He dwelt on Mount Fang for seven years
as a recluse. On September 29, 1746, during the mid-autumn festival, people were
gazing at the full moon when Chenyuan disappeared, leaving a single gourd and
basket in his room. He also left a farewell verse.

The next year his body was discovered sitting upright, perched on top of Cui-
wei 翠微 peak. The villagers burned his body there and interred his remains be-
neath a pagoda. A layman called Fang Zun 方嶟 (d.u.) recorded this incident for
the local gazetteer.

18. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Xingcan釋性參 (1742–1818, zi Xinheng 心恒 ) of
Ciyun si 慈雲寺 in Yichang 宜昌 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1218–1220)

Account: Xingcan’s secular surname was Liu劉, and he was a native of Jianli監
利 .114 When he was forty, both his parents died. He took the tonsure at Yuquan si
玉泉寺 in Dangyang 當陽 under Jingran 靜然 (zi Xianyuan 顯遠 ).115 Xingcan
travelled around Hubei performing austerities, teaching, and converting, and
opened up the three public monasteries (congshe叢社): Rulai如來 , Yanqing廷慶 ,
and Shuiyue 水月. Then he returned to Yichang and dwelt at Ciyun si for several
years before he left for Wannian si 萬年寺. There he taught the virtue of the pre-
cepts and recited the Diamond Sûtra.

One day, at the age of seventy-six, Xingcan told his disciples that he was
about to depart for the West. He ordered them to stack up ¤rewood, and on Au-
gust 16, 1818, he climbed on top and recited a gâthâ. Flames shot out from within
him and consumed him in front of over one thousand witnesses. Seven grains of
šarîra were interred under seven pagodas in front of the monastery.
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19. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Xingkong釋性空(d. 1807) of Zisheng si資聖寺 in
Jingzhou 荊州 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1220)

Account: Xingkong recited the Huayan jing continuously for several decades.
One day, in the dingmao丁卯year of the Jiaqing嘉慶period (1807), he stacked up
¤rewood and burned himself. Amid the ¶ames appeared the image of an arhat.
There was an unusual fragrance that did not disperse for three days. 

20. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Changhui 釋常慧 (1845–1914) of Tianning si 天寧

寺 in Changzhou常州 ; appended, the “Man of the Way,” Xianghuo香火道人 (Xin
xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1220–1222)

Account: Changhui was a native of Huo shan 霍山 , and in his youth he be-
came a novice at Jingdu si 淨度寺 on Jiuhua shan.116 He was ordained in 1875
and in 1891 went to Tianning si in Changzhou, where he took up Pure Land
practices. In 1906 he moved to Putong yuan 普同院 , where he kept watch over a
monk in sealed retreat who was reciting the Lotus Sûtra. Inspired by the Medi-
cine King, Changhui made a vow to give up his body to save the world. In 1911
he wanted to burn himself to stop all killing in the world. On May 11, 1914, he
burned himself. He had a disciple whom he had asked to light the ¤re, but on
the day he failed to arrive. The witnesses made donations and erected a pagoda
with an inscription. 

Appended: Xianghuo was the son of a Mr. Zhu 朱 of Danyang 丹陽 in Jiangsu
and served at Changguo si 昌國寺. He was dedicated to nianfo. One day he an-
nounced that he had to “transform and depart” and asked for a bundle of ¤re-
wood. Someone laughed at him and offered to set ¤re to the pyre for him. On the
appointed day, surrounded by onlookers, Xianghuo sat calmly on top of the stack
of ¤rewood. No one was willing to light the ¤re, so he did it himself. As the head
monk of Changguo si rushed up, Xianghuo’s heart ¶ew out of the ¤re. When the
¤re was extinguished, the heart was seen to be undamaged and was later gilded.
While Xianghuo was burning, people elsewhere saw him in the clouds, beating
the wooden ¤sh as he headed west. 

21. The Qing šramaÿa Shi Zhenyuan 釋真源 (1846–1900) of Longan si 隆安

寺 in Yanjing 燕京 (Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1223–1224)
Account: Zhenyuan (zi Chongshou 崇壽, surname Wang王) was a native of

Daxing 大興 near Beijing. He suffered many childhood illnesses and swore to
devote himself to praying to the Buddha. He studied the Vinaya and in his later
years concentrated on Pure Land practice. During the Boxer Rebellion of 1900,
foreign armies entered the capital and burned monastic buildings, including
Longan si. Zhenyuan remained alone in the monastery and was burned to
death.
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Hongzan fahua zhuan 

1. The Song monk Shi Huishao 釋慧紹 of Zhaoti si 招提寺 (Hongzan fahua
zhuan 5, T 51.2067.23c17–24a4)

2. The Song monk Shi Sengyu釋僧瑜 of Lu shan廬山 (Hongzan fahua zhuan
5, T 51.2067.24a5–28)

3. The Song monk Shi Huiyi釋慧益of Zhulin si竹林寺(Hongzan fahua zhuan
5, T 51.2067.24a29–b26)

4. The Liang monk Shi Sengming釋僧明of Shimen si石門寺(Hongzan fahua
zhuan 5, T 51.2067.24b27–c12)

Account: Sengming’s family name is unknown. He lived on Shimen shan in
Zhaoyi xian 招義縣 , Hao zhou 濠州 , where he constructed a heavenly palace and
made an image of Maitreya.117 When he recited the Lotus Sûtra, he always heard
the sound of ¤ngers snapping and a voice saying “Excellent!” During the Tianjian
period, he asked Liang Wudi for permission to burn his body. Wudi approved and
Sengming burned himself on the rock in front of the Maitreya palace. 

Sengming’s body was completely reduced to ashes except for one ¤nger-
nail. The ground surrounding the site of the auto-cremation sank and formed a
pond. Two or three days later, ¶owers bloomed in it, and all those who drank
the water were cured of disease. Some people gathered up the monk’s ashes
and made them into an image; they also carved a smaller wooden image. They
burned the nail relic again and smeared the ashes on the wooden image. It be-
gan moving and wherever it went, ¶owers bloomed as large as trees. An inscrip-
tion on a pagoda recorded all this in detail.

Appended: A layman from Pinglu 平陸 district in Jiaozhou 交州 chanted the
Lotus and wanted to imitate the Medicine King.118 Where he burned himself the
earth swelled up in the shape of a human body. His father dug up the mound
and within it found a golden statue as big as a man. He wanted to raise it so that
it stood upright, but it suddenly disappeared.

5. The Liang monk Shi Daodu釋道度 of Ruona shan若那山 (Hongzan fahua
zhuan 5, T 51.2067.24c14–25a21)

Note: See references under the entry for Daodu in the Fayuan zhulin above.
The monastic af¤liation of Heling si 何令寺 is erroneous and appears to be a mis-
reading by Huixiang of his source. The inscription reads 還指寺北﹐何公禪室之

基 (“he then pointed to a place to the north of the monastery where was laid the
foundation of the meditation room built by [or for] the Venerable He”). Hui-
xiang has wrongly read or misconstrued 何公禪室 as 何令寺 .119
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Account: Daodu was a native of Pingyang 平陽 , and his surname was Liu劉 .120

He arrived in the state of Liang in 502 and stayed at Dinglin si 定林寺 on Zhong
shan 鐘山, where he practiced dhyâna. He numbered Liang Wudi’s stepbrothers,
Prince Anchengkang 安成康 of the Liang and Prince Poyang Zhonglie 鄱陽忠烈 ,
among his disciples.121 In 518 he personally made one hundred copies of the Lo-
tus Sûtra and recited the chapter on the Medicine King day and night. He met the
emperor at the Juedian 覺殿 (Awakening Hall) of Hualin si 花林寺, where he ex-
plained his plan to burn his body.122 In return he received an edict encouraging
him to expose his corpse instead.

Daodu replied that he could not change his mind but he intended to obey
Wudi’s command. In 526 he moved to Heling si on Ruona shan in Dongzhou 東州,
where he lived in a meditation chamber in the cliffs. He piled up a storied structure
of ¤rewood and gradually reduced his intake of food. On Putong 7.11.3 (December
22, 526), the monastery bell started to ring; it rang again on the eighth day of that
month (December 27th). On the twenty-third day ( January 11, 527), Daodu invited
a hundred monks to a ceremony on the mountain. More than 300 religious and lay-
people came and more than 170 received the bodhisattva precepts from him. 

The account of Daodu’s self-immolation follows that of the Fayuan zhulin,
but the biography also contains details of his transmission of a contact relic to a
disciple and the text of an edict extolling his actions.

6. The Zhou monk Shi Sengyai 釋僧崖 of Dasheng si 大乘寺 in Yizhou 益州

(Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51.2067.25a22–b19)

7. The Sui monk Shi Fachong 釋法充 of Huacheng si 化城寺 on Lu shan
(Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51.2067.25b20–c3)

Note: Compare with Fachong’s biography in the section on “defenders of
the dharma” in the Xu gaoseng zhuan, T 50.2060.559c. 

Account: Fachong’s surname was Bi畢, and he was a native of Jiujiang 九江 .123

He recited the Lotus constantly and repaired monastic buildings. At Huacheng si
on Mount Lu’s Banding 半頂 (Half Summit), he practiced meditation. Fachong
disapproved of the activities of some of the monks there. In particular he was al-
ways lecturing them about women in the monastery. He threw himself from the
summit of Xianglu peak 香爐峰, vowing to smash his body and bones to be reborn
in the Pure Land. In midair his body righted itself and he ¶oated gently to earth,
landing in a deep valley. When one of the monks peered over the precipice, he
heard a voice from hundreds of feet below. Fachong was still chanting the Lotus.
After they brought him back to the monastery, the bad monks gave up consorting
with women. When Fachong eventually died in 600, his body did not smell or de-
compose even in the hot weather.
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8. The Sui monk Shi Dazhi釋大志of Fengding si峰頂寺on Lu shan (Hongzan
fahua zhuan 5, T 51.2067.25c4–26a9)

9. A man in the household of the regional inspector, the prince of Jiang 刺史

蔣王 , in Ji zhou 箕州 (Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51. 2067.26a10–18)
Account: In the household of the regional inspector, the prince of Jiang (Li

Yun 李惲, d. 675), in Ji zhou, there was an indentured servant whose personal and
family names are unknown. He was devoted to the Lotus from the age of eight or
nine, and he recited it from memory day and night. His daughter was a concubine
of the prince, and she told him of her father’s wish to burn his body. The prince
gave his permission. The servant went into the mountains, bathed, and puri¤ed
himself and his altar. A month later his daughter ordered some men to gather up
her father’s ashes. His body and bones were completely consumed, and all that
was found was a tongue, still fresh and moist. The prince’s son-in-law Wei Zheng韋
徵 (d. after 674) saw the tongue and informed the prince. When the prince saw it,
he too was impressed. Even several years later the tongue remained unchanged.

10. The Tang bhikºuÿîs of Jingzhou荊州who were sisters; appended, the stu-
dent from Bingzhou 并州 (Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51. 2067.26a19–b5)

11. The Tang monk Shi Huitong釋會通of Baolin豹林valley in Yongzhou雍

州 (Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51. 2067.26b6–13)

12. The Tang monk Shi Tanyou釋曇猷of Yueling shan月嶺山 in Xiangzhou
襄州; appended, Hulun 護論 of Ximing si 西明寺 (Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51.
2067.26b14–c11)

Account: Tanyou’s family name was Zhang 張, and he was a native of Xuzhou
許州 . He became a monk after he conceived a profound disgust for the world. He
heard that in Changsha si 長沙寺, there was a miraculous Buddha image that had
been made by Ašoka himself and had ¶own to China.124 He decided to burn his
body in homage to the image just like the Medicine King. 

In 666 Tanyou made the vow in front of the image. He heard the sound of
¤ngers snapping in approval. At ¤rst it looked as if wet weather would prevent him
from carrying out his vow, but on the night of the ¤fteenth of the second month
(March 26, 666), the clouds cleared, revealing the light of a full moon. Tanyou
wrapped himself in waxed cloth and set ¤re to his hands and the crown of his
head. He kept his eyes on the image and vowed to see the Buddha Pure and
Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon. As the ¶ames ¤nally ¶ared up and con-
sumed him, he could still be heard preaching.

Witnesses asked him to leave behind some sign and in the ashes they found
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his skull. The local of¤cials arrived at dawn, performed prostrations, and circu-
mambulated the relic. But when they left it suddenly exploded. The dozen or so
remaining witnesses prayed for relics and eight grains appeared, rising and sink-
ing in the air. They were interred in the monastery, where the sound of ¤ngers
snapping in approval could still be heard. 

Appended: When Hulun ¤rst began to recite the Lotus, he burned one ¤nger
at the completion of each fascicle. By the time he had completed reading the
sûtra, he had burned off eight ¤ngers. 

Translations: Stevenson 1995, 435–436, and Shinohara 1992, 169.
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Appendix 2
Critical Evaluations of Huijiao, Daoxuan, and Zanning

Huijiao’s Critical Evaluation (GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c29–406b13)

Whoever possesses form values his body. Whoever thinks and feels treasures his
life. For this reason, people eat fat, drink blood, ride sleek horses, and wear ¤ne
clothes to make themselves comfortable and feel pleasant.1 People eat medici-
nal herbs ( 朮 ) and swallow elixirs, guard life (fangsheng 防生), and nourish the
nature (yangxing 養性) to extend their lives. This reaches a point where, out of
stinginess, people would not pluck out a single hair even to bene¤t all under
heaven or out of meanness they would not give up a single meal even to ensure
[someone else’s] survival.2 This is terrible indeed! But here are people who pos-
sessed far-reaching awareness and penetrating vision. They offered themselves
to feed others.3 They innately realized that the three realms are merely a dwell-
ing place during the long night and awakened to the fact that the four forms of
birth are dreamlike and illusory spheres (jing 境), that the essence (jing 精) and
the spirit (shen 神) move rapidly like the wings of a gnat (fei 蜚 ), and that the
physical form and the skeleton are con¤ned like jars of grain.4 Therefore, they
pay not the slightest heed to their bodies, from the crown of the head to the
feet.5 States and cities, wives and children, have been given away as though they
were bundles of grass.6 The present comment concerns these men.

Only for a duck did Sengqun abstain from water and give up his body; Sengfu
stopped to help a mere boy, slicing open his own belly so that his life could be
saved. 7 Fajin sliced his ¶esh to feed people, and Tancheng fed himself to a starv-
ing tiger. They all excelled in the way of aiding everyone (jianji zhi dao 兼濟之道).8

These are cases of bene¤ting beings while being oblivious to oneself (wangwo liwu
忘我利物). In the past, a prince discarded his body and the merit extended for
nine kalpas.9 [King Šibi] sliced his thigh and exchanged [the ¶esh] for a bird, as-
tonishing sentient beings throughout the trichiliochosm.10 People like this [that is,
bodhisattvas] have already become transcendent and have reached the ultimate. 

Next then are [the cases of] Fayu up to Tanhong. They all reduced their
bodies to ashes, discarding that which is treasured and loved. Some did it as a
heartfelt aspiration for the Pure Land (Anyang 安養); for others it was due to a vow
to be reborn in Tuºita heaven (Zhizu 知足).11 Thus a double ¤rmiana appeared
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within a cell or a single star appeared in the sky.12 These auspicious omens were
brilliant and outstanding and appeared time after time.13 But the teachings of the
sage are not all the same; there are indeed differences between what is permitted
and what is forbidden. If one performs great expedients for the good of sentient
beings, acts in accordance with the times, and demonstrates a myriad of bene¤ts
[in the world], then [such actions] are not prohibited by the teachings. As the
scripture says, “If you can burn a ¤nger of your hand or a toe, this greatly exceeds
the gifts of whole states and walled cities.”14 But, for ordinary monks who have left
home, it is fundamental that they attract sentient beings with their awe-inspiring
deportment (weiyi 威儀); if they damage the body they destroy the marks (xiang 相;
Skt. lakºaÿa) of a ¤eld of merit (futian 福田; Skt. puÿyakºetra).15

Investigating this in order to discuss it, one ¤nds that there are advantages
and disadvantages. The advantages lie in being oblivious to the self (wangshen 忘
身); the disadvantages lie in breaking the precepts. This is why Nâgârjuna says,
“Bodhisattvas who are new to practice are not able to practice fully all the perfec-
tions (du 度; Skt. pâramitâs) simultaneously.”16 Some ful¤lled the perfection of
charity (tan 檀; Skt. dâna) but went against ¤liality (xiao 孝), such as the prince
who gave himself to the tiger. Some ful¤lled the perfection of wisdom but went
against compassion, such as those who required others to give up food and so
on.17 These all come from practices that are not yet completely perfected, so they
are all unbalanced. 

Also the Buddha has said, “The body has eighty thousand worms, which
share the same qi 氣 as the human being. When a person’s life is over, the worms
all die along with it.”18 This is why, after the death of an arhat, the Buddha permit-
ted the burning of the body. But now we have people who burn themselves when
they are not yet dead, and in some cases there may be a disadvantage as far as the
life of the worms is concerned. In speaking of this, some might say, “If arhats are
worthy of entering ¶ames, what is so unusual about an ordinary person doing
likewise?” Others might say, “Those who enter ¶ames have previously cast away
their lives, and using their spiritual and intellectual powers, only then do they
burn themselves.” This being so, bodhisattvas who have attained the stage of the
clan (xingdi 性地; Skt. gotrabhûmi) also have not yet escaped receiving a physical
body as karmic retribution.19 Some on occasion cast their bodies into a mass of
¶ames. Others on occasion split up their bodies and divided them among
people.20 So we should know that in the discussion on killing worms, our investi-
gation has not been completely detailed.21

Now the three poisons and the four inverted views are the root of saœsâra,
while the seven factors of enlightenment and the eightfold path are the necessary
way to true nirvâÿa.22 Surely it is not the case that it is necessary to burn the body
to escape suffering? But if [bodhisattvas] are at the stage close to [the perfection
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of] forbearance (ren 忍), then they condescend to mingle their traces with ordi-
nary people. Some on occasion have cast away their bodies for the bene¤t of be-
ings. Then the words of my discussion do not apply to them. But when it comes to
followers who are ordinary people, because their study has not been extensive,
ultimately they have not realized that one should spend one’s whole life in prac-
ticing the Way. Why have they thrown away their bodies and lives? Some wished
to be famous for a moment, others that their fame might be transmitted for ten
thousand generations. But at the point when the ¤re reached the ¤rewood, re-
morse and fear [within their minds] began to reinforce each other. As they had
broadly publicized [their intention to burn themselves], they were ashamed of
compromising their integrity, and they had to resolve to go through with their
auto-cremation, vainly in¶icting ten thousand sufferings on themselves. These
cases are not discussed under the rubric of yishen.

The eulogy (zan 贊) says:23

If a person can stiffen his will (zhi 志), then metal and stone cannot be 
considered hard.24

Melting away what others consider important, they sacri¤ced it for that 
precious city,

With its luxuriant vegetation and aromatic ¤rmiana trees, and its ¤ne ¶oating 
purple buildings.

Mounting the smoke with glittering colors, spitting out tallies and bearing 
auspicious omens.

They remain noble for a thousand years, their reputation is transmitted for ten 
thousand generations.

Daoxuan’s Critical Evaluation (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684c4–685c8)

I have heard that to treat life lightly and to die while upholding one’s principles
has been dif¤cult since antiquity. But to make a temporary escape and have no
shame about it is easy even now. In the biographies of men of purpose and men
of consistent character, those people with moral integrity are listed and extolled.
In the Classics words to describe greater or lesser accomplishment are recorded.
They serve as a warning to those of ordinary ability while also functioning as posi-
tive examples to those who are spiritually advanced. Only the Way is honored,
only Virtue gives birth to things. Therefore [self-immolators] are able to be obliv-
ious to both success and failure and to dispense with both right and wrong. They
have directly realized the origin of saœsâra and understood the types and modes
of deluded thought. These enlightened people have understood the body as a
provisional construct: Like dust it has no nature of its own. They have recognized
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that life is like a ¶owing stream; it arises and decays by virtue of the mind. Begin-
ning from this [body], all things have but an illusory existence. How can one have
wisdom and yet believe that it is possible to preserve them forever? This being so,
then when one is alive and attached to the world, when one has not yet escaped
from bondage, one should depend on a great cause and use it to purify the con-
fusion of the mind.

Some battered themselves so as to increase their suffering and shame. Some
constrained themselves to serve the enslaved and oppressed. Some burned them-
selves to remove the source of desire. Some gouged themselves to exhaust the
roots of delusion. Wrapping up the body to make a torch, they transcended the
path of delusion. Burning the arm to make light, they set forth the repayment of
virtue from time to time. As for the signs of those who hung lamps [on them-
selves] or inserted iron [hooks into their bodies], their traces are as [numerous
as trees in] a forest; and the precedents of the ability to make [the body] into a
mountain of ¶esh or a sea of milk (ruhai 乳海) are well known from earlier texts.25

They all removed the major root of the inverted view of belief in a self and
showed the disgusting nature of the destructible physical body. They traded that
rotten dwelling, which is destined to die, for the adamantine dharmakâya (fashen
法身). Is this not what the sûtras say? These are certainly words of the utmost
signi¤cance. Now if one values life as a treasure, then the body (xing 形) is the
most valuable thing, but when one investigates this, it is life (ming 命) that is fun-
damental. Surely it is not the case that the great sages established their teachings
on the basis of something false? Therefore, the most honorable Medicine King
burned his body, which was a consequence of his comprehensive vow, but when
ordinary people below burned themselves in admiration, how could they avoid
losing their true mind?

However, when Sengyai put his body right into a ¤erce blaze, the sound of his
recitation did not waver. Dazhi severed his arm with red-hot iron, yet his spiritual
constancy was renewed. Xuanlan sacri¤ced his life in midstream; although he was
pulled out, he went back in and drowned. Fa’an [ 法安, should be read as Puan 普

安 ] gave up his body to bonds and fetters; when he was released he turned himself
in again. So we know that what integrity they had could not be snatched away, and
what they put into practice could not be concealed. These are certainly things
that ought to be praised; they are certainly acts that are dif¤cult to perform. Also
there were those who pulled out their intestines and hung them on trees, and
those who sliced their ¶esh in the forest. They lifted up their faces and ap-
proached the naked blade, taking the ignominy and humiliation with a smile.
This is all just the same as in the jâtakas and is also worthy of admiration.26 Thus
arhats (siguo 四果) and bodhisattvas (zhengshi 正士) incinerated their bodies to es-
cape their critics. Eight thousand people received con¤rmation [of their future
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buddhahood], protected the dharma, and escaped this corrupt world (renjie 忍
界).27 By what power did some ascend to a high place? By means of what faculty
were the others able to cast off suffering? Was it not the case that because they
cherished a peaceful [mind] and broadly saved people, their practice tran-
scended the distinction between self and others? They regarded form and marks
as just accumulated dust and realized that life is like a candle in the wind so that
they were able to follow in the footsteps of the former sages. Through their sincer-
ity they became exemplars (zong 宗) on whom [those who live during the times of]
the semblance and degenerate dharma (xiangmo 像末) can rely.28

Someone asks, “Now if one hates life, one ought to dig out the seed that
causes rebirth. Surely by cutting off the fruit of suffering, one cannot pull up the
root of the arising of phenomena [that leads to suffering]? I have not yet heard
the meaning of this. Please explain it for me.” The argument that is put forward
indeed has continuing implications. Moreover, arising and causation stretch in
an unbroken line, like a range of mountains that mutually support each other.
The self is a basis for what has arisen, just as the smoke depends on the pyre.29 Be-
cause what matters most in life is one’s body, one applies the remedy in accor-
dance with what is perceived to be the most valuable. It is like when one is sick in
the secular world, methods for curing [the sickness] are to be considered in ac-
cordance with [the symptoms] of the physical body. Therefore, burning or
drowning are meant to awaken one to greed or anger, and humility is meant to
attack stupidity and arrogance. This practice is worthy of admiration, as when
one practices quiet contemplation (jingguan 靜觀) yet still allows the mind to fol-
low forms. This way is worthy of praise and is not unlike identifying being with
emptiness. If one is deluded as to the traces [of this practice] and declares, “I can
do this!” doing so just complicates the basis of illusion and increases the amount
of suffering. Thus to uphold a single stanza of a sûtra is superior to abandoning
many bodies.30 This common saying is only directed towards people such as
these. More troubling are those who are not able to practice what they hear,
which just increases their constant bondage [of saœsâra]. It would be better for
them to cast off limbs or ¤ngers to drive away feelings of attachment. The holy
teachings are all-embracing, their meaning includes knowing one’s limits; if one’s
allotted powers are weak, how can one dare to think of emulating [the sages]?31

Some gave a groan of pain as they approached the end, others went for
death enthusiastically. When we look back at earlier biographies, which period
does not have them? Also there were some who were ignorant of the traces of the
teachings and were af¶icted by sexual desire; fearing that their names might be
excluded from the eminent places of the records, they cut off their sexual organs
to be like eunuchs. These people mistook arrogance and their own absurd ideas
as virtues, and they brought disgrace on the saœgha. Of course, there is profound
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meaning in the holy teachings. This is really due to the fact that what brings
about one’s desire to love is deluded. If people realized their delusion, there
would be no attachment. Not knowing that they should turn back and regulate
the mind within, instead these people deludedly cut at their external form.
Therefore, although they cut off their limbs, their de¤led attachment keeps on
increasing. It becomes a deep hindrance to the Way and makes manifest many
dif¤culties with the precepts. [This practice] should be added to offenses entail-
ing expulsion (binzui 擯罪; Skt. pârâjika). How can one dare to rely on it to pro-
duce merit?

Also there are those who, at the point of death, leave instructions to expose
their bones in the forest. Some [ask to be] sunk in turbid streams, greatly aiding
birds and ¤sh. Some have their virtue recorded with deep tombs, high mounds,
or glorious steles. Some are placed in caves high in the cliffs, looking out over the
wise in the distance. Some have their whole bodies transformed by ¤re and do
not do damage to the spirit, which was originally born with [the body]. Some
have their bones pulverized and images made of the paste; their bodies are dis-
played and worshipped respectfully. [On the other hand, there are those who]
bore holes in the skin, cut off the nose, cut off the feet, and say this is “casting off
the troubles of the world.”32 They gouge out eyes and discard limbs to destroy de-
sire.33 Those who take this path are very numerous, and so I have given an ac-
count of them. Those who have their corpses exposed in the forest undergrowth
can reduce or eliminate thoughts that are shallow and base. Birds and beasts eat
their ¤ll, the dead and the living both prosper because of [these corpses]. The
advantage of this practice lies in the mutual complementariness [between the
dead human beings and the living animals]; however, this practice falls short of
performing the principle of universal deliverance (jianji 兼濟). Where there are
worms and maggots, they squirm around outside the ¶esh. Then birds peck and
swallow voraciously. Wasting away in the wilds, it is a sight that arouses one’s feel-
ings of compassion and pity. 

Hence there are four types of funerals in the Western Regions: cremation
(huozang 火葬), when [the body] is burned with ¤rewood; water burial (shuizang
水葬), when [the body] is sunk in deep rivers; earth burial (tuzang 土葬), when
[the body] is buried by the side of cliffs; and forest burial (linzang 林葬 ), when
[the body] is abandoned in the wilderness. Kings of the dharma (fawang 法王; Skt.
dharmarâja) and wheel-turning kings (lunwang 輪王; Skt. cakravartin) all de-
pended on ¤re sacri¤ce [cremation].34 The secular world esteemed this constant
practice so that other [forms of funerals] were rarely practiced. As for what was
transmitted to Xia in the east (dongxia 東夏, that is, China), only forest and earth
[burials] were heard of.35 There were scarcely any traces in the world of the two
techniques of water and ¤re. So cof¤ns were made of earthenware at the time of
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Yu虞 , and this was the beginning of the abandoning of forest [burial] and crema-
tion (xinzang 薪葬 ).36 The founder of the Xia (Xia hou 夏后 ) and the sagely Zhou
(sheng Zhou 聖周) continued this practice of using earthenware cof¤ns.37 The
people of the Yin 殷 dynasty used wooden inner and outer cof¤ns with [the body]
wrapped up.38 In middle antiquity (zhonggu 中古), civilization ¶ourished, and gov-
ernment was formed on the basis of benevolent education.39 Although burial was
promoted, only a few actually practiced it. So they covered up bones and interred
corpses, they lowered cof¤ns into graves and buried them. In upper antiquity
(shanggu 上古), “they had graves (mu 墓) but not grave mounds (fen 墳),” and the
practice had not yet reached the masses.40 After He Xu 赫胥 was buried in Lu
Ling 廬陵, there started to appear a tumulus (ling 陵) that was based on [the ap-
pearance of] a mountain.41 In lower antiquity (xiagu 下古), this was passed down,
and everyone practiced earth burial. There was much confusion and [there are
parts that are] hard to chronicle, and therefore I have omitted them. Now if one
sets up stelae to record actions and makes an account of words, this guides the
pure thread of the actions of later generations. If one teaches widely by setting up
stûpas, this sets forth the ¤ne merits of the virtuous of former times. What is set
forth in the Âgamas then grows greater in the world. As for burying corpses by the
side of stûpas, it was established far away and then spread to the border regions;
the serious adoption of [the practice of making] paste from the bones was actu-
ally empty understanding and fawning imitation.42

There are also those who are determined to cut themselves off from the hu-
man realm and go into the deep forest while still alive. They widely announce
[their intention] to the fourfold saœgha in the hope that people will beg them to
stay many times over. They lose the intention [of actually going] but enjoy doing
this with enthusiasm. Religious and laity eulogize them. Followers mutually en-
courage each other, but this leads to their mutual remorse and sadness. 

Releasing the body among crags and gullies is an offense according to the Vi-
naya, and one should be expelled from the assembly [for doing so].43 But if we
discuss the intention, then one has thus produced a great sacri¤ce. As for other
cases in which people cut off their ¶esh as surplus, although they accord with the
ultimate teaching, yet their minds contain impurities and many de¤led [desires]
to remain in the world. It is necessary to be able to be unrestrained and unat-
tached, to open up and transform delusion. Therefore, details [of these cases]
are not given in this critical evaluation. 

It is ¤tting to rely on the enlightened and sagacious. There are many cases in
the world of the false practice of abstention from grain (duanli 斷粒 ); re¤ning the
body (lianxing 練形 ) in the expectation of a feathery transformation (yuhua 羽化);
and eating drugs to escape from the heavy corpse.44 Some inhale and exhale dew;
some breathe yin and yang; some have recourse to drugs to lead a long life; some
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cultivate their qi to last as long as heaven and earth; some extend their lives to
maintain themselves for Maitreya (ci shi 慈氏, literally, “Mr. Compassion”); some
seek heterodox arts out of fear of death. Examples of these things are very numer-
ous: How could people have time to hear all of them? These are things that the
former sages have closed off and later worthies have renounced, yet people spare
no energy in pursuit of them, following the corrupt practices of the time. They
pick up a hoe and go to the hills and peaks, seeking the restorative qi of the ¤ve
kinds of numinous fungus (wu zhi 五芝); they shoulder a spade and go to the val-
leys in search of the brilliant glow of the eight types of mineral (ba shi 八石).45 They
employ a left-hand [heterodox] path to honor themselves and consider using ex-
cessive sacri¤ces (yinci 淫祀) as their ultimate purpose. They follow completely the
lesser and stupid methods and have not yet escaped from the limits of life. They
have vainly af¤liated themselves with Buddhism and wasted their whole lives.
What a great pity! We should know that there is a ¤xed length for the great period
between birth and death; so the ¤rst fruits [of karma] may be measured, but the
remainder cannot yet be discussed. Yet they suddenly attempt to assess the way of
the sages with an ordinary mind, thus comprehensively forming the obstacle of ig-
norance.46 We should know why this does not work. Instead others use exertion in
cemeteries (hanlin 寒林, literally, “cold forests”) employing ordinary understand-
ing so as to realize [the principle of] impermanence.47 They give up their lives but
end up continuing the great teachings so that people are led to the Way. The
marks of the intact body and the broken body, the means of provisional practice
and true practice, are the signs that make known the manifest and miraculous
transformation and the great way through which one approaches the great sages.
Some are as pure as ice but still have attachments, as is shown by their extravagant
funerals.48 Those who empty their minds and are attached to nothing live and die
wherever things lead them. I have not discussed this path exhaustively, and this is
certainly only an abbreviated discussion.

Zanning’s Critical Evaluation (SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.861a12–862a12)

All those who are trapped in the bondage of the world are possessed of a self.
Those who have life, which is ¶oating and transient, are continually reborn into
bodies that are possessed of form. All of them value themselves while treating
others lightly, taking for themselves while leaving little for others. But the stingier
they are, the meaner they become. They are like the black dragon (lilong 驪龍)
who jealously guards his pearl, or the black ox (liniu 犛牛) who begrudges his tail,
or the peacock who is possessive about his multicolored feathers, or the musk
deer who protects his fragrant gland.49 There are examples of this in the rules of
the Confucians (rushi 儒氏) and the Confucian classics. Regarding their own
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bodies, [Confucians] claim, “One should not dare to harm the skin and hair one
inherits from one’s mother and father. One should always know how to protect
them carefully.”50 There are those who so esteem this example they are not seen
by their students for three years. In another example, the teacher sits alone and
does not come down into the hall.

But here [in these cases of self-immolation], because their minds roam be-
yond the ordinary world, the teaching is liberated from constraints. Some were
able to attain great merit and could not be hindered by small faults. They “prom-
ised their friends that they would die for them,” and they “were willing to sacri¤ce
themselves for the sake of humaneness.”51 They gradually came into accord with
the unhindered and so approached enlightenment. 

There are cases [in history] of people who rejected ritual and music, who
were contemptuous of loyalty and trust.52 There were those who rejected the
good and great and drank the pure and harmonious; then there are the cases of
“washing one’s ears and saying farewell to glory” and of “clutching a rock and
drowning in the water.”53 These are all completely contradictory to the Confu-
cian model, but they are quite close to the Buddhist model.

The Buddha discarded his body for the sake of beings. He threw away his life
to bene¤t the living. Compared with those who would not even pluck out a hair
from their leg to bene¤t others, they are as different as summer and winter.54

Compared with those who jealously guard the body inherited from their parents,
they are as distinct as [the two stars] shen 參 and chen 辰 .55 In this way one can ver-
ify whether a teaching is profound or shallow, and whether a practice is right or
wrong. An analogy would be: The more money one lends out, the more interest
one receives.

When our world-honored one was at the stage prior to enlightenment, at
¤rst he merely reduced his speech and later he was able to be liberated from the
body. As for carriages and clothes, he outdid [Zilu 子路], who was willing to share
his carriages and clothes until they were worn out.56 As for elephants and horses
he was more generous than those who just lent them out. He gave up his fertile
land, and he did not take the territory bestowed on him. He treated them as if he
were brushing off dust; he gave them up as if slipping off a pair of sandals. And
now we have examples of people smearing their skin and serving it as a meal [to
insects], gouging out their eyes to satisfy those who asked for them.57 Some
burned their ¤ngers like lamps, some chopped up their bodies into a hundred
slices. Some saved gaunt and hungry tigers or proselytized to mighty ¤sh. 

Thus running before the kalpas they came before Maitreya [like the Bud-
dha], and by attaining Buddhahood early they enjoyed the status of Šâkyamuni.
They practiced all these—beginning by [giving away] external wealth and end-
ing by [giving away] inner wealth. When they reached the point of bringing the
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wholesome roots to fruition, they transformed something that was hard to give
away into something easy to give away. Now if one stops at external wealth be-
cause one ¤nds it dif¤cult to give away, then it is because one ¤nds external
wealth dif¤cult to give away that one is an ordinary person. But if one donates
one’s inner wealth and ¤nds it easy to abandon, then it is because it is easy to
abandon that one is a bodhisattva. One should know that the buddhas of the
three time periods all extol this method. This is true and real cultivation; it is the
foremost form of charity. 

Surely we have seen the Bodhisattva Sengyai 僧崖 calmly and carefully
mounting the wooden tower or the Man of the Way Dazhi 大志, magnanimous
and splendid, burning his wrist bone?58 The people watching them had troubled
expressions, but they themselves looked as if they found it easy. [This is because]
they had already done this in their past lives. They made these donations again in
this life. After repeated donations, they regarded the seven treasures (qibao 七寶)
as less valuable; after repeated emptying, the three wheels transcend the
[worldly] tracks.59 Riding [the three wheels] to cross [saœsâra] is called “true de-
liverance” (zhengui 真歸). They attained adamantine bodies and left behind jade
grains of relics as a response.60

In this present record, there are (Seng 僧)zang 藏, who, in the blazing heat,
stripped off and fed himself to mosquitoes and midges; and (Zheng 正)shou 壽 ,
who tested the stûpa—when seated within he passed away perfectly. Dinglan 定蘭

affected the Heavenly King, who returned his eyes. Hongxiu 鴻休 drove off pow-
erful bandits by repaying his past karmic hatred. (Xing 行)ming 明 fed himself to
wild animals, thus destroying meanness. ( Jing 景)chao 超 burned a lamp by ignit-
ing his ¤nger. In addition, there are cases of the tongue not being consumed, of
bodies drowning but not sinking, of people entering stûpas made of ¤rewood
and burning of their own accord, and of people revealing their naked bodies in
order to be bitten. These are all as virtuous as the cases above if we remember
that karma has different results, according to its causes. 

One should know that the body is a phantom. With a phantom body, what is
there to depend on? One realizes that matter is like a bubble, the form of which
arises only temporarily. The phantom is created by the mind; it is a provisional
and false construct. When the bubble bursts, the water clears, ¶oating and sink-
ing in mutual coexistence. This is why the great sages [bodhisattvas] think in
terms of numbers of lives, whereas those of the lesser vehicle nurture their lives
until they reach extinction. They value making the basis of suffering subside, and
they think of removing the inverted view of a “self.” This cannot be called seeing
the body as only a husk or contemplating it as dust and ashes.

An analogy [to this idea] is someone who devotes himself to study in a grass
hut and attaches a bowstring to a pile of earth. He is recruited for “taking the path
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of ascending the clouds,” he is sought out for his “military merit beyond the
boundary.” Consequently [the ruler] bestows on him a single house as a dwelling
and attaches eight halberds to the gate. Then he becomes an honorable shi 士 and
harvests the bene¤ts of being enfeoffed as a feudal lord. Those who exchange a
bag for feeding cattle for the weapons of Nârâyaÿa are just the same as this.61

Someone asks, “Using this teaching to proselytize China, is it not what Han
libu 韓吏部 (Han Yu) thought was a calamity? Originally there were only two het-
erodoxies [non-Confucian teachings], those of Yangzi and Mozi.62 Now in addi-
tion there is Buddhism! By applying oneself to these odd and extreme practices,
the harm is very severe.” I reply, “If one is truly discussing benevolence and righ-
teousness, then one excludes the Way and its virtue from the discussion. When
one speaks correctly of suffering and emptiness, then it is right to be sparing in
mention of loyalty and trust. But to return to the example used by Han Yu: Truly
if one sits in a well and looks at the sky, one does not get to see the whole sky.”63 A
major tenet of Confucius’ teaching is “I do not yet know about the living, how can
I know about the dead.”64 And Zhuangzi says, “It toils me with life and rests me
with death.”65 In view of [Zhuangzi] drumming on a pot and singing—one might
get the impression that he probably knew what is not subject to death.66 These
two teachings do not discuss the fact that when a person dies, his spirit is not de-
stroyed but goes on to receive retribution in accordance with his wholesome and
unwholesome actions; therefore, there is good or bad that derives from the
karmic cause. It was by this means that they [the self-immolators] changed coarse
into ¤ne and exchanged the weak for the strong. They sell the fragile forms of
the aramanthus and in exchange receive the ¤ne clothing of ¶ower hairpins.
Thus they perfumed the seeds that gave rise to their manifested actions.67 Each
rebirth is better than their former rebirths, each reward is more powerful than
their earlier rewards. By gouging out their ¶eshly eyes, they acquired the eyes of a
buddha; they slice up an ordinary body and so trade it for a golden one. [One
might compare it with] the seed of the ¤cus, which is very small yet [the tree
when it is grown] can provide shade for many carriages. These are true state-
ments and not untrustworthy words.68 The bodhisattvas bene¤t others and are
worthy of emulation.

Someone asks, “Now as for this practice of burning, good people will not be
in any doubt about it. But there are bad people who have become accustomed to
stabbing and slicing, and they will say the pain of it is just a tri¶e. Having [seen
people] receive the ‘lingering death’ (lingchi 陵遲 ) punishment, they will say that
this burning and roasting is just a stage act. Some occasionally did it by copying
others, while others committed it by force to deceive the world. What good roots
do such examples plant? It is just seeking out pain and suffering for oneself.” 

I reply, “Although stupid people will take pleasure in bearing [pain], evil
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people are able to stand much injury. If they ever experience burning and feed
themselves to insects or animals, driven by their shallow sincerity, they will myste-
riously summon a good karmic reward and have a good cause planted. By means
of a drifting mind, one may attain a drifting reward. [For example,] there was
once a girl who playfully threw on a kâºâya and a brahman who got drunk and put
on a dharma robe.69 From the coming together of these various causes, they at-
tained complete and ¤nal enlightenment.”

Someone asks, “In Yijing’s records and translations he repeatedly stresses
that one must not do such burning. This person had personally visited the West-
ern Regions, he was fully familiar with what is permitted there, and there was
nothing he did not know about the teachings. [According to him,] it is not per-
mitted to cause injury. What about that?” I reply, “This is the restrictive teaching
of the Âgamas. How could it obstruct or damage the teaching of the Mahâyâna? If
someone abandons their inner wealth, they will certainly perfect dânapâramitâ.
This is why the Zhuangyan lun 莊嚴論 (Mahâyânasûtrâlaœkâra) says, ‘If one is able
to give away one’s body and life, then this is an exceedingly rare marvel, and one
perfects the dânapâramitâ of a bodhisattva.’”70 Thus we know that even after the
four cakravartin kings had left the world during the time when one could only
practice the ten good actions, if the Way still prevails in the world, there will be
enough good people under the reign of Yao 堯 , and if ¤liality is upheld, the Zeng
曾 family will give birth to honorable sons.71 

In the fourth year of our Sagely Emperor (979), people of the Liang-Zhe 兩
浙 area submitted [to the court] a reliquary made by King Ašoka for the šarîra of
Šâkyamuni Buddha.72 At ¤rst it was worshipped in the Zifu hall 滋福殿, and later
it was invited to enter the inner chapel, where it repeatedly manifested marvelous
signs. On the ¤fteenth day of the second month of the eighth year (April 1, 983),
by edict it was placed in a wooden stûpa, which was nearly one thousand chi 尺 in
height, at Kaibao si 開寶寺. The reliquary was ¤rst interred in a deep brick shaft,
and on that day it issued a divine radiance, which spread out, lighting up both sky
and land. At that time, among the crowd of religious and laity there were those
who scorched the crowns of their heads and their ¤ngers, and those who burned
sticks of incense [on their skin]. The court bestowed different awards on them. If
it were not for the bodhisattvas of great equanimity and heavenly kings of great
good fortune, how could one be able to exhort or force ordinary people to give
away the treasure of their own bodies? 

Right here in this land the conch-shaped topknot (uºÿîºa) is seen, and the
precious treasures are complete, and we also realize that at this moment Vulture
Peak is pure and so our region is transformed.73 In the historical works composed
by Fan Yun 范雲 (461–503), he records a number of auspicious omens.74 In the
texts compiled by Wang Shao 王劭 (d.u.), he records the inhumation [of relics]
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in stûpas in a number of prefectures.75 The Sui distributed relics, and the Tang in-
terred the True Body. To compare [these earlier cases] with the relic veneration
in our dynasty is like comparing the dimensions of a patch of ¤eld with those of
Mount Iron Ring [that is, Sumeru]. What this compilation records is the attain-
ment and transmission of expounding the dharma. These people who were able
to bear what is hard to bear, although they are gone they still exist. Those who re-
ceived a body by giving away a body, although they died, they still live. One de-
picts the ¤ve fungi before plants and trees, one arranges the four auspicious
omens before ¤sh hairs.76 It is as the Shijing 詩經 says: “Take your pattern from
King Wen, and the myriad regions will have con¤dence in you.”77





261

Notes

Introduction

1. For this account of Daodu’s 道度 (462–527) self-immolation I follow the
funerary inscription “Liang Xiaozhuangyan si Daodu Chanshi bei” 梁小莊嚴寺

道度禪師碑, composed by Xiao Gang 蕭綱 (503–551)—who later became the
Liang emperor Jianwendi 梁簡文帝 (r. 549–551)—and preserved in the Korean
epigraphical collection Sõkwõn salin 釋苑詞林 (A Forest of Words from Šâkya’s
Garden), fasc. 193, Han’guk Pulgyo chõnsõ 韓國佛教全書 (Complete Works of Ko-
rean Buddhism), vol. 4, 660–662. See also the biographies of Daodu in Hongzan
fahua zhuan 弘贊法華傳 (Biographies Which Broadly Extol the Lotus) 5, T
51.2067.24c14–25a21; and Fayuan zhulin 法苑珠林 (A Grove of Pearls in a
Dharma Garden) 96, T 53.2122.992c16–993a5. 

2. The prince of Wuling mentioned in the inscription was probably the em-
peror Liang Wudi’s 梁武帝 (r. 502–549) eighth son, Xiao Ji 蕭紀 (508–553). See
his biography in Liang shu 梁書 (Book of the Liang) 55/825–828. Liang shu 3/68
says that the prince of Wuling was appointed governor of Eastern Yangzhou in
the sixth month of Putong 5 ( July 17–August 14, 524).

3. Prip-Møller 1967, 178.
4. Pingyang is located in present-day Linfen 臨汾, Shanxi.
5. See his biography in Han shu 漢書 (Book of the [Former] Han) 44/2157.
6. The Chinese way of reckoning age (sui) holds that a person is one year old

at birth. Thus twenty sui equals nineteen years old. This Bhadra can very likely be
identi¤ed with the Buddha-bhadra who was the teacher of Sengchou 僧稠 (480–
560). See Chen Jinhua 2002a, 152, n. 9. The inscription offers Chengwang si 城王

寺 as the name of the monastery. No monastery of that name is known to me, and
I suspect that Fawang si 法王寺, a famous monastery on Song shan 嵩山 is in-
tended. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for suggesting this reading.

7. Zhong shan (Bell mountain) is now known as Zijin shan 紫金山. It stood
northeast of the Liang capital, Jiankang 健康, close to the Yangzi river.

8. Prince Anchengkang was Liang Wudi’s father’s seventh son, Xiao Xiu 蕭
秀 (475–518). See Liang shu 22/341.

9. Daodu took these copies, plus ¤ve hundred fascicles of the Nirvâÿa Sûtra
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and Liang Wudi’s commentary on the Mahâprajñâpâramitâ sûtra (which the em-
peror had bestowed on him) to the North, where he proselytized until some time
before Putong 4 (523), when he returned to Jiankang.

10. The chapel is referred to in the inscription as Hualin Dengjue dian 花林

等覺殿 , that is to say, the building called the “Hall of Equality” (Dengjue dian 等
覺殿) in the Hualin 華林 palace garden—as seen, for example, in the biography
of Huijue 慧覺 (450–535) in XGSZ 12, T 50.2060.469b, translated by Andreas
Janousch ( Janousch 1999, 114). Chen Jinhua discusses this building in his study
of the Buddhist Palace Chapel in the time of Liang Wudi (forthcoming).

11. Han’guk Pulgyo chõnsõ, vol. 4, 661b.
12. Han’guk Pulgyo chõnsõ, vol. 4, 661c; Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51.2067.24

c21–24.
13. Ohnuma 1997 and 1998.
14. See Ohnuma 1997, 84–92.
15. Ohnuma 1997, 85. 
16. On this practice, see the study by Liu Shufen (1998), later published in

English as Liu 2000.
17. See, for example, Shisong lü 十誦律 (Ten Recitation Vinaya), T 23.1435.

284a–b. On Buddhist attitudes to cremation, see the article “Dabi” in Hôbôgirin 6,
803–815. Phyllis Granoff (1992) discusses the issue of killing parasites in the cre-
mation process.

18. On Wudi’s Buddhist persona see Janousch 1999 and Chen Jinhua’s
forthcoming article “Pañcavârºika Assemblies in Liang Wudi’s (r. 502–549) Bud-
dhist Palace Chapel.” 

19. The most comprehensive discussion of ganying is now found in Sharf
2002, 77–133.

20. Sharf 2002, 83.
21. Gernet 1960, Jan 1965, Benn 1998. Gernet’s article prompted Jean Fillio-

zat to publish a study of auto-cremation in Indian sources (Filliozat 1963). Orzech
(1994) and Raveri (1992) have both offered more theoretical re¶ections on the
materials studied by Jan and Gernet. Studies of suicide in Buddhism that discuss
self-immolation include La Vallée Poussin 1919 and Lamotte 1965 (later trans-
lated into English as Lamotte 1987). Robert Lingat (1965) wrote brie¶y about
self-immolation in Thailand.

22. Funayama 2002. The work of Nabata (1931) was apparently not followed
up by many other scholars. Mizuo 1963 is only one page long. Okamoto 1974 is
rather introductory. Myôjin Hiroshi’s two short articles (1985 and 1996) present
much interesting material not covered in this book. Naitô 1986 examines auto-
cremation and related practices in Japan.

Notes to Pages 3–8



263

23. See Lin 2001, for example; also Cai 1996, 85–88, on self-immolation by
nuns. Yan (1999, 147–159) offers some interesting insights into the connections
between self-immolation and esoteric Buddhism in China. Zhang Yong (2000,
esp., 341–350) discusses self-immolation in the context of the sixth-century cult
leader Mahâsattva Fu 傅大士.

24. Cf. King 2000, 148, n. 6. King opts to use the term “to refer to reli-
giously motivated self-sacri¤ce by means of burning oneself to death.”

25. See Funayama 2002, 349–348 [sic].
26. The fullest discussion of the variety of meanings of sheshen may be found

in Funayama 2002, esp. 351–346.
27. See the examples of this usage cited by Funayama (2002, 348–347).
28. See Funayama 2002, 321–320; Gernet 1995, 243–245.
29. The best-known Indian auto-cremators, in the West at any rate, are the gym-

nosophist Kalanos, who burned himself in the time of Alexander the Great (356–
323 BCE), and a šramaÿa called Khegas of the Augustan era. Both acts were recorded
by the geographer and historian Strabo (64/63 BCE–ca. 21 CE). See Filliozat 1963,
35. On the practice of sati (widow burning) in India, see Weinberger-Thomas 1999. 

30. See Benn 1998.
31. Lin (2001, 73–74) discusses types of ascetic practices attributed to non-

Buddhists in Indian Buddhist scriptures known in China.
32. To mention but three signi¤cant works on aspects of Sini¤cation: Bus-

well 1990, Gregory 1991, and Sharf 2002.
33. Zürcher 1982a, 161–162.
34. On this point, see Shinohara 1988, 122. On the importance of epigraphi-

cal sources for the study of Chinese Buddhism in general, see the work of Yagi
Sentai (1981, 1982, 1983). More recently, note the important collection of Ding
Mingyi (1998).

35. The canon in question is the Taishô shinshû daizôkyô 大正新脩大藏經. 
36. See, for example, Jan 1965, 265.
37. Buswell (1992, 198) reports that auto-cremation is “exceedingly rare” in

contemporary Korea, but many monks burn their ¤ngers (195–197). As for con-
temporary ¤nger burning in China, Raoul Birnbaum has shared his knowledge
on this topic with me over the last few years.

38. T 53.2122.994c–995c and T 50.2060.625c–627b, respectively.
39. For example, a record of miracles associated with the Renshou 仁壽 relic

distribution campaign (601–604) brie¶y mentions a boy who recited the Lotus
Sûtra and burned himself to death. See Guang Hongming ji 廣弘明集 (Extended
Collection for Propagating and Elucidating Buddhism) 17, T 52.2103.215c. My
thanks to Chen Jinhua for this reference.

Notes to Pages 8–14
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40. Da zhidu lun T 1509.25.149b; translated in Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 2,
712–713.

41. See translations of these stories, references to their sources in various ca-
nonical languages, iconography, and secondary scholarship in Lamotte 1944–
1981, vol. 2, 713–723.

42. See Howard 2001.
43. This facet of Fu’s career is discussed in Hsiao 1995. In Chinese, see

Zhang Yong 2000.
44. Siming zunzhe jiaoxing lu 四明尊者教行錄 (Record of the Teaching and

Practices of the Venerable Siming), T 46.1937.898a–901a.
45. See, for example, the biography of Lang Yuling 郎餘令 (d.u.) in Jiu Tang

shu 舊唐書 (Old Book of the Tang) 189/4961–4962, and Xin Tang shu 新唐書

(New Book of the Tang) 199/5659–5660. When Lang was the administrative su-
pervisor in Youzhou 幽州, his subordinates wished to see an itinerant monk burn
himself to death. Lang insisted it was a trick and that it would be depraved to go
and witness it. He took the monk in for questioning and extracted a confession
from him. The biography of Zhang Yan 張淹 (?–466) in Nan shi 南史 (History of
the Southern Dynasties) 32/833 and Song shu 宋書 (Book of the Song) 46/1400
says that when he was the governor of Dongyang 東陽 , he forced his subordinates
to burn their arms to glorify the Buddha and made common people bow before
the Buddha thousands of times to atone for their crimes. Zhu Shouchang 朱壽昌

(d. after 1070), whose biography is found in the exemplars of ¤liality section of
Song shi 宋史 (History of the Song) 456/1304–1305, lost his mother and in his
search for her branded his arm, burned the crown of his head, and drew blood to
copy Buddhist scriptures.

46. See Shangshu gushi 尚書故實 (Stories Told by Minister [Zhang]), 1:12;
summarized in MacGowan 1889, 9–10, but the source is uncited.

47. See Morrell 1985, 279–280.

Chapter 1 “Mounting the Smoke with Glittering Colors”

1. See the remarks of Koichi Shinohara in the opening pages of Shinohara
1988. For Indian Buddhist hagiography, which focused on a relatively small num-
ber of holy ¤gures, see the study by Ray (1994). A bibliographic summary of some
representative earlier works on the subject may be found in note 7, page 11, of
Ray’s book, to which should now be added Schober 1997. There is nothing com-
parable to the Gaoseng zhuan genre in Indian or Tibetan Buddhist materials.

2. These dates for Baochang, usually given as “¶. 519,” were suggested to me
by Chen Jinhua (personal communication, April 14, 2001).

3. Cao Shibang (1995) has suggested that the compiler of Biqiuni zhuan may

Notes to Pages 15–19
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in fact have been an unknown nun rather than Baochang. His argument is in-
triguing, if not fully convincing.

4. See Wright 1954, 395–397. 
5. The in¶uence of Peter Brown’s work on the Christian holy men of Late

Antiquity on recent scholarship dealing with medieval China has been so marked
that this idea hardly needs to be restated, but see, for example, Shinohara 1994.

6. Zürcher 1982a, 165.
7. XZJ 134.8a–b.
8. Baochang’s biography may be found in XGSZ 1, T 50.2060.426b–427c. On

the compilation of the Mingseng zhuan, see Wright 1954, 409, n. 2. Note also the
work of Kasuga (1935).

9. These other collections are surveyed in Makita 1989a, 5–15, and Wright
1954, 412–424.

10. XZJ 134.1a–17c.
11. We may note that the Mingseng zhuan is still mentioned in the mono-

graph on literature in the Jiu Tang shu 舊唐書 46/2000, so it probably did not
drop out of circulation all that quickly. Note also the presence there of a text
called Mingseng lu 名僧錄 (Record of Famous Monks).

12. Huijiao’s borrowing from Baochang was noted by Wright (1954, 408–
412), but Shinohara (1994) argues with some justi¤cation that both Wright and
Makita (1989a) have underestimated the importance of Baochang’s work as the
¤rst comprehensive collection of biographies of Chinese monks.

13. See Makita 1989a, 39–41, where the Mingseng zhuan’s headings are con-
veniently laid out.

14. The formal organization of the Gaoseng zhuan, and in particular the
grouping of biographies by the activities of monks, is discussed by Wright (1954,
390), who draws attention to secular antecedents for this in the work of the histo-
rians Sima Qian 司馬遷 (ca. 145–86 BCE), Ban Gu 班固 (32–92), and the contem-
porary example of the Zhongchen zhuan 忠臣傳 (Biographies of Loyal Of¤cials) by
the prince of Xiangdong 湘東王—that is, Xiao Yi蕭繹(508–554), the future Liang
Yuandi 元帝 (r. 552–554).

15. See the study and translation by Tsai 1994, also Georgieva 1996 and
Zhang 1999. Self-immolation by nuns is also discussed brie¶y in Cai 1996, 85–88.
On biographies of East Asian female practitioners in general, see Kleine 1998.

16. Makita (1989a, 39–41) compares Baochang’s rubrics with those em-
ployed by Huijiao. See Shinohara 1994, 484–485, on the “homogenizing effect”
of the ten categories. Although the relevant section in the Gaoseng zhuan is en-
titled wangshen 亡身 in the body of the text as we now have it, Huijiao refers to it
in his preface by the same title it had in his predecessor’s collection, namely
yishen. (See Wright 1954, 405.) Makita brie¶y introduces Huijiao’s use of the
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category wangshen but does not offer much insight as to why Huijiao selected it
(Makita 1989a, 46–47).

17. On the compilation of the Gaoseng zhuan, see Wright 1954. For a more re-
cent discussion of the date of compilation, see Makita 1989a, which dates it to 531
(519 being the latest date mentioned in the text). The life of Huijiao is examined
in detail by Makita (1989a, 1–5) and by Wright (1954, 395–400). On the life and
work of Huijiao, see also Zheng 1986.

18. GSZ 14, T 50.2059.419a. See Shinohara 1994, 483; Kieschnick 1997, 4;
and Wright 1954, 408.

19. The early eighth-century catalogue Kaiyuan shijiao lu開元釋教錄 (Record
of Buddhist Teachings [Compiled during] the Kaiyuan Period), compiled by Zhi-
sheng智昇 (¶. 669–740) and completed in 730, remarks on the noncanonical sta-
tus of the Mingseng zhuan, T 55.2154.538a. See Makita 1989a, 66, n. 1, for other
early Chinese Buddhist biographical material listed in the monograph on litera-
ture in the Sui shu 隋書 (Book of the Sui).

20. XGSZ 1, T 50.2060.425a. See Wright 1954, 394, citing the research of
Yamazaki Hiroshi 山崎宏, which reveals that of 151 monks whose biographies
specify a geographical location, 121 are from this region of China.

21. GSZ T 50.2059.419a3–11; translation by Wright (1954, 406) with adap-
tations.

22. T 16.663.354a19–356c18.
23. See, for example, the following Chinese translations:

1. Liudu ji jing 六度集經(Sûtra of the Collection of Six Pâramitâs) 1 (no. 4), 
T 3.152.2b; translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 1, 15–17.

2. Pusa benxing jing 菩薩本行經 (Sûtra of the Original Acts of the Bodhi-
sattva) 3, T 3.155.119a.

3. Pusa bensheng man lun 菩薩本生鬘論 (*Jâtakamâlâ) 1, T 3.160.332b–333b.
4. [Foshuo] Pusa toushen yi ehu qita yinyuan jing [佛說]菩薩投身飴餓虎起塔因

緣經 (Vyâghrîjâtaka, Sûtra of the Causes and Conditions of the Erection 
of the Stûpa for the Bodhisattva Who Gave Away His Body to Feed the 
Hungry Tigress), T 3.170.424b–428a.

5.Xianyu jing 賢愚經 (Sûtra of the Wise and Foolish) 1 (no. 2), T 4.202.352b–
353b.

6. Jinguangming zuisheng wang jing 金光明最勝王經 (Sûtra of Golden Light) 
10, T 16.665.450c–456c.

See Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 143, n.1, for Sanskrit sources and iconography.
24. See, for example, Karetzky 2000, esp. 75–90; Rhie 1999, 38, 46.
25. Hammond 1991, 87.

Notes to Pages 23–27



267

26. Hammond 1991, 88.
27. See the examples in Hammond 1991 89, n. 10. 
28. The use by local magistrates of prayers and petitions to local gods, who

were often thought to control tigers, is noted in Hammond 1991. Encounters be-
tween of¤cials and supernatural forces were a staple of anecdotal literature in
traditional China. A study of this trope as it appears in the Song is offered in Boltz
1993. A Buddhist example may be found in a story told of the third patriarch of
the Chan school, Sengcan 僧粲 (d.u.) in Lidai fabao ji 歷代法寶記 (Records of the
Jewel of the Dharma through the Ages), T 51.2075.181b27–28. I am indebted to
Chen Jinhua for this reference.

29. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a16–28. Pengcheng, present-day Tongshan 銅山

county in Jiangsu, was one of the earliest centers of Buddhist activity in China
(see Zürcher 1959, 26–28).

30. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a24–25.
31. T 3.170.424b–428a. See above, n. 23, item 4, for details of this text.
32. See Ohnuma 1997.
33. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a29–b21. 
34. Juqu Mengxun and his descendants were devout Buddhists (see Hurvitz

1956, 57, n. 1, and the sources cited therein). Mengxun’s biography is in Wei shu
99/2203. He could be rather capricious in his affections and is largely remem-
bered in Buddhist history for having ordered the assassination of Dharmakºema
(see GSZ 2, T 50.2059.326c).

35. I presume that “Jinghuan” does not refer to Mengxun’s successor, Mao-
qian 茂虔 (d.u.), whose belief in Buddhism is also attested in the biography of
Buddhavarman (Futuobamo浮陀跋摩 , GSZ 2, T 50.2059.339a20–24), because by
this time Maoqian had been captured by the Northern Wei 北魏 emperor Tuoba
Tao 拓跋燾 (r. 424–452) after an attack on the Northern Liang in 439 (see Molè
1970, 93, n. 95). It could refer to (or be another name of) Wuhui 無諱 (d.u.), one
of Maoqian’s younger brothers. Wuhui succeeded Maoqian as the leader of the
Northern Liang forces that survived the 439 attack (see Song shu 98/2416, Wei shu
99/2209, and Bei shi 北史 [History of the Northern Dynasties] 93/3085).
Funayama (1995, 20) suggests that “Jinghuan” is a con¶ation or confusion of the
names of Mengxun’s two sons, Maoqian and Wuhui.

36. Gaochang is Karakhoja, located near present-day Turfan in Eastern Xin-
jiang.

37. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404b3–4.
38. See Jia 1995. Jia suggests that the monk mentioned in an important con-

temporary inscription as the instigator of many political initiatives under the
Liang is none other than Daojin.

39. Juqu’s successors were also devout Buddhists, as is evidenced by the
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inscription Juqu Anzhou zaosi gongde bei 沮渠安周造寺功德碑 (Stele on the Merits
of Juqu Anzhou’s Construction of Monasteries), written by Xiahou Can 夏侯粲

[?–after 445] in 445 and noted in Hurvitz 1956, 58, n. 1. On this important epi-
graphic source, see Jia 1995, Rong 1998, and the studies quoted therein. An-
zhou’s biography is in Wei shu 99/2205; his reign is also described in Song shu 98/
2417–2418.

40. The triple refuge refers to laypeople taking refuge in the Three Jewels
of Buddha, Dharma, and Saœgha.

41. Shewei is one Chinese Buddhist rendering of the Sanskrit dhyâpayati. On
this and other terms for cremation, see the entry on “Dabi” in Hôbôgirin 6, 573–585.

42. On Dharmakºema and his career, see Chen Jinhua 2004.
43. See Yamada 1989 and Chapter 2.
44. On cannibalism in China see, for example, des Rotours 1963 and 1968,

and the rather uncritical historical survey by Chong (1990). Note also Raimund
Kolb’s (1996) long review of Chong’s work, which contains much valuable sup-
plementary material.

45. See Michihata 1979b and Durt 1998.
46. See Durt 1998 and the many references cited therein. I hope to return in

a later study to the relationship between slicing the thigh to make medicine (as
recommended in Indian Vinaya texts) to feed hungry beings in the jâtakas and
avadânas and its later appearance as a mark of ¤liality in non-Buddhist Chinese
biographies. In the meantime, note the brief remarks in Michihata 1968, 82.

47. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404b22–c10.
48. Wei commandery is in present-day Henan. 
49. On the belief in the use of the heart and liver of adolescents to prepare

elixirs in a somewhat later period, see Barrett 2004. On the use of human parts in
Chinese medicine more generally, see Cooper and Sivin 1973. On blood sacri¤ce
in China, see Kleeman 1994. On the later phenomenon of “killing people to
serve demons” (sharen jigui 殺人祭鬼 ), see Eberhard 1968, 170–183.

50. The ¤ve viscera are the liver, heart, spleen, lungs, and urino-genital system.
51. Chinese wound medicine in premodern times remains somewhat mys-

terious, known only through scattered references such as this. See, for example,
the biography of the physician Hua Tuo 華佗 (d. 208) in Sanguo zhi 三國志

(Records of the Three Kingdoms) 29/799–803, translated in DeWoskin 1983,
140–153, which mentions abdominal suturing (141). On Hua Tuo see Chen
Yinque 1977, 1119–1122, and Mair 1994, 688, n. 1. On abdominal suturing in
East Asia, see Okano 2000. It is possible that suturing wounds was one of several
Indian medical practices associated with this semilegendary physician. Dr.
Christine Salazar of the University of Cambridge informs me that there are
Greek and Roman descriptions of abdominal sutures from the ¤rst and second
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centuries CE, and it seems the technique was frequently successful. See her
book, Salazar 2000. 

52. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404a2–15. Other sources for Sengqun’s life are dis-
cussed in Appendix 1. Huo shan can be identi¤ed with Huotong shan 霍童山

(also called Zhiti shan 支提山), close to present-day Ningde 寧德 city in Fujian. It
was associated with both Buddhism and Taoism from quite early on. See Schip-
per 2002 (in Chinese) for the signi¤cance of this mountain in the Taoist tradi-
tion.

53. Jin’an was near the present-day city of Fuzhou in Fujian. Tao Kui lacks a
biography but is mentioned in Wei shu 96/2109, where his title at the time was
shangshu 尚書 (imperial secretary). The Taishô edition reads Jinshou 晉守, but the
Zhonghua shuju edition provides an alternate reading of Jin’an 晉安 ; see Gaoseng
zhuan (Zhonghua shuju edition), 446. This reading is con¤rmed in the Fayuan
zhulin, T 53.2122.764c7.

54. Sengqun’s biography appears in the Tang Buddhist compendium
Fayuan zhulin 63, T 53.2122.764c, in the section on karmic debts rather than self-
immolation.

55. This point is made more generally in the entry on “Daijuku” in Hôbôgirin
7, 803–815.

56. On abstention from grain, see Lévi 1983; Campany 2002, 22–24; and
Campany 2005.

57. DZ 388 3.22a, translated in Kohn 1993, 150. On this text as a whole, see
Yamada Toshiaki 1989 and the studies noted by him in note 2 on page 99.

58. See also Benn 2000.
59. Sengqun’s biography is drawn from the Mingxiang ji 冥詳記 (Signs from

the Unseen Realm) by Wang Yan 王琰 (b. ca. 454, ¶. late ¤fth–early sixth centu-
ries). See Mingxiang ji, 457.

60. See the examples in Chapter 6. Huisi 慧思 (515–577) provides another,
more famous, example of a Buddhist monk who was reputed to have used Taoist
alchemical techniques to extend his life. See Magnin 1979, especially 21–23, and
the scholarship cited by Chen Jinhua (2002a, 201 n. 65).

61. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404c11–18.
62. See Filliozat 1963, 49, n. 52, for a rather caustic observation on Gernet’s

rendering of the term (Gernet 1960, 531). On the speci¤c practices of dhûta, for
which a number of different lists are given in the sources, see Bukkyô dai jiten,
2335a, and the well-documented survey by Ray 1994, 293–323. 

63. See the remarks of Lin Huisheng on auto-cremation as dhûta in Lin
2001, 73–74. See Kieschnick 1997, 34–35, for a discussion of dhûta practitioners
in Gaoseng zhuan literature as a whole.

64. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.404c14
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65. Yao Xu was a paternal uncle of the Tibetan ruler Yao Xing 姚興 (366–
416), known as the emperor Wenhuan huangdi 文桓皇帝 of the Later Qin 後秦 ,
which ruled North China in 384–417; see Jin shu 117–118/2975–3006. 

66. For xie 屑 (chips), the Three editions and the Palace edition read you 油
(oil), which is equally plausible and accords with other examples of the use of oil;
see T 50.2059.404n26. The reference to the sheshen pin is slightly problematic.
Gernet (1960, 531, n. 6) understands this as an explicit reference to a chapter by
that name in the Sûtra of Golden Light (T 16.663.354a). Because this translation
seems to have been made by Dharmakºema between 414 and 421 (and probably
in fact was not started before 420; see Chen Jinhua 2004), the date of the transla-
tion could only just be reconciled with the date of Fayu’s auto-cremation if it fell
in the latter part of the Qin (384–417)—as Gernet admits. Filliozat (1963, 49, n.
52) speculates that Fayu may have known an earlier translation or the Sanskrit
version of the text. But there is, in fact, no indication in his biography that Fayu
was familiar with any Indic languages, and Dharmakºema’s is the ¤rst recorded
translation. What seems to rule out Dharmakºema’s translation entirely is the
fact that, according to Zizhi tongjian資治通鑑 (Comprehensive Mirror for the Aid
of Government) 108/3436, Yao Xu was the military commander in Puban 蒱圻

(an error for 蒲圻) in or soon after 396. In addition, the content of this particular
chapter, which recounts the famous sacri¤ce of the Bodhisattva to a starving ti-
gress, is perhaps slightly at odds with Fayu’s method of self-immolation. See Ger-
net 1960, 542, n. 1, for a synopsis of the text in question. My own feeling is that,
on the grounds of date and context, sheshen pin may be a reference to “The Origi-
nal Acts of the Medicine King” in the Lotus Sûtra. Alternatively, it could be a
simple error or have been inserted into the text at some later date.

67. Zürcher 1982a, 163.
68. The Dong shan referred to here is presumably not the mountain of that

name near present-day Fuzhou, but a mountain in or close to Yangzhou.
69. Kan originally designated the niche for an image. By the tenth century it

had come to mean “cof¤n,” perhaps partly by association with auto-cremators, in
whose biographies the term is often used, as here, to designate the space within
the pyre. For a Song dynasty de¤nition of the term, see Shishi yaolan 釋氏要覽 (Es-
sential Readings for Buddhists) compiled by Daocheng 道誠 (¶. 1017), T
54.2127.307c2–7.

70. The eight precepts commonly taken by laypeople are not to kill; not to
take things; not to engage in ignoble (sexual) conduct; not to lie; not to drink al-
cohol; not to indulge in cosmetics or jewelry, dancing or music; not to sleep on
¤ne beds; and not to eat after noon. See Da zhidu lun T 25.1509.159b19–c19,
translated in Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 2, 826–828. For a survey of ceremonies for
bestowing the eight precepts in medieval China, see Funayama 1995, 54–56.
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71. Fascicle 6 in Kumârajîva’s translation of the Lotus, Miaofa lianhua jing 妙
法蓮花經, Saddharmapuÿøarîka, T 9.262.52a–55a; fascicle 9 in Dharmarakºa’s
Zheng fahua jing 正法花經, Saddharmapuÿøarîka, T 9.263.125a–127a. On the con-
tents of this chapter, see Chapter 2.

72. As Gernet points out (1960, 532, n. 2), Kumârajîva’s translation of the
Lotus contains the phrase yixin qiufo 一心求佛 (“seek the Buddha with a uni¤ed
mind”), T 9.262.53a25. Dharmarakºa’s version contains the phrases yong yixin gu
wuyou kuhuan 用一心故無有苦患 (“employ the one mind and there will be no suf-
fering”), T 9.263.125b25, and dang yixin si 當一心思 (“one ought to think with a
uni¤ed mind”), T 9.263.125c25.

73. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405a8–b1; translated in Gernet 1960, 532–533.
74. Lu shan, between Jiujiang 九江 and Xingzi 星子 in northern Jiangxi, was

already an important Buddhist site by this time. See, for example, Zürcher 1959,
208–209.

75. Full dates are given as follows: reign period, year, month, day. Xiaojian
2.6.3 is the third day of the sixth lunar month of the second year of the Xiaojian
reign period.

76. Purple vapor (ziqi 紫氣) was considered an auspicious sign in medieval
China. It was noted, for example, when Laozi 老子 disappeared to the West, ac-
cording to Sima Zhen’s 司馬貞 (early eighth century) commentary on his biogra-
phy in Shiji 史記 (Records of the Historian), which quotes from the Liexian zhuan
列仙傳 (Arrayed Biographies of Transcendents). See Shiji 63/2141, n. 2. This pas-
sage no longer appears in the received text of the Liexian zhuan.

77. GSZ 12, T50.2059.405a13–21.
78. GSZ 12, T50.2059.405b2–c1; translated in Gernet 1960, 533–535. On

Zhulin si, see Chen Jinhua 2004, 241–242, n. 65.
79. Gernet (1960, 533, n. 2) suspects that mai 麥 (barley or wheat) was written

in error for the name of some oleaginous plant. Sesame, along with pine resin
and needles, is recommended as a wondrous foodstuff in many medieval Taoist
texts; see, for example, Taishang lingbao wufuxu (DZ 388, 2.1a; Kohn 1993, 150).

80. The Three editions and the Palace edition read 酥油 (butter) for 蘇油

(oil of thyme). See T 50.2059.405n.13.
81. Liu Yigong was the ¤fth son of the emperor Song Wudi 宋武帝 (r. 421–

422). His biography is in Song shu 61/1640–1653.
82. Huiyi’s auto-cremation, like many others, seems to have taken place at night.
83. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405b23–27.
84. See Strong 2004, 98–123, and the accounts of André Bareau (Bareau

1963 and 1975).
85. Strong 2004, 100–110; Bareau 1975, 155.
86. See BBC News, “New light on human torch mystery.” According to the BBC
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web page: “BBC 1’s QED—which brought together the world’s top ¤re experts—
looked at cases of spontaneous human combustion from around the world. And the
programme discovered that the so-called wick-effect, in which a body is devoured by
¶ames from its own body fat, is behind the mystery. Using a dead pig wrapped in
cloth, they simulated a human body being burned over a long period and the
charred effect was the same as in so-called spontaneous human combustion.”

87. Canonical accounts of bodhisattvas who made torches of their bodies
are discussed in Chapter 2.

88. Strong 2004, 106.
89. See John Strong’s synopsis of the various arguments (2004, 106–110).
90. On this collection, see Campany 2002.
91. See, for example, Taishang lingbao wufuxu, DZ 388, 2.2b–3a, which de-

scribes how to make pills out of the “¤ve wonder plants” (pine resin, sesame,
pepper, ginger, calamus); translation in Kohn 1993, 152–153.

92. Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9.262.53b; Hurvitz 1976, 295.
93. Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9.262.53b. The translation is from Hurvitz 1976,

294–295; I have omitted his notes.
94. SZ 12, T50.2059.405c2–10; translated in Gernet 1960, 535–536. “Way of

the Five Pecks of Grain” was another (somewhat derogatory) name for “Way of
the Celestial Masters” (Tianshi dao 天師道 ), founded in Sichuan after Zhang
Daoling 張道陵(a.k.a. Zhang Ling張陵, 34–156) received a revelation from Laozi
in 142. See Robinet 1997, 55–56.

95. Shu refers here to present-day Chengdu 成都 , Sichuan. The biography of
Daowang 道汪 (d. 465) records that in late 464 or 465 he became the abbot of
Wudan si. He had been active in Chengdu for some time before becoming abbot,
and it is likely that he knew Sengqing. See GSZ 7, T 50.2059.371c.

96. Zhang Yue’s appointment as prefect of Yizhou in 456 is noted in Song
shu 6/119. See also Song shu 84/2131. He was also a patron of Daowang, GSZ 7,
T 50.2059.371c18–20.

97. Tianshui is present-day Tianshui county in Gansu. Pei Fangming has a
biography in Song shu 45/1382–1384.

98. Other examples of auto-cremation in front of images are discussed in
later chapters. See also the case explored in detail in Shinohara 1998a.

99. Translated in Gernet 1960, 536.
100. On the ascetic practice of avoiding silk, see Kieschnick 1999.
101. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c12–17.
102. Shifeng is present-day Tiantai 天臺 in Zhejiang.
103. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c17–18. Xiao Mian was a nephew of the Qi em-

peror Gaodi 高帝(r. 479–482). His biography is in Nan Qi shu 南齊書(Book of the
Southern Qi) 45/794–795. The monk Huishen is not known from other sources.
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104. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c19–28; translated in Gernet 1960, 536. Jiaozhi is
the present-day Tonkin region in North Vietnam.

105. Guan wuliangshou jing is an apocryphon; see Fujita 1990.
106. Biqiuni zhuan 2, T 50.2063.939b14–c5, translated in Tsai 1994, 51–53.
107. Biqiuni zhuan 2, T 50.2063.940c10–17, translated in Tsai 1994, 60.
108. See Tsai 1994, 135, n. 113. Liu has biographies in Nan Qi shu 54/937

and Nan shi 50/1248–1254.
109. Biqiuni zhuan 2, T 50.2063.941b13–c2, translated in Tsai 1994, 65–66.
110. Liu Liang has biographies in Song shu 45/1377 and Nan shi 17/479.
111. Presumably these must have been recremated because two sheng of bones

are said to have produced just under one-¤fth sheng  of relics. See Tsai 1994, 65–66.
112. Biqiuni zhuan 3, T 50.2063.943b29–c13, translated in Tsai 1994, 79–80;

T 50.2063.943c14–23, translated in Tsai 1994, 80–81; T 50.2063.944b17–23,
translated in Tsai 1994, 84–85.

113. Bai shan presumably refers to the mountain of that name close to the
capital, Jiankang.

114. The text says the eighteenth night, but the eighth, which is a more aus-
picious date, seems more likely. The day commemorates the Buddha’s pari-
nirvâÿa and is also the day when Jinggui chose to cremate herself. See Tsai 1994,
141, n. 56. There are further problems with the date not mentioned by Tsai. The
Jianwu reign period was inaugurated at the beginning of the tenth month, so
technically speaking there can have been no eighth day of the second month of
Jianwu 1. This date probably refers to Yongmong 永明 11.2.8. When emperor
Wudi 武帝 (r. 482–493) of the Southern Qi died, the Yongming era (482–493
[Yongming 1–11]) ended in the seventh month and the new reign name
Longchang 隆昌 was adopted. Longchang was then replaced in the tenth month
by Yanxing 嚴興, which was in turn followed by Jianwu 建武 when emperor Mingdi
明帝 (r. 494–498) assumed the throne. In cases such as this, when more than one
reign name was employed in a single year, the year in question was generally re-
ferred to by the last reign name granted. Although, strictly speaking, the eighth
day of the second month of this year fell under Yongming 11, it is still referred to
in this source as Jianwu 1.2.8. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for clarifying this issue.

115. T 50.2063.943c9–13, translation from Tsai 1994, 79–80 with some ad-
aptations.

116. Bynum 1987.
117. Tsai 1994, 85.
118. Firmiana simplex (Chinese parasol tree) is a member of the cacao, or

chocolate, family (Sterculiaceae) of the order Malvales. Native to Asia, it grows to a
height of 12 meters (40 feet) with deciduous leaves up to 30 centimeters (12
inches) across and small greenish white ¶owers that are borne in clusters. Note
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that the wutong is not a paulownia, although it has frequently been misidenti¤ed
as such. See Needham 1996, 593–595.

119. GSZ 12, T 2059.50.405a6.
120. Zhuangzi 17, Zhuangzi yinde 莊子引得 (A Concordance to Chuang Tzu), p.

45, l. 86. 
121. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405a13–24.
122. Cole 1999, 36. 
123. Lippiello 2001, 69–70; 111–112. The quotation is from an image of in-

tertwined trees on the ceiling of the Wu Liang shrine. See Wu Hung 1989, 240.
124. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c26–28.
125. The white deer, on the other hand, was a well-known auspicious sign.

See Lippiello 2001, 98–102.
126. Wu is present-day Suzhou; Pingnan was a commandery in Liangzhou 梁

州. Zhang Bian has a brief biography in Song shu 53/1515. His connections with
Buddhism are discussed in Tang 1997, 307–308.

127. Sengyu had a separate biography written by Zhang Bian, of which only
this eulogy remains; see Wright 1954, 426. Another eulogy by Zhang Bian, again
part of what was once a separate biography for the exegete Tanjian 曇鑒 (d.u.),
may be found in GSZ 7, T 50.2059.370a. The eulogy is not preserved in the Ming-
xiang ji version of Sengyu’s biography as reconstructed from the Fayuan zhulin.
See Mingxiang ji, 510; Fayuan zhulin 63, T 53.2122.770a20–b8.

128. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.505b.
129. GSZ 13, T 51.2059.417b24.
130. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405b27–c1.
131. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c29–406b13; translated in full in Appendix 2.
132. See Wright 1954, 390–391, on the secular antecedents to the critical

evaluation. See Meisôdenshô, XZJ 134.8d–9a, for a critical evaluation preserved
from the Mingseng zhuan.

133. A good introduction to the range of techniques employed for longev-
ity in medieval China may be found in Kohn and Sakade 1989.

134. King Šibi is discussed in Chapter 2.
135. On the spontaneous combustion of arhats, see Wilson 2003.
136. That is, if one is determined one can break even metal and stone.
137. GSZ 12, T50.2059.406b11–13.

Chapter 2 The Lotus Sûtra, Auto-Cremation, and the Indestructible Tongue

1. See the remarks of George Tanabe on this feature in Tanabe and Tanabe
1989, 2.

2. Pulleyblank 1960, 99.
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3. The scholarship on the structure and formation of the Lotus is discussed
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4. T 9.262.5b-10b; Hurvitz 1976, 22–47.
5. T 9.262.19a–20a; Hurvitz 1976, 101–119.
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16. Miaofa lianhua jing 7, T 9.262.53b; Hurvitz 1976, 295.
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18. Miaofa lianhua jing 7, T 9.262.53b22–25; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 295,
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19. Miaofa lianhua jing 7, T 9.262.53c25–26; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 297.
20. Miaofa lianhua jing 7, T 9.262.54a5–7; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 297–

298.
21. The magical return of King Šibi’s eyes is discussed in Chapter 3.
22. Miaofa lianhua jing 7, T 9.262.54a11–16; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 298.
23. See Zürcher 1959, 65–70.
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Kanno 1994.
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31. T 34.1718.114c27. See also Zhanran’s 湛然 (711–782) Fahua wenju ji 法華

文句記 (Records of the Textual Commentary on the Lotus Sûtra, T 34.
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經傳記 (Accounts of the Transmission of the Lotus Sûtra) 2, T 51.2068.56c7–13.
32. XZJ 134.416c–d; preface dated 1198, XZJ 134.408–448. Zongxiao was a

major ideologue of Southern Song Tiantai. In addition to this work, he compiled
an important Pure Land anthology, the Lebang wenlei 樂邦文類 (Compendium of
the Land of Bliss), and an account of the Tiantai patriarch Zhili, the Siming Zun-
zhe jiaoxing lu.

33. See Hurvitz 1962, 109.
34. Miaofa lianhua jing shu 妙法蓮華經疏 (Commentary on the Lotus Sûtra),

XZJ 150.411d; translation from Kim 1990, 324, with some modi¤cations.
35. See Kim 1990, 202, 276, and 290.
36. See Fahua yishu 法華義疏 (Commentary on the Meaning of the Lotus), T

34.1721.620c26–28).
37. Filliozat 1963.
38. On Prince Moonlight in medieval China, see the well-known article by

Erik Zürcher (1982b). As Zürcher shows (pp. 22–33), the popularity of this sav-
ior derived not from Samâdhirâja itself but from earlier texts. 

39. Compare Filliozat’s translation from the Sanskrit and Tibetan in Fillio-
zat 1963, 23–27.

40. For a summary of Yijing’s argument against self-immolation, see Chapter 4. 
41. Yamada 1989, 110.
42. T 4.208.533b–c. Compare the translation by Chavannes (1910, vol. 1,

85–86) of the same story in the Liudu ji jing, T 3.152.14c–15a.
43. T 25.1509.130c9–19; Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 579–580.
44. Translated and discussed in Strong 1992, 207–208. Strong notes a simi-

lar version of this account that stars Upagupta rather than King Ašoka.
45. Saddhatissa 1975, 63.
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136–140; and the extensive monograph by Yü Chün-fang (2001).
47. Campany 1993, 244.
48. Note, for example, the chapter entitled “Praesentia” in Brown 1981, 86–105.
49. Campany 1993, 255.
50. Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9.262.56c20–22; Hurvitz 1976, 56. Stories about be-
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pany 1991.
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53. Farmer 1992, 26–27.
54. Miaofa lianhua jing 6, T 9.262.49b15–22; translated in Hurvitz 1976, 273.
55. Suwa 1997b, 323.
56. See Lu Xun, 1967, 541. This collection contains a number of stories

about the unburned tongue. On the collection and its author, see Campany
1996, 90.

57. See, for example, Shimen zijing lu 釋門自鏡錄 (A Record of Those to Be
Mirrored by the Disciples of Šâkya, compilation attributed to Huaixin 懷信) 1, T
51.2083.805c17–19.

58. T 25.1509.127a. My translation follows the French translation of Lamotte
1944–1981, vol.1, 556.

59. See Suwa 1997b, 321, which draws on the biographies of Kumârajîva in
the Chu sanzang jiji and the Gaoseng zhuan.

60. Note the allusion to this case in Daochuo’s 道綽 (562–645) Anle ji 安樂

集 (Pure Land Collection), T 47.1958.18b1–3; see Young 2000, 41.
61. On some of these texts, see Matoba 1982, 1984, 1986.
62. T 51.2067. On Huixiang’s identity and the texts attributed to him see

Ibuki 1987 and Chen Yuan 1999, 78–79, nn. 67 and 68. 
63. Haozhou is present-day Fengyang 鳳陽 county in Anhui.
64. The account of Sengming’s consulting Liang Wudi seems to contradict

what we learned about Wudi’s opposition to auto-cremation from the biography
of the Liang monk Daodu in the Introduction.

65. Hongzan fahua zhuan 5, T 51.2067.24c3–9
66. See Rockhill, Leumann, and Nanjio 1972, 118. 
67. Soymié 1961.
68. The most interesting study of this is the late Michel Strickmann’s chapter

“L’icone animée” in Strickmann 1996, 165–211. On miracles attributed to Bud-
dhist images in China, see Soper and Ômura 1959, 243–252. Some Tang ac-
counts of Buddhist images that came to life were the subject of a penetrating
study by Glen Dudbridge (1998).

69. Jiaozhou is present-day Cangwu 蒼梧 county in Guangxi.
70. Hurvitz 1976, 225–236.
71. T 51.2067.26b; Stevenson 1995, 435–436, and Shinohara 1992, 169.
72. On the Ašokan image, see Shinohara 1991, 213–215.
73. On the term buqu, see Hucker 1985, 391. Daoxuan also provides a de¤ni-

tion of the term as it relates to monastic dependents; see his Liangchu qingzhong yi
量處輕重儀 (Procedures for Measuring and Handling Light and Heavy Property)
1, T 45.1895.845b14–17. According to Daoxuan, the status of a personal retainer
was midway between a domestic servant and a slave. On Li Yun’s faith in Buddhism
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and the career of another of his concubines who became a nun, see Chen Jinhua
2002c, esp. 56–58. 

Chapter 3 Saœgha and the State

1. The fullest study of Daoxuan’s life and works is Fujiyoshi 2002.
2. A discussion of these textual problems may be found in Ibuki 1990; see

also Fujiyoshi 2002, 245–298.
3. The early Tang was of course a great period of secular history writing, and

Daoxuan’s work was in a sense part of the spirit of the age. On of¤cial history writ-
ing, see Twitchett 1992. For unof¤cial histories of earlier dynasties produced in
the Sui and early Tang, the tables in Shi Guodeng 1992, 34–36, give some idea of
the number of historians working in this period.

4. Daoxuan drew on four types of material for his collection: (1) oral infor-
mation from travellers and informants, (2) his own personal experiences and in-
vestigations, (3) religious and secular historical documents, and (4) funerary
inscriptions. These sources are surveyed in Shi 1992, 51–91.

5. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683a25–b19. Hongfu si was later known as Xingfu si
興福寺. It was endowed by the emperor Taizong in 634 in memory of his mother,
Empress Taimu 太穆. See Xiong 2000, 259; Wright 1973, 256–258; Ono 1989, vol.
1, 388–390, vol. 2, 129–136.

6. Connections with Zhongnan shan are noted throughout Fujiyoshi 2002.
7. Fujiyoshi 2002, 101. On Taizong and Buddhism, see Weinstein 1987, 7–

11, and Wright 1973. On the relationship of Daoxuan’s contemporary Xuan-
zang 玄奘 (602–664) with Taizong, see Jan 1990, 13–41.

8. On Zhou Wudi’s suppression of Buddhism, see Nomura 1968.
9. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680b23–c10. Chen Jinhua (2002a, 202–203) dis-

cusses another of Puyuan’s disciples. 
10. It is interesting to note that Zhongnan shan was the home of many Hua-

yan jing devotees in the sixth and seventh centuries, including Sun Simo 孫思邈

(alternative reading, Sun Simiao), (581–682), the noted Chinese medical writer
whose connections with Buddhism and in particular the Huayan jing have been
studied by Sakade 1992. Note also that Sun Simo and Daoxuan were friends. See
SGSZ 6, T 50.2061.790c; Shi Guodeng 1992, 17–18.

11. See Kieschnick’s comments on this episode (1997, 46).
12. Camporesi 1988, esp. 1–46.
13. Xianshou is the name of a bodhisattva and a parivarta in the Huayan jing (Da

Fangguangfo huayan jing 大方廣佛華嚴經 [Buddhabhadra’s version] 6, T 9.278
432c–441b; Da Fangguangfo huayan jing [Šikºânanda’s version] 14, T 10.279.72a–
80c). It was the Huayan patriarch Fazang’s epithet, and he explained how he
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understood the term xianshou in his Huayan jing tanxuan ji 華嚴經探玄記 (Investi-
gating the Mysteries of Huayan jing) 4, T 35.1733.186b21–26.

14. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680c16–20.
15. On the Sui patronage of Buddhism, see, most recently, Chen Jinhua

2002a. The extensive literature on this topic (nearly all of it in Japanese) is sur-
veyed in Chen’s ¤rst footnote, 1–2. Kimura Kiyotaka (1977, 57–58) brie¶y dis-
cusses Puji’s mention of xianshou guo.

16. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.681a9–682b4.
17. Jingyuan’s biography is in XGSZ 11, T 50.2060.511b–512a.
18. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.681a16–21.
19. See Ohnuma 1997, 269.
20. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.681a28–b2. Wudi released him on the grounds that,

although his policy had driven monks out of the cities, he did not wish to have
them driven out of the mountains as well.

21. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.681b10.
22. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682a23–27.
23. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683b20–c17.
24. This is exactly the same place where Puji died after leaping from a cliff.
25. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683c5–11.
26. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683c19–26.
27. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683c22–26. This mention of an inscription usually

means that the biography was based on it. We may invoke here Arthur Wright’s
comment on Huijiao’s use of inscriptions in the Gaoseng zhuan: “We are perhaps
safe in assuming that as a general rule, when he mentions the existence of a me-
morial inscription as a biographical fact, he had access to the data it contained”
(Wright 1954, 427); also quoted in Shinohara 1988, 194, n. 1. Given the location
it is likely that Daoxuan actually saw this inscription, as indeed he may have seen
others on Zhongnan shan.

28. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682b5–c11.
29. On this monk, see the study by Hurvitz 1962 and Chen Jinhua 1999a.

There is extensive Japanese scholarship on Zhiyi, but note most importantly the
work of Satô Tetsuei (1961 and 1981).

30. Mount Lu, twenty li north of present-day Nankang 南康 in Jiangxi, had
by this time long been an important Buddhist site.

31. On this policy, see Fozu tongji 54, T 49.2035.471a27–29. Zhipan 志磐 (d.
after 1269), the compiler, believes that Yangdi’s policy was reversed because of
Dazhi’s death. Daoxuan, on the other hand, in his Ji shenzhou sanbao gantong lu 集
神州三寶感通錄 (Record of Miraculous Responses to the Three Jewels in China),
indicates that the policy was still enforced (see T 52.2106.406b21). I have been
unable to con¤rm this action by Yangdi in any of¤cial historical source.
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32. Song yue 嵩岳, the Central Marchmount, was just south of Luoyang.
33. Zhai 齋in this context means a vegetarian banquet. This was, and continues

to be, a standard way for laypeople to donate to the saœgha. The seven assemblies
are traditionally given as (1) bhikºu (biqiu 比丘), fully ordained monks; (2) bhik-
ºuÿî (biqiuni 比丘尼), fully ordained nuns; (3) šikºamâÿâ (shichamona 式叉摩那),
nuns preparing for full ordination who follow six more rules than the novices;
(4) šrâmaÿera (shami 沙彌), male novices; (5) šrâmaÿerikâ (shamini 沙彌尼), female
novices; (6) upâsaka (youposai 優婆塞), laymen who take the ¤ve precepts; and (7)
upâsikâ (youpoyi 優婆夷), laywomen who take the ¤ve precepts. The category
šikºamâÿâ seems not to have been commonly instituted in Chinese Buddhism and
was replaced by other categories such as tongxing 童行 (monastic laborer).

34. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682b17–c2.
35. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682c4
36. Reading 尼僧 (nuns and monks) for 見僧 (seeing monks).
37. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682c7–11.
38. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682c12–683a24.
39. Note the policy Daoxuan adopts for including the biography of Wei

Yuansong 衛元嵩 (¶. ca. 567), who was originally a monk but returned to lay life
and turned against his former religion, as discussed in Yu Jiaxi 1977, 238. 

40. On Wang Shichong’s short-lived dynasty, see Wechsler 1976, 166–167.
Hu Sanxing’s 胡三省 (1230–1302) annotation to the Zizhi tongjian (188/5903–
5904) says that Zheng Ting was serving Li Mi 李密 (582–618), another contender
for power, before he was captured by Wang Shichong.

41. See Tonami 1990 (in English).
42. Li Shimin refers to him as a “murderous bastard” in his instructions to

the chief monk of Shaolin monastery; see Tonami 1990, 11.
43. Vaipulya (“extended”) in this sense refers to Mahâyâna sûtras.
44. A khakkara is a monk’s staff.
45. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.682c27–683a12.
46. See Jiu Tang shu 50/2140, where the case of Zheng Ting is mentioned in a

discussion of appropriate punishments conducted in the early years of the reign
of Taizong. At the time Taizong remarked that Wang Shichong killed Zheng Ting
and only then felt remorse. See also Xin Tang Shu 46/1409, which says this discus-
sion took place in the ¤fth year of Taizong’s reign, 631. Zizhi tongjian 193/6931
says more speci¤cally that the conversation took place in the eighth month of that
year but elides Taizong’s remarks on Wang Shichong. Wang Shichong’s biogra-
phy in the Xin Tang Shu also says that he had Zheng Ting executed and later felt
remorse; see 85/2695.

47. See Tonami 1999, 55, and n. 38 in particular for Li Shimin’s distress at
the parlous state of Buddhism in Luoyang after his defeat of Wang Shichong.
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48. In other words, we have no ¤rm date for this event; we know only that it
happened before Wang’s defeat.

49. Zizhi tongjian 188/5903–5904.
50. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683a14–19. Jizang’s biography is in XGSZ 11, T

50.2060.513c–515a.
51. On the death verse in general, see Demiéville 1984. Another early

poem composed by a self-immolator is the thirty-verse gâthâ composed by
Jing’ai; see the entry on this monk in Appendix 1 for details.

52. This is the Prajñâpâramitâ sûtra.
53. The poem is also preserved in the Quan Tang shi 全唐詩 (Complete Tang

Poetry) 733/8382; compare the translation in Demiéville 1984, 25. On some fa-
mous poems composed before execution in early medieval China, see Wu Fu-
sheng 2003.

54. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683a20–24.
55. Sengyai’s biography is so long and complex that I have prepared a sepa-

rate study of it, “Written in Flames: Self-immolation in Sixth-century Sichuan,”
Benn 2006.

56. Teiser 1988a.
57. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.679a11–14. The term xie dashengjing jiao 寫大乘經教

is hard to understand here. In literary Chinese xie usually means “to copy” or “to
scribe,” but Chinese texts do not normally speak of “copying the teachings” in
quite this manner. From the title of the popular account of Sengyai (Sengyai pusa
chushi wei zaojing ben, The Bodhisattva Sengyai Appears in the World to Make the
Scriptures), it seems as if Sengyai’s actions were credited with the creation or
copying of scriptures (see Appendix 1 for details). This suggests that the dona-
tions raised at his auto-cremation may have been used to copy sûtras, but this is
not made explicit in the Xu gaoseng zhuan account.

58. My account of Fu Xi and his followers draws on the study of Bea-hui
Hsiao (1995), which includes a full translation of Xu Ling’s 徐陵 (507–583) me-
morial inscription for Fu in the Shanhui dashi yulu 善慧大師語錄 (Recorded Say-
ings of the Great Master Shanhui), XZJ 120.1–55.

59. XZJ 120.4b; Hsiao 1995, 103. On Hou Jing see, most recently, Pearce 2000.
60. Hsiao 1995, 103.
61. XZJ 120.4c–d; Hsiao 1995, 104.
62. XZJ 120.4c; Hsiao 1995, 105.
63. See Shaffer (1997, 827–828), who detects a systematic collapse that af-

fected trade across much of Eurasia in the mid-sixth century. Note the remarks
of T. H. Barrett on Shaffer’s research and the impact of the sixth-century crisis
on Chinese religion in Barrett 2001, 5–7.

64. Keys 1999.
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65. See Hubbard 2001, esp. 117–119.
66. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680a1–3.
67. See Appendix 1.
68. See Ohnuma 1997 and 1998.
69. Liudu ji jing, T 3.152.2b–c; translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 1, 17–19.
70. Da Tang Xiyou ji 大唐西域記 (Great Tang Records of the Western Re-

gions) 10, T 51.2087.929a–c; Beal 1969, 212–214. This episode does not appear
in earlier Chinese accounts of the life of Nâgârjuna; see Young 2000.

71. See Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 255–260; Parlier 1991.
72. Fasc. 12, T 4.201.321–323; translated in Huber 1908, 330–341.
73. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.5679a18–21.
74. The Wei river was actually some distance to the northeast of Tang

Chang’an. See Xiong 2000, map 1.2.
75. Wu 五 (¤ve) in the received text must, I think, be understood as 吾 (a

personal pronoun).
76. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683b8–10.
77. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683b14–18. Mingxue 名學(famous scholars) is prob-

ably written in error here for tongxue 同學 (fellow disciples). I have amended the
translation accordingly. If we preserve the received text, this sentence might be
translated as “After reading the text he left, famous scholars went to investigate
[the place where he had died].”

78. Translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 1, 11, 226–227.
79. There are two extant Chinese translations: Beihua jing 悲華經, translated

by Dharmakºema, T 3.157; and Dasheng bei fentuoli jing 大乘悲分陀利經, translator
unknown, T 3.158. For this story, see Dasheng bei fentuoli jing T 3.158.382a; Yamada
1989, 108–115. It also appears in the compendium by Baochang (completed in
516 CE) Jinglü yixiang 經律異相(The Sûtras and Vinayas Considered in Their Par-
ticularities, T 53.2121.57a1–b6).

80. Jingzhou is present-day Jiangling 江陵 county in Hubei 湖北.
81. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.683c26-684a7; see Georgieva 1996, 57–58.
82. Gernet 1960, 557.
83. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684b4–c3; see Gernet 1960, 556–557. Xinfeng was

northeast of present-day Lintong 臨潼 county in Shaanxi.
84. Other examples of Daoxuan writing in the ¤rst person are cited and dis-

cussed in Shi Guodeng 1992, 51–63.
85. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684b15–18. On the practice of adding lacquered

cloth to the body, see Foulk and Sharf 1994, 166–167; and Demiéville 1973, 414–
415.

86. The life and work of Shandao is discussed in Pas 1987.
87. See Ibuki 1990, 62, ¤g. 1.
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88. Xihe is equivalent to present-day Taiyuan 太原 prefecture in Shanxi.
Daochuo has a biography in XGSZ 20, T 50.2060.593c11–594b1.

89. The monastery Guangming si in the Huaiyuan ward 懷遠坊 of Chang’an
was founded in 584 by Sui Wendi. It was renamed Dayun si 大雲寺by Empress Wu
in 690 as part of her legitimation campaign, which made use of the Dayun jing.
See Xiong 2000, 306, and more pertinently Forte 1976, 76, and the sources cited
in n. 21, which reveal that the monastery was probably not named Dayunjing si 大
雲經寺 as Xiong thinks. 

90. XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.684a11–19; compare the translation in Gernet 1960,
546.

91. T 83.158b3–8; Pas 1987, 69–70.
92. Pas 1987, 70, and 83, n. 14.
93. XGSZ 684c4–685c8. A full translation appears in Appendix 2.
94. On this history, see Cole 1996, Ebrey 1990, and Liu Shufen 1998 (in Chi-

nese) and 2000 (in English).
95. T 24.1451.220c21–221a6. My thanks to Shayne Clarke for reminding

me of this reference.
96. Self-castration was not unknown in medieval Chinese Buddhism.

Guangyi光儀 (?–735) was a son of the prince of Langye瑯琊 (d.u.) who became a
monk to escape the retribution of Empress Wu (SGSZ 26, T 50.2061.873a–c). He
castrated himself to avoid the clutches of his cousin; see Cao Shibang 1981. This
and other cases of self-castration in China and Japan are also discussed in Faure
1998, 34–37.

Chapter 4 Is Self-Immolation a “Good Practice”?

1. T 53.2122.269a7–b15.
2. These biographies and their sources are discussed in Appendix 1.
3. Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.989c6–27.
4. Zhuangzi 32, Zhuangzi yinde p. 98, ll. 47–48; Graham 1989, 125. 
5. The references are to Prince Mahâsattva and King Šibi. By giving himself

to the hungry tigress Šâkyamuni was able to attain Buddhahood nine kalpas be-
fore the Bodhisattva Maitreya. Compare La Vallée Poussin 1929 for other expla-
nations of how Šâkyamuni overtook his fellow student.

6. Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.989c24–27. The white oxcart here stands for
the Mahâyâna, and the precious raft for the means by which humans are saved
or ferried to the other shore—in other words, liberation.

7. The Lotus is quoted in the Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.991a22–b25.
8. Respectively, Jinguangming jing, T 16.663.335–357 (4 fascicles in 8 chap-

ters); Hebu jinguangming jing 合部金光明經, T 16.664.359–402 (8 fascicles); and
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Jinguangming zuisheng wang jing 金光明最勝王經, T 16.665.16.403–457 (10 fas-
cicles in 31 chapters). Baogui’s is not really an independent translation but a
patchwork of translations by Dharmakºema, Pararmârtha, and Yašogupta. 

9. Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.991b26–c7. The quotation from Questions of
Mañjušrî comes from T 14.468.503a12-23; some lines have been elided in Dao-
shi’s citation.

10. Fayuan zhulin 96, T 53.2122.991c7–10. 
11. Many of these stories are analyzed very thoroughly in Ohnuma 1997 and

1998.
12. Hubert Durt unravels some of these legends in Durt 1998. See also La-

motte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 144, n. 3, for sources in Sanskrit and Chinese.
13. Liudu ji jing, T 3.152.17a–b; translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 1, 101–

104.
14. T 3.152.32c; translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 1, 220–224.
15. T 4.203.464b; translated in Chavannes 1910, vol. 3, 29, and Willemen

1994, 85–86.
16. See Chapter 3. 
17. The story is discussed in Ohnuma 1997, 260. Literary and artistic ac-

counts of King Padmaka are collected in Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 5, 2298–3000.
18. See, for example, the summary of the contents of the Tonggui ji by

Morimoto Shinjun 森本真順 in Bussho kaisetsu dai jiten 仏書解説大辭典 (Encyclo-
pedia of Buddhist Literature with Explanations), vol. 10, 300d–302a. This assess-
ment of Yanshou as the creator of a Chan–Pure Land synthesis is now also to be
found in English-language scholarship (see Shih 1992, which includes a transla-
tion of the ¤rst fascicle of the text). Welter 1993 seeks to adjust the balance and
present the work of Yanshou in its full complexity. Huang Yi-hsun (2001) in a re-
cent dissertation also argues against the view that Yanshou was a promoter of the
so-called “dual practice of nianfo (intoning the Buddha’s name) and medita-
tion.” In her opinion, Yanshou placed much more emphasis on meditation.

19. T 48.2017.969b–c, 971a–972a, and 972c, respectively.
20. This text is usually referred to in English as the Record of the Source Mir-

ror, but this is not how Yanshou actually intended the title to be understood (see
the preface, especially T 48.2016.415a18–19). I have not had an opportunity to
study Yanshou’s references to self-immolation in this voluminous work. How-
ever, Guanxin xuanshu 觀心玄樞 (Profound Pivot of the Contemplation of the
Mind), which is generally taken as a synopsis of the Zongjing lu does discuss self-
immolation in connection with baoen 報恩 (repaying the kindness [of the Bud-
dha]). Huang Yi-hsun (2001, 397–400) translates the relevant passages. In these
sections Yanshou does sound a rather more cautious note about the power of
the practice.
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21. See the list of sources for the study of Yanshou’s biography in Welter
1993, 42–43. On the biography of Yanshou, see Welter 1993, 53–95, and Welter
1988.

22. Zanning lived on Mount Tiantai and at least moved in the same circles as
Yanshou, even if the two were not personally acquainted. Daoyuan remains an
obscure ¤gure but is said to have studied under Tiantai Deshao 天臺德韶 (891–
972), who was also Yanshou’s master. See Welter 1993, 96, n. 1.

23. Yanshou’s biography is in SGSZ T 50.2061.887a–b. See Welter 1993, 55–
57, 193–194.

24. Jingde chuandeng lu 26, T 51.2076.421c–422a; translated in Chang 1982,
250–253, and Welter 1993, 194–198.

25. Welter 1993, 121–122.
26. See Fahua xuanyi 法華玄義 (Mysterious Meaning of the Lotus), T

33.1716.805c; Welter 1993, 131–132.
27. Welter 1993, 155–156; Tonggui ji, T 48.2017.970c.
28. Welter 1993, 155. The concept of self-immolation as a form of

dânapâramitâ is already implicit in the Lotus Sûtra; see Filliozat 1963, 30–31. 
29. Note, for example, Zanning’s remarks in SGSZ T 50.2061.710a and

857c8–11, and Jan Yün-hua 1965, 263–264. See Chapter 5 for a fuller discussion
of the issue. 

30. T 48.2017.969b26–c19. Because this section of the text is crucial for
understanding Yanshou’s point of view, I have given a full translation at the end
of this chapter.

31. See Pusajie yishu 菩薩戒義疏 (Commentary on the Meaning of the Bodhi-
sattva Precepts), recorded by Guanding on the basis of Zhiyi’s teachings, T 40.
1811.576b6.

32. Tonggui ji, T 48.2017.969c2–4.
33. Fazang, Fanwang jing pusa jie benshu 梵網經菩薩戒本疏 (Root Commen-

tary on the Bodhisattva Precepts of the Book of Brahmâ’s Net), T 40.1813.641b–c;
compare Iishii 1996, 332–360.

34. If one plans to commit a pârâjika or saœghâvašeºa offense but does not do
so, or if one plans to commit such an offense and fails, it is a sthûlâtyaya offense.
See the entry “Chûranja” in Hôbôgirin, vol. 5, 507a–522a. Duºk¿ta is the lightest
type of offense in the Vinaya. The offender is required only to confess to a single
good monk or nun. 

35. Zanning’s comment appended to the biography of Wennian, SGSZ T
50.2061.860c23–28. See Chapter 5 for the context of his remarks. 

36. See Groner 1984, 190. Tiantai Zhanran should not be confused with
either of the two other monks named Zhanran active around the same time; see
Chen Jinhua 1999b. 
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37. Kieschnick 1997, 63.
38. On the audience for the Song gaoseng zhuan, see Dalia 1987.
39. See Benn 1998, 312–316.
40. Gandhaku¡î (xiangtai 香臺, perfume chamber) was the cell reserved in a

monastery as the residence of the Buddha; it later designated the building hous-
ing the image of the Buddha. In either case, the grass growing in or around such
a chamber would belong to the Buddha. Early epigraphical evidence for this
term is discussed in Schopen 1997, 268–271.

41. T 54.2125.231a28-b11; compare Takakusu 1896, 195.
42. T 54.2125.231b14–17; Takakusu 1896, 196.
43. T 54.2125.231b23–24; Takakusu 1896, 197.
44. T 54.2125.231b25–26; Takakusu 1896, 197.
45. T 54.2125.231b26–28; Takakusu 1896, 197.
46. T 54.2125.231c3–4; Takakusu 1896, 197–198.
47. T 54.2125.231c10–12; Takakusu 1896, 198.
48. T 54.2125.231c–233c; Takakusu 1896, 198–215.
49. XZJ 149.396b–397b. This episode is discussed in Chen Jinhua’s forthcom-

ing monograph on Fazang. My thanks to the author for pointing out this reference.
50. See Welter 1993, 117.
51. See the of¤cial accounts in the Wudai huiyao 五代會要 (Essentials of the

Five Dynasties) 16, the Jiu Wudai shi 115, and the Xin Wudai shi 新五代史 (New
History of the Five Dynasties) 12. But see Welter 1993, 25, n. 6, on the reliability
of these ¤gures. The main points of Shizong’s edict are summarized in Shih
1992, 86–87.

52. Wudai huiyao 12/202. See also Zizhi tongjian 292/9527.
53. Zongjing lu, T 48.2106.415a; Jingde chuandeng lu, T 51.2076.422a; trans-

lated in Chang 1982, 253.
54. Chuan shou pusa jie wen 傳受菩薩戒文 (Text on Transmission of the Bo-

dhisattva Precepts) in one fascicle and the Shou pusa jie yi 受菩薩戒儀 (Etiquette
for the Transmission of the Bodhisattva Precepts) also in one fascicle are listed
in the Zhijue chanshi zixing lu 智覺禪師自行錄 (Record of the Personal Conduct
of the Chan Master Zhijue [Yongming Yanshou]), XZJ 111.83d. The surviving
text is Shou pusa jie fa, XZJ 105.8c–11d, which could of course be one of the
above-mentioned texts under a different title. See Jan Yün-hua 1991, 303. 

55. XZJ 105.8c3–4.
56. Zongjing lu, T 48.2106.675c11–21; see Jan Yün-hua 1991, 302. 
57. Jan Yün-hua 1991.
58. Section 35, T 48.2017.969c20–970a22. On these ascetics see, for ex-

ample, Jizang’s commentary on the Vimalakîrtinirdeša (Weimo jing yishu 維摩經義

疏), T 38.1781.941b3, and the Daban niepan jing 大般涅槃經 (Mahâparinirvâÿa
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sûtra), T 12.374.406a27. An interesting story in which the auto-cremation of Ni-
granthas is foiled by the Buddha’s use of the ¤re samâdhi may be found in Za
baozang jing 雜寶藏經, T 4.203.488b1–29.

59. See Da zhidu lun 88, T25 1509.682a1–5; Da zhidu lun has . . . famen 法門

(dharma access) rather than . . . dao 道. The same distinction is made twice in Yan-
shou’s Zongjing lu, again drawing on the Da zhidu lun; see Zongjing lu 4, T
48.2016. 434c4–8 and 15, T 48.2016.496b9–12.

60. T 48.2017.970a2-4.
61. The Heaven of Extensive Rewards is the third of the eight heavens in-

cluded at the level of the fourth dhyâna of the realm of form. 
62. T 34.1719.354c.
63. See T 14.468.503a17 for the source of Yanshou’s quotation.
64. Section 36, T 48.2017.970a23–b14.
65. T 10.279.309a16–17.
66. Section 37, T 48.2017.970b15–25.
67. Section 38, T 48.2107.970b26–971a12.
68. Da zhidu lun 11, T 25.1509.140a–b. I follow here the translation of La-

motte 1944–1981, vol. 2, 658–659, although it seems to omit some phrases from
the Chinese.

69. T 48.2017.970c14–17.
70. T 9.262.54a11–16; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 298.
71. T 9.262.3a14–15; translation in Hurvitz 1976, 7.
72. Section 39, T 48 2107.971a13–972a21.
73. See references to Jing’ai in Chapter 3 and the entry in Appendix 1. 
74. See Appendix 1 for a synopsis of Sengyai’s biography.
75. T 48.2017.971b7–12. See the references to dharma master Man in Chap-

ter 2. Note, however, that the self-immolator of that name mentioned by Zhan-
ran who burned himself in Changsha was a Liang-dynasty monk. There was no
Tiantai institution in the Liang. Either these were two different self-immolators
called Man or Yanshou misidenti¤ed Man as a Tiantai follower and a dhyâna mas-
ter. For the auto-cremation of Jingbian in Guanding’s biography of Zhiyi, see Sui
Tiantai Zhizhe dashi biezhuan 隋天台智者大師别傳 (Separate Biography of the
Great Master Zhizhe of Mount Tiantai, Sui Dynasty), T 50.2050.197c4–5. On this
important disciple of Zhiyi, see Sekiguchi 1961, 62–74, and Penkower 2000, 284,
n. 87. I am not altogether convinced by Sekiguchi’s attempt to identify Jingbian
as a monk called Huibian 慧辨 of Changgan si 長干寺. Fu and his disciples are dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. 

76. T 25.1509.114b16–18; Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 452.
77. T 25.1509.480c22–481a2. Unfortunately Lamotte’s translation of the Da

zhidu lun did not reach this point.
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78. T 14.467.491a17–20. The title of the sûtra appears in Yanshou’s work as
Lengjia shanding jing 楞伽山頂經.

79. T 48.2017.972a16–20. 
80. Section 40, T 48.2017.972a22–c17.
81. T 19.945.132c10–13; translated in Luk 1966, 156. On the composition

of this sûtra in medieval China, see Benn, forthcoming.
82. The Wusheng yi does not seem to have survived, but a text of that name

appears in either one or two fascicles in several catalogues of works brought
back from China by Japanese monks such as Saichô 最澄 (767–822) and Enchin
圓珍 (814–891). See, for example, T 55.2160.1059b16, T 55.2170.1093c21, T
55.2172.100c21, T 55.2173.1106b17. Judging by where it appears in these cata-
logues, it may well have been a Chan text. It was certainly a favorite work of Yan-
shou’s; he quotes from it repeatedly in his Zongjing lu. See, for example, T
48.2016.438b23, 441b16, 459c10, 474a21, and so forth.

83. On this trope in Indian accounts of the “gift of the body,” see Ohnuma
1998.

84. Section 41, T 48 2107.972c18–23.
85. This seems to be a paraphrase of the Dasheng xiuxing pusa xingmen

zhujing yaoji 大乘修行菩薩行門諸經要集 (Collection of Essentials from the
Sûtras on the Accesses to Practice of the Bodhisattvas Who Cultivate the Mahâ-
yâna), T17.847.939a25.

86. Shaoyan’s biography is in SGSZ T 50.2061.860b.
87. See De Groot 1893, 50–51. The text has been altered so that the sense of

the precept has been changed. In the original it is clear that one teaches “Bodhi-
sattvas new to practice,” but in the Tonggui ji the text reads as if one should be
teaching tigers, wolves, lions, and so forth. Compare Welter’s translation in 1993,
219.

88. Mamai 馬麥 (Skt. yava-taÿøula) or, literally, “horse wheat.” Contrary to
Welter 1993, 219, n. 4, the reference is in fact to an incident that occurred when
King Agnidatta invited the Buddha to spend the summer retreat in Verañjâ.
There was a famine, so the Buddha and 500 bhikºus survived on horse fodder for
three months. See Shanjianlü piposha 善見律毗婆沙 (Samantapâsâdikâ), T 24.
1462.706a–707a; translated in Bapat and Hirakawa 1970, 128.

 Chapter 5 Local Heroes in a Fragmenting Empire 

1. Koichi Shinohara (1998b) has made some interesting observations on
the growth of indigenous relics with reference to Chan biographies.

2. The best study of Wu-Yue and Buddhism remains Chavannes 1916. There
is a good, brief account of Wu-Yue, including a description of the ruler’s religious
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activities, in Worthy 1983. I have not yet seen the recent proceedings of a confer-
ence on Buddhism in Wu-Yue published by the Hangzhou foxue yuan in 2004.

3. The original title was pre¤xed with the character da 大 for “Great Song”;
see Chen Yuan 1999, 29. On Zanning and the Song gaoseng zhuan, see Dalia
1987. See also Welter 1995 and 1999, and Makita 1984. For Zanning’s dates, see
Chou 1945, 248, n. 27.

4. See Welter 1999 passim for various anecdotes concerning Zanning’s eru-
dition and wit.

5. I discuss some obvious discrepancies in biographies related to the translation
and transmission of the Šûraœgama sûtra in Benn, forthcoming. See also Cao 1999.

6. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855b11–c7. Zao is unknown from other sources. A
Nanta (si) is also mentioned in SGSZ 13, T 50.2061.787b17, in a much later biog-
raphy. This monastery was at Yang shan 仰山 , Shouchun 壽春 (in present-day
Shou 壽 county, Anhui), so it is probably not the same Nanta mentioned here,
which was located in Xiangzhou 相州 (present-day Anyang, Hebei).

7. Present-day Sui 隨 county of Dean 德安 municipality in Hubei.
8. Li Chongfu was enfeoffed as the prince of Qiao in 704; see his biography

in Jiu Tang shu 86/2835–2837 and Xin Tang shu 81/3594. He later led an uprising
in Luoyang against Ruizong 睿宗 (r. 710–712), which was suppressed without too
much trouble, whereupon he committed suicide. See Zizhi tongjian 209/6653–
6654 and 210/6654–6655; Jiu Tang shu 86/2835–2837; Xin Tang shu 81/3594–
3595. See also Twitchett 1994, 24, n. 76. Fitzgerald 1968, 170, presents some
suggestions as to why he was referred to as Zhongzong’s “second son,” which
technically he was not. Zanning (or another intermediary biographer) appears
to have borrowed heavily from the Jiu Tang shu’s source, although he has recast
the story to suggest that Li Chongfu would have been better off following his
more Buddhist inclinations than throw in his lot with the instigator of the rebel-
lion, Zhang Lingjun 張靈均 (d.u.), whose name at least suggests a Taoist back-
ground. Junzhou is present-day Jun 均 county in Hubei. 

9. It seems that the pagoda was designed as a place for Master Zao to die; other-
wise why would it be built while he was still alive? See some similar examples of
pagodas as places to die in Kosugi 1993, 287–291.

10. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855b25–c1.
11. “Traps” or “cages” (fanlong 樊籠) is used here metaphorically for the

snares of karma. See, for a scriptural example of this usage, Dabaoji jing 大寶積經

(Mahâratnakû¡a) 92, T 11.310.526c22.
12. The reference is to the ¤rst line of the Xunzi 荀子 (Xunzi zhuzi suoyin 荀子逐

字索引, p. 1, l. 1): “Blue comes from the indigo plant but is bluer than the plant it-
self.” This is obviously a reference to Zhengshou being more advanced than his
teacher.
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13. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855c2–7. The phrase “a thousand li in a single day”
was a common saying in literary Chinese. It occurs, for example, in the Lüshi
Chunqiu 呂氏春秋 (Mr. Lü’s Spring and Autumn Annals) 25.4 (Lüshi chunqiu
zhuzi suoyin 呂氏春秋逐字索引, p. 163, l. 6).

14. For Indian examples, see Ray 1994, 58, 108, 116, 130, 227.
15. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855c9–856b2. See also Guang qingliang zhuan 廣清涼

傳 (Extensive Records of Cool-and-Clear [i.e.,Wutai shan]) 2, T 51.2099.1116a23–
c16.

16. On Mañjušrî and Wutai shan, see Lamotte 1975 and Birnbaum 1983,
1984, 1986, 1989–1990. On Buddhapâlita, see his biography in SGSZ 2, T
50.2061.717c15–718b7; Lamotte 1975, 86–88; Birnbaum 1983, 10. Chen Jinhua
discusses the Buddhapâlita legend in the context of Empress Wu’s connections
with Mount Wutai in Chen 2002d, 103–110.

17. Fusheng tian 福生天 (Puÿyaprasava) is one of the heavens in the fourth
dhyâna realm. See Fanyi mingyi ji 翻譯名義集 (Collection of Terms and Their
Meanings from the Translations), T 54.2131.1075c15. Perhaps the name of the
monastery is intended to suggest that it is one of the heavens.

18. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855a23–b10.
19. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.855b4–6.
20. The Bodhisattva Never-Disparaging (Changbuqing pusa 常不輕菩薩,

Sadâparibhûta) bowed to everyone he met, telling them all that they would be-
come buddhas. Although constantly abused, he never grew angry. See Hurvitz
1976, 279–285; Miaofa lianhua jing 6, T 9.262.50b–51c.

21. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b3–23. 
22. Northwest of present-day Chengdu city, Sichuan. Qingcheng was a

mountain with strong Taoist associations and counted as one of the Taoist
marchmounts.

23. The term qulao is used to refer to the efforts made by one’s parents in
raising a child. See Maoshi 毛詩 32 and 202 (Maoshi zhuzi suoyin毛詩逐字索引 , p.
15, l. 6; p. 97, l. 28); Legge 1991, vol. 4, pt. 1, 50; vol. 4, pt. 2, 350.

24. On Ding Lan, the exemplar of ¤liality in the Han, see Wu Hung 1989,
282–285, and Knapp 2004; in later Buddhist sources, see Cole 1998, 121–124. 

25. See the biography of Wu Meng in Jin shu 95/2842–2843.
26. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858b2-25.
27. Zanning would then have been a novice of sixteen. See Chou 1945, 248,

and Dalia 1987, 154.
28. On the widespread and signi¤cant practice of blood writing, see Kiesch-

nick 2000.
29. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b15–16. This King of the Southern Heavens

seems to be one of the deities with whom Daoxuan was in contact. See Daoxuan
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lüshi gantong lu 道宣律師感通錄 (Vinaya Master Daoxuan’s Record of Miracu-
lous Responses), T 52.2107.435c.

30. There are many versions of this story; see Ohnuma 1997, 269.
31. Other stories about the donation of the eyes by the Bodhisattva are re-

lated in the Karuÿâpuÿøarîka. See Yamada 1989, 106, 113.
32. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b19–c11.
33. Biographies in SGSZ 17, T 50.2061.818 a4–18; Jingde chuandeng lu 16, T

51.2076.330c13–331a1; Wudeng huiyuan五燈會元 (Essentials of the Five Records
of the Transmission of the Flame) 6, XZJ 138.100a–b. Xuantai was frequently
asked to write epitaphs for monks, including Yuanzhi 圓智 (769–835) (SGSZ 11,
T 50.2061.776a1–12), his teacher Qingzhu 慶諸 (807–888) (SGSZ 12, T
50.2061.780c15–781a7), and the patriarch of the Caodong 曹洞 lineage, Cao-
shan Benji 曹山本寂 (840–901) (SGSZ 13, T50.2061.786b17–c3), in addition to
the two self-immolators Xingming and Quanhuo. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for
supplying additional information on Xuantai.

34. The reference is to the minister of King Qingxiang of Chu 楚頃襄王 (r.
298–363 BCE), who, after losing his position at court due to intrigue, drowned
himself in the Miluo 汨羅 river while clutching a large stone to his bosom. See
his biography in Shiji 史記(Records of the Historian), 84/2481–2491, translated
in Watson 1961, 499–508. See also the preface to Wen xuan 文選 (Selections of
Literature), translated in Knechtges 1982, 77, and Declercq 1998, 381.

35. Prince Mahâsattva fed himself to a hungry tigress; see the sources dis-
cussed in Chapter 1. This act of sacri¤ce meant that the prince leapfrogged over
many kalpas of training as a bodhisattva, thus overtaking the future Buddha
Maitreya.

36. The quote is from the Wenzi 文子, which attributes it to Laozi, although
no such phrase is found in the received version of the Daode jing. See Tongxuan
zhen jing 通玄真經 (True Scripture of Communion with Mystery), DZ 746, 11.5b.

37. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b27–c11.
38. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860a1–12.
39. It is worth noting in passing that the term used here (yiti 遺體) must refer

to cremated remains, although the term generally denotes the (uncremated)
corpse.

40. See his biography in SGSZ 12, T 50.2061.781c7–26.
41. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b23.
42. On the Huichang persecution, see Weinstein 1987, 114–136.
43. Pusa shanjie jing 菩薩善戒經 (The Wholesome Precepts of the Bodhisat-

tva), T 30.1582, 1583.
44. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856b24–c8. On the Huang Chao rebellion, see Levy

1955; Somers 1979, 720–747, 756–762. The rebellion lasted for nine years (875–
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884) and devastated virtually the whole of China. Fujian fell into the hands of the
rebels in 877 (see Jiu Tang shu 9/268, Xin Tang shu 19/703). This date does not
quite square with the time frame of 880–881 offered in the biography. The rebels
captured Luoyang in the eleventh month of 880 and Chang’an in the ¤fth
month of the following year. The effect of the rebellion on Buddhism was severe;
see Weinstein 1987, 147–150.

45. Levy 1955, 3.
46. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856c10–26.
47. Jingde Chuandeng lu 16, T 51.2076.326a10–327a10. See Shinohara

1998b, 319. Juefan Huihong 覺範惠洪 (1071–1128) later criticized Zanning for
placing this eminent Chan master in the self-immolation section; see Linjian lu
林間錄 (Record of Linjian) 1, XZJ 148.294b. I am indebted to George Keyworth
for this reference. See also Kieschnick 1997, 13.

48. The “problems” referred to here amounted to nothing less than the com-
plete breakdown of Tang imperial rule and the devastating wars between rival
warlords of the time. See Somers 1979, 766–789.

49. Xiongdi 兄弟 (brother) seems to be used here in the sense of a lay sup-
porter of a Chan community. The term is attested in the sense of co-religionist in,
for example, the Jingde chuandeng lu 10, T 51.2076.276b. It could, however, mean
Tian Yong and his brother. I have so far been unable to identify this person.

50. T 50.2061.856c19–27.
51. See the biography of An Shigao in GSZ 1, T 50.2059.323a–324b, trans-

lated in Robert Shih 1968, 4–12. For a fuller study of this man and his descen-
dents, see the fascinating study by Forte 1995. 

52. Jianjie is perhaps equivalent to the type of transformation known as
bingjie 兵解 (martial liberation or liberation by the blade) discussed in Campany
2002, 59.

53. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.856c28–857a4.
54. On liuli (derived ultimately perhaps from the Sanskrit vaiøûrya), see

Pelliot 1912, 446. The term might also mean “glass” by this time; see Schafer
1963, 235–237.

55. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858b26–c11.
56. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858c12–859a19.
57. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860c29–861a12.
58. On Sengqie, see Makita 1957, 1–30; Barrett 2005. Extracts from his Song

gaoseng zhuan biography appear in Xu 1998, 397–399. Note also the cogent re-
marks of Lothar von Falkenhausen (1998, esp. 414–418) in response to Xu’s work.

59. Li Shenfu’s biography is in Song shi 466/13605–13610.
60. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.861a10–12.
61. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857a5–23. The Three Whites are usually explained as
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the three white foods (milk, curds, and white rice) recommended for esoteric
practitioners in texts such as the Dayun jing qiyu tanfa 大雲經祈雨壇法 T 19.990,
and the Shiyi mian shenzhou xin jing 十一面神咒心經 (Heart Sûtra of the Holy
Dhâraÿî of Eleven-faced [Guanyin]), T 20.1071. Zanning, however, was obvi-
ously familiar with a different list; see his appended comment later in this chap-
ter. On the practice of burning incense on the body, see Benn 1998.

62. For the history of the Buddha’s tooth relic in China, see the entry
“Butsuge” in Hôbôgirin, vol. 3, 203–205; and Chen Yuan 1981. The complex his-
tory of Bao’en monastery is recounted in the Wujun tujing xuji 吳郡圖經續記

(The Illustrated Guide to Wujun, Continued Records), 3 fascs., completed in
1134 by Zhu Changwen 朱長文 (?–1099?), 31–33.

63. The stone bridge on Mount Tiantai is a natural phenomenon: a very
narrow rock formation with a large boulder covered in slippery green moss
blocking easy passage across it. It is twenty feet thick but only four or ¤ve inches
across in places. Only very advanced practitioners were supposed to be able to
cross it. The ¤rst reference is in GSZ 2, 50.2059.395c–396a, the biography of
Tanyou 曇猷 (d.u.) (see also Fayuan zhulin T 53.2122.594c). According to an an-
cient tradition, beyond the bridge were beautiful temples where those who at-
tained awakening resided. Tanyou could not cross it at ¤rst, but after fasting he
went through the boulder and met the monks who lived on the other side. They
told him he would return in ten years. As he left, he saw the boulder had closed
up again. See Fong 1958, esp. 13–17.

64. Chongzhen si was better known at the time as Famen si 法門寺, west of
Chang’an. The ¤nger relic was brought to Chang’an by Yizong in the third
month of 873 and returned to Famen si/Zhongzhen si in the twelfth month. See
Jiu Tang shu 19a/683; Longxing Fojiao biannian tonglun 隆興佛教編年通論 (Long-
xing Era [1163–1164] Comprehensive Discussion and Chronology of Buddhism,
compiled by Zuxiu 祖琇 [d. after 1164], 1164), XZJ 130.348a; Zizhi tongjian 252/
8165; Cefu yuangui 冊府元龜 (The Primal Tortoise, Document Treasury), 52/
11a–b; Fozu tongji T 49.2035.389a; Weinstein 1987, 146. The best study of Famen
si and its relic is Chen Jingfu 1990; see also Huang Chi-chiang 1998.

65. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857a16–19.
66. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857a23–29.
67. This probably refers to Yang Tingzhang 楊廷璋 (912–971); his biography

is in Song shi 255/8903–8905. According to the Jiu Wudai shi 114/1514–1515, he
was appointed prefect of Jinzhou 晉州 on Xiande 1.3 gengzi 庚子 (possibly May
954; the date is problematic because there was no gengzi day in the third month
that year). It is quite likely that Yang would still have been in this position a year
later in 955. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for helping me to identify this ¤gure.

68. Guangsheng si is in Zhaocheng 趙城 county in Shanxi.
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69. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859c21–29.
70. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b2–13. Puti si was founded in 582, closed in 845

(at the start of the Huichang persecution), and renamed Baotang si 保唐寺 in
846. See Xiong 2000, 273, 304.

71. See Best 1991, 185–189, for canonical references to this samâdhi. 
72. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b6–13.
73. See Pusa cong doushutian jiang shenmutai shuo guangpu jing 菩薩從兜術天

降神母胎說廣普經 (Extensive Universal Sûtra Spoken by the Bodhisattva upon
Descending from Tuºita Heaven into the Womb of the Holy Mother) T 12.384.
1036c.

74. Shangshu 43 (Shangshu zhuzi suoyin尚書逐字索引, p. 40, l. 2); compare the
translation in Legge 1991, vol. 3, pt. 5, 471. Zanning has omitted the character
huo 或 in the quotation.

75. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.857b14–18.
76. SGSZ 23, 857c14–858b1.
77. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858a1–3. This monastery was located thirty li south-

west of Taiyuan 太原.
78. On the Da Foming jing, see Kuo 1995. Actually the two texts mentioned

here only add up to 110 fascicles: The Huayan jing is 80 fascicles and the long
version of the Da Foming jing is 30.

79. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858a12–13.
80. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858a13–16.
81. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858a16–18.
82. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858a19–25.
83. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858b26–c11.
84. SGSZ 23, T51.2060.858c7–11.
85. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.858c12–859a19.
86. See Zhiyi’s biography, XGSZ T 50.2060.564c, and the earliest source for

Zhiyi’s life, Sui Tiantai Zhizhe dashi biezhuan 隋天台智者大師別傳 (Separate Biog-
raphy of the Great Master Zhizhe of Mount Tiantai, Sui Dynasty), T
50.2050.191b, 193a. See Shinohara 1992, 118–120; 132, n. 13, for additional
sources and discussion.

87. SGSZ 23, T 51.2061.859a8–13.
88. The text reads Fahua chuan川; I presume that a mountain is meant rather

than a river. Fahua shan is twenty-¤ve li southwest of Shaoxing 紹興 county in
Zhejiang.

89. Bakkula was a major disciple of the Buddha and famous for his longevity.
He survived ¤ve assassination attempts. See Da zhidu lun 24, T 25.1509.238a, and
Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 3, 1530, and especially the sources noted by the author
on pp. 1386–1387.
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90. See his biography in XGSZ 16, T 50.2061.559c3–17.
91. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859a17–20.
92. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b13–25.
93. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859a21–b12.
94. The reference is, of course, to the terrible upheavals of the Huang Chao

rebellion; see Zizhi tongjian 255/8261–8268 and Somers 1979, esp. 756–762.
95. Here liulei 留累 is probably a mistake for zhulei 囑累 , the passing on of

deathbed instructions.
96. This procedure has already been mentioned in Chapter 3. 
97. Guo Zhongshu’s biography is in Song shi 宋史 442/13087–13088.
98. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b2–12.
99. Faure 1993, 23.
100. Jingde chuandeng lu 22, T 51.2076.384a27–b23.
101. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b26–c11. See also Jingde chuandeng lu 25, T

51.2076.410b13–c24.
102. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860a13–b6. Deshao, a disciple of Fayan Wenyi, was

a major ¤gure in the mature Chan tradition of the tenth century. Among many
others he taught Yongming Yanshou and Daoyuan, the compiler of the Jingde
chuandeng lu. See his biographies in SGSZ 13, T50.2061.789a20–b10, and Jingde
chuandeng lu 25, T 51.2076.407b–410a.

103. “Holy seat” is a polite reference to the monk’s body.
104. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860a26–b6.
105. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860c1–28.
106. A saying of Mingzhao’s is preserved in the Congrong lu 從容錄 (Wansong

laoren pingchang Tiantongjue heshang Songgu congrong an lu 萬松老人評唱天童覺

和尚頌古從容庵錄 [The Record of the Conggu Hermitage: Old Man Wansong’s
(Xingxiu 行秀, d. after 1246) Commentary on Songgu by Âcârya (Zheng)jue 正覺

(d. after 1157) of Tiantong (si)]), T 48.2004.283b20–21.
107. A ticou is an elaborate wooden chamber used in royal funerals in early

China. The term refers to the peculiar construction method, in which the walls
were built from pieces of wood arranged so that the sides showing the year-rings
faced outwards. My thanks to Lothar von Falkenhausen for clarifying this point
for me.

108. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860c13–22.
109. Daoxuan comments on the number of monks attached to the Da

Chanding si 大禪定寺 who died sitting upright in his critical evaluation on the
practitioners of dhyâna in the Xu gaoseng zhuan. See Chen Jinhua, in preparation. 

110. I owe this observation to remarks made by Raoul Birnbaum at the con-
ference “Body, Form and Practice in East Asian Buddhism” held at Lewis and
Clark College, Portland, Oregon, April 24,1999.
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111. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.859b13-25, 860a13–b6.
112. SGSZ 23, T 50.2061.860b7–29.
113. See the following examples from the Ji Shenzhou sanbao gantong lu. A per-

son who initially failed to see the relic burned one of his ¤ngers, and the relic then
appeared. This seems to imply that the obstructions of his bad karma were such
that they could be removed only temporarily by the offering of a ¤nger; T 52.2106.
406c19–24, compare Daoshi’s remarks on burning the head or ¤nger to see the
Buddha in the Fayuan zhulin 38, T 53.2122.586b10–13. Zhicong 智琮 (d. after 662)
placed charcoal on his arm and burned incense on it, which brought forth light
from the relic. See T 52.2106.407a4–9 and Fayuan zhulin 38, T 53.2122.586b25–29.
My thanks to Chen Jinhua for bringing these examples to my attention.

114. The major sources on Xu You are discussed in Declercq 1998, 393–396.
115. Shiji 84/2490–2491; translated in Hawkes 1985, 59–60.
116. See, for example, Gernet 1996, 324–326.
117. On the various forms of the path (mârga) in Buddhism, see Buswell

and Gimello 1992.
118. Han Changli wenji jiaozhu 韓昌黎文集校注 (The Collected Prose of Han

Yu, Collated and Annotated) 615. See Dubs 1946, 11–12, and Hartman 1986,
84–86; 135; 139–140; 158; 251; 258; 304, n. 166; 325, n. 58.

119. For accounts relating to 819, see Tang Huiyao 47/838; Jiu Tang shu 15/
466, 160/4198; Hartman 1986, 84–85. For 873, see the biography of Li Wei in Xin
Tang shu 181/5354. For a broader account of the imperial veneration of Buddha
relics in the Tang, see Huang Chi-chiang 1998.

120. Yamada 1989, 114.
121. The interment of the relic is well documented in Song sources; see

Huang Chi-chiang 1994, 160.

Chapter 6 One Thousand Years of Self-Immolation

1. References are to the paginated edition of 1923, reprinted several times,
most recently in the Dazang jing bubian 大藏經補編 (Buddhist Canon: Supple-
mentary Sections), vol. 27, 301–310. Four pages of the original are reproduced
on each page of this reprint.

2. See Hasebe 1993, 447–448 for a discussion of the title of this work.
3. See Hasebe’s assessment (1993, 447–454) of the value of the Bu xu gaoseng

zhuan.
4. Demiéville 1984.
5. On Daojie, see Yu Lingbo 1995, 39–42. Yu Qian (also known as Yu Meian

喻昧庵) remains rather an obscure ¤gure in the history of modern Chinese
Buddhism.
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6. The sources are explained in the introductory matter (juanshou 卷首),
which unfortunately does not appear to be reproduced in any of the paginated
printings of the collection but may be found in the string-bound ¤rst edition (n.p.,
n.d.). I consulted the edition found in the Harvard-Yenjing Library. This edition
has been reprinted in the Gaoseng zhuan heji 高僧傳合集 (Combined Collection of
Eminent Monks), 775–959. The sources used are listed on pp. 775a–776a.

7. See Bukkyô dai jiten, vol. 8, 144d.
8. Fahua jing xianying lu 2, XZJ 134.438d–439a.
9. The eight classes of deities including devas and nâgas usually present at the

preaching of Mahâyâna sûtras are deva (tian 天), nâga (long 龍), yakºa (yecha 夜叉),
gandharva (qiantapo 乾闥婆), asura (axiuluo 阿修羅), garuda (jialouluo 伽樓羅),
kimnara (jinnaluo 緊那羅), and mahoraga (mohouluojia 摩喉羅伽).

10. The “two sages” referred to here are Song Huizong 宋徽宗 (r. 1110–
1125), the retired emperor, and his son Qinzong 欽宗 (r. 1125–1127). Both had
been captured and were being held by the Jin.

11. Fahua jing xianying lu 2, XZJ 134.438d–439a.
12. This is probably Guo Hao 郭浩 (1087–1145). See his biography in Song

shi 367/11440–11442.
13. Fahua jing xianying lu 2, XZJ 134.439a.
14. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1201–1202. Guihua is present-day Guihua

county in Fujian.
15. The allusion is to Zhuangzi 3, Zhuangzi yinde, p. 8, l. 19. Graham 1989,

65 reads: “If the meaning is con¤ned to what is deemed the ‘¤rewood,’ as the
¤re passes on from one piece to the next we do not know it is the ‘cinders.’”

16. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1201.
17. “The true person without rank” is the famous formulation of the Chan

master Linji Yixuan 臨濟義玄 (d. 866). See the discussion of the phrase in Faure
1993, 261–263.

18. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1220–1222. Changzhou is in present-day Jiangsu. 
19. Jiuhua shan is in present-day Qingyang 青陽 county in Anhui.
20. The practice of sealed retreat in the late Qing is discussed in Goossaert

2002.
21. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1221.
22. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1222. Di was a renowned scholar and constitu-

tionalist of the time.
23. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1209–1210.
24. Lian, literally “incorruptible,” was a government subsidy paid to of¤cials

in an attempt to discourage corruption.
25. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1212–1213.
26. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1212.
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27. Changing patterns of patronage in the Ming are discussed in Brook
1993. On the state of some monasteries in the Ming and Qing, see T'ien 1990.

28. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1213.
29. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1220.
30. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1214–1215.
31. Wu was the author of a number of gazetteers of Buddhist monasteries in-

cluding the Wulin da zhaoqing lüsi zhi 武林大昭慶律寺志 (Gazetteer of the Great
Zhaoqing Vinaya Monastery in Wulin).

32. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1215. 
33. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1211–1212.
34. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 19, 161d–162b.
35. On Ming policy towards Buddhism, and especially the regulation of ordi-

nation summarized here, see Yü Chün-fang 1981, 155–162, and the scholarship
cited therein. For a broader survey of Buddhism under the Ming, see Yü Chün-
fang 1998.

36. Yonglong’s biography gives the date of 1392, but this is hard to con¤rm
in other sources.

37. Something similar happened in 1407; see Yü Chün-fang 1981, 158. In
1395 Taizu defrocked all monks who failed a national examination; see Da Ming
huidian 大明會典 (Complete Regulations of the Great Ming), 104.4a, b.

38. This was just outside the Zhonghua 中華 gate of Nanjing. It was so named
because a rain of ¶owers fell there in the time of Liang Wudi.

39. I have been unable to verify the existence of this poem in other sources.
40. Yin shan is ¤fty li north of Hang 杭 county in Hangzhou.
41. A shorter version of the story does appear in Xu Zhenqing’s 徐禎卿

(1479–1511) Jiansheng yewen翦勝野聞. See Guang Baichuan xuehai 廣百川學海, vol.
2, 743–744. If this text was indeed by Xu Zhenqing, it is certainly earlier than
Minghe’s version, but the attribution to Xu may be spurious (see Siku quanshu
zongmu tiyao 四庫全書總目提要 [General Catalogue of the Complete Books in Four
Treasuries with Descriptive Notes], 1220). Brief biographies of Yonglong that re-
count the same events also appear in the Mingshi chaolüe 明史鈔略 (Draft Outline
of the History of the Ming), Sibu congkan edition, fasc. 3, 88, p. 7b; and Zha Ji-
zuo’s 查繼佐 (1601–1676) Zuiwei lu 罪惟錄 (Record of Re¶ections on Transgres-
sions), Sibu congkan edition, fasc. 26, p. 4a.

42. See Benn 1998.
43. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1195–1196.
44. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1196–1197.
45. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1197.
46. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1197–1198.
47. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.162d–163a.

Notes to Pages 172–179



299

48. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161d. Dongou is ten li east of Tiantai
county in Zhejiang. Shanghai during the Yuan was a district of Songjiang 松江

prefecture and not the major city that it is today.
49. Here I think we must understand kan in the sense of “cof¤n” rather

than “niche” as in the earlier biographies.
50. Xin xu gaoseng zhan 39, 1198–1199.
51. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1199–1200. 
52. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1200–1202.
53. For an excellent discussion of Boxer incendiary magic and female pollu-

tion, including earlier examples of such beliefs, see Cohen 1997, 119–145. 
54. See the examples cited in Cohen 1997, 131–132.
55. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1202–1203.
56. See his biography in Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1813–1814; for further

sources, see Hasebe 1979, 71, entry no. 959.
57. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1208.
58. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1209. Changjing was sixty li east of present-day

Jiangyin 江陰 county in Jiangsu.
59. On this theme, see Yoshikawa 1992.
60. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1209.
61. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1213–1215.
62. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1218–1220.
63. Although the “numinous tower” (lingtai 靈臺) may allude ultimately to

the tower from which the Zhou kings communicated with heaven and celebrated
in the poem of the same title in the Shi jing, the term was frequently used in Chan
sources to refer to the mind.

64. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 40, 1219.
65. See Wilson 2003 and Benn, forthcoming.
66. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161a–b. Pi is present-day Pi county in Si-

chuan, and Fan is northeast of present-day Xinfan 新繁 county.
67. The allusion is to a well-known story from the Lüshi chunqiu 呂氏春秋

(Spring and Autumn Annals of Mr. Lu). A man loses a sword in a river. He cuts a
notch in the side of his boat to mark where it fell so he can ¤nd it again.

68. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161a–b.
69. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161b–c.
70. Dongshan wuben dashi yulu 洞山悟本大師語錄 (Recorded Sayings of the

Great Master Wuben of Dongshan), T 47.1986. The story referred to here con-
cerns Dongshan Liangjie 洞山良介 (807–869), whose disciples wept as their mas-
ter was about to die. He suddenly opened his eyes and told them, “Those who
have left home should not be attached to external things. This is true cultivation.
Alive, they should work hard, in death they should rest. Why should there be any
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grief?” He ordered the head monk to prepare vegetarian feasts for the monks.
But his disciples still grieved for him. After dinner on the seventh day he told
them, “When monks act they should not be heedless. What a noise and fuss you
made when I ¤rst intended to depart.” On the eighth day, he died, sitting up-
right. See Jingde chuandeng lu 15, T 51.2078.23b, and Chang 1982, 70.

71. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161b–c.
72. Bu xu gaoseg zhuan 20, XZJ 134.162c–d.
73. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.162d.
74. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.161c–d.
75. Such practices are discussed in Barend ter Haar’s study (1999) of the

White Lotus movement.
76. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.160d. See also Huang Qijiang 1996, 18.
77. A painting attributed to Sijing is still extant in Japan. See Shimada 1961.
78. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.160d.
79. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.160d-161a.
80. Zhao Yuhuan was a member of the Song royal family; see his biography in

Song shi 413/12402–12407. People also called him Zhao Fozi 趙佛子 , either for
his benevolence or because of his faith in Buddhism.

81. I have been unable to identify Huiling.
82. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1191–1194. See also Demiéville 1984, 71–74.

Huating is near present-day Shanghai.
83. Wuzhen is near present-day Wuxing in Zhejiang. Formerly a solider in

Xiuzhou秀州, Xu Ming rebelled on Jianyan 2.5.2 (yiyou己酉) ( June 1, 1128) and
was captured and executed by Song forces less than six weeks later on Jianyan
2.6.12 (yichou 乙丑) ( July 12, 1128). See Song shi 25/456; also mentioned in 247/
8764; 367/11434; 369/11470, 11477–11478; 370/11503.

84. Close to present-day Ningbo, on the coast of Zhejiang.
85. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1193–1194.
86. Note again the importance of correct posture at the moment of death.
87. See Jingde chuandeng lu, T 51.2076.315b19–28, which describes how the

Boatman Âcârya disappeared into oblivion while sailing. My thanks to Chen Jin-
hua for pointing out this reference, which Demiéville appears to have missed.

88. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1194.
89. Zhiyin 知音 “to know music” also means “to know the truth.”
90. Xin xu gaoseng zhuan 39, 1194. San chang 散場 is a theatrical term for the

end of a scene. 
91. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.163a–c.
92. On Cisheng, see Dictionary of Ming Biography, 856–859. On her support

for Buddhism, see Chen Yunü 1997.
93. The biography presumably refers to the two monasteries on Wutai shan.
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On the dragon-¶ower assemblies, see the biography of Wuran discussed in Chap-
ter 3. 

94. The water-land assembly was a large-scale esoteric ritual conducted for all
the dead on water or land. It became popular in the Song and was conducted for
the royal families of the Yuan and Ming. It continues to be performed today. See
Makita 1989b and, more brie¶y, the entry by Daniel Stevenson and Marsha
Weidner in Weidner 1994, 280–282, and the sources cited therein.

95. On the term daoren as used by lay Buddhists in the Song and later, see
ter Haar 1999, 27, and passim. We noted the use of human ¶esh as medicine in
Chapter 1. By the Ming, this act was commonly associated with ¤lial devotion to
one’s aged parents.

96. See the examples of such water-land paintings in Weidner 1994.
97. Here Jietuo might perhaps indicate the Buddha’s disciple Adhimukta,

but I must confess that this particular story is not known to me. There is a story
about a monk of that name in the Huayan jing zhuanji, T 51.2073.169a–c, but
there are no instructions about dividing the body in that account.

98. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.163b.
99. See his biography in Ming shi 298/7631–7632.
100. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.163c.
101. Bu xu gaoseng zhuan 20, XZJ 134.163c.

Conclusion

1. See Benn 1998, 311, for examples.
2. The possibility that the pseudo-Šûraœgama sutra was composed in part to

trump Yijing’s charges is discussed in Benn 1998 and Benn, forthcoming.
3. We saw a hint of this in the passages cited by Yanshou concerning the

Nigranthas.
4. Zhuhong alludes to the following incident. The Tang Huayan master

Zongmi became entangled in a lawsuit when one of his lectures caused a member
of his audience, Taigong 泰恭 (?–811+), to cut off his arm. Zongmi wrote approv-
ingly of the incident in a letter to Chengguan (“Guifeng Dinghui Chanshi yao-
bing Qingliang Guoshi shu” 圭峰定慧禪師遙秉清涼國師書, T 39.1795.577b26–
28). Chengguan was more cautious in his reply and requested Zongmi not to
encourage such practices. This exchange is discussed most fully in Chen Jinhua’s
forthcoming monograph on Fazang. I am indebted to the author for sharing a
draft of that work with me.

5. Dazang jing bubian 大藏經補編 (Great [Buddhist] Canon: Supplementary
Section), 23.291a–b. Wenling refers to Jiehuan 戒環 (d.u.), a Song commenta-
tor on the Lotus Sûtra. I have not traced the source of the quotation.
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6. See the entry on Sengyai in Appendix 1 for details.

Appendix 1 Major Collections of Biographies of Self-Immolators

1. The Gaoseng zhuan dates this monk to the Song dynasty.
2. Sengzhou’s biography does not appear in the self-immolation section of

the Gaoseng zhuan but rather among the “practitioners of dhyâna” (xichan 習禪)—
although Sengzhou certainly came to a ¤ery end. See GSZ 11, T 50.2059.
398b13–c5.

3. Faying appears in the Gaoseng zhuan under one of his alternative names,
Fajin 法進.

4. The Gaoseng zhuan gives Yanwei si 延尉寺 as the name of the monastery.
Tingwei si seems more likely given that tingwei (chamberlain for law enforce-
ment) was a court rank (see Hucker 1985, 512). The monastery may have been
converted from the residence of a lay donor who held this rank.

5. Daohai does not appear in the self-immolation section of the Gaoseng
zhuan, but his name appears with a number of his colleagues who vowed to be
reborn in the Pure Land in a short appendix to the biography of his contempo-
rary, the exegete Tanjian 曇鑒 . See GSZ 7, T 50.2059.370a16.

6. Sengsheng’s biography appears in the “scriptural recitation” (jingsong 經
誦) section of the Gaoseng zhuan. Although he did ask to be cremated after his
death, there is no indication in this biography that he was a self-immolator per
se. See GSZ 12, T 50.2059.406c27–407a5 and 409a16.

7. Daofa’s biography appears in the Gaoseng zhuan section “Practitioners of
dhyâna” and records his habit of stripping before an image of Maitreya and al-
lowing mosquitoes to feed on his body; GSZ 11, T 50.2059.399b6–14 and 400c7.

8. See also the table comparing Gaoseng zhuan biographies of self-immolators
with Mingseng zhuan biographies in Makita 1989a, 33.

9. XZJ 134.12c–d.
10. XZJ 134.16c–d. These look like personal notes that Shûshô took to re-

mind himself of certain miraculous or unusual occurrences in the biographies
he had read.

11. South of present-day Chengdu, Sichuan.
12. Present-day Qinghe county in Hebei. 
13. Mingxiang ji, 457. For a brief introduction to this collection, see Cam-

pany 1996, 82–83; note also Gjertson 1981, 293–294.
14. On Huijiao’s use of the Mingxiang ji, see Campany 1996, 83, n. 190;

Wright 1954, 418.
15. Ibuki (1987) argues that Huaixin should be identi¤ed with Huixiang 慧

祥 (?–706+), the author of the Hongzan fahua zhuan.
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16. Hebei indicates the region north of the Huanghe 黃河 river, not the
modern-day province of Hebei.

17. Northwest of present-day Zhangyi 張掖 county in Gansu.
18. Yanwei si should be read as Tingwei si 廷尉寺; see above note 4.
19. Gaoyang is in present-day Shandong 山東.
20. Lantian was southwest of Chang’an 長安.
21. Northeast of present-day Lucheng 潞城 county in Shanxi 山西.
22. Linchuan was a commandery in Yangzhou楊州and was located just west

of present-day Linchuan. Zhaoti si is not known from other sources.
23. Yuhang was a district of Wuxing, present-day Hangzhou 杭州 in Zhe-

jiang 浙江. See the map in Zürcher 1959, 115.
24. GSZ T 51.2059.417b24.
25. Near present-day Yangzhou 揚州 in Jiangsu.
26. North of present-day Nanchong 南充 county in Sichuan.
27. Close to present-day Longxi in Gansu.
28. Shifeng is present-day Tiantai 天臺 in Zhejiang.
29. Huanglong is in present-day Chaoyang 朝陽, Liaoning 遼寧.
30. GSZ 12, T 50.2059.405c26–28.
31. Huizhou is present-day Jingyuan 靖遠 county in Gansu.
32. There is some confusion over the correct orthography for Wangming’s

name. In the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography of Sengyai (XGSZ 27, T 50.2060.680b22)
and in the Lidai sanbao ji 12, T 49.2034.101a19, it appears as 忘名, but as 亡名in the
Da Tang neidian lu 大唐內典錄 (Great Tang Record of Buddhist Scriptures) 5, T
55.2149.272b16, and in the Xu gaoseng zhuan biography of the man himself (XGSZ
7, T 50.2060.481b–482b).

33. Guanghan is present-day Guanghan county in Sichuan.
34. This is presumably the same dharma master Dui who was Wangming’s

master. See T 50.2060.481b. An account of Xiaoai si may be found in the biogra-
phy of Zhixuan 智炫 (d. after 581), XGSZ 23, T 50.2060.631b–632b. This monas-
tery was so named after Prince Poyang 鄱陽王 (Liang Wudi’s younger brother
Xiao Hui蕭恢[474–524], biography in Liang shu 22/350–352) buried his mother
there. See Suwa 1997a, 210–211, for an account of Xiao Hui’s activities relating to
Buddhism in Sichuan. Note that Hui’s son Xiao Fan 蕭範 (also Prince Poyang)
governed Yizhou from 526–537, (Suwa 1997a, 214–250). Thus the monastery
with which Sengyai was associated had close links with the Liang royal family.

35. Dhâyana master Dao is not known from other sources. A khakkara is a
monk’s staff with six rings (the “six pâramitâs”) at the top. These staffs could be
extremely ornate and their upper parts made of silver. It is hard to be certain
what is meant by the term zipi, but presumably it is not the same as the famous
“purple robe” ¤rst bestowed on eminent monks by Empress Wu. According to
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Chen Jinhua, the pi 披 of zipi 紫披 cannot be understood as a robe. He believes
that it was probably no more than a piece of cloth that a monk wore over one
shoulder; this is currently known as a pijian 披肩; see Forte 2003, 146, n. 3.

36. Sengyuan has a biography in T 50.2060.574b. He was a major ¤gure in
the Buddhism of Shu at this time and was later a resident of the Da Zhihu si大陟

岵寺 in Chang’an.
37. Mentioned in XGSZ, 13.531a, and SGSZ, 14.793a, as being in Chengdu.
38. Baohai has a biography in XGSZ 9, T 50.2060.492b–c. The Foguang da cidian

佛光大辭典 (Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Buddha Light) 6751c gives his dates as
474–553, making it hard to place him at Sengyai’s auto-cremation in 559. However,
I believe this rests on an ambiguous reading in his biography. Shi nian bashi 時年八

十 could mean that he was eighty when Shu was annexed by the Northern Zhou in
553, or it may be the start of a new sentence: “In the year that he was eighty . . . .” My
thanks to Chen Jinhua for pointing out the ambiguity involved here.

39. Present-day Pixian, northwest of Chengdu. 
40. Tongzhou is a Western Wei name for present-day Mianyang 綿陽 in Si-

chuan. It is not to be confused with the town of the same name in Shaanxi.
41. Yongzhou occupied the northern part of present-day Shanxi and the

greater portion of the area northwest of Gansu.
42. Note the variant title of the biography in the Yuan and Ming editions, T

50.2060.678 n. 13, n. 14. The title of his biography gives no monastic af¤liation,
which is very unusual in Daoxuan’s collection.

43. Jingyang is thirty li southeast of present-day Jingyang county in Shanxi.
44. Rongyang is southeast of present-day Huichang 會昌 county in Jiangxi 江

西. But perhaps Xingyang 滎陽(in present-day Henan) should be read here rather
than Rongyang 榮陽? The biography says that Zheng was from a powerful and fa-
mous clan. The Xingyang Zheng were just such a clan; we know nothing of any sig-
ni¤cant Zheng from Rongyang. Because of their similar orthography Rongyang
and Xingyang are easily confused; see, for example, XGSZ T 50.2060.625c15 and
644b28.

45. This was the lowest of eight commandant titles conferred on inactive
of¤cials (sanguan 散官) ranked 9b. The title was established in 586 and discon-
tinued after 604. See Hucker 1985, 588; Lidai zhiguan biao歷代職官表(Historical
Tables of Of¤cial Posts), 65/1249a.

46. Yang Su’s biography is in Sui shu 隋書 (Book of the Sui), 48/1288–1296.
47. I follow the Three editions here in reading “Zhao” for “Sui,” T 50.

2060.683 n. 5. Fangzi is ¤fteen li southwest of present-day Gaoyi 高邑 county in
Hebei 河北. Zhaozhou is ten li east of Longping 隆平 county in Hebei.

48. Puzhou is twenty-¤ve li east of Gaoyang 高陽 county in Hebei. I have not
been able to identify the location of Wanquan.
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49. Fenzhou is present-day Fenzhou prefecture in Shanxi. Chao is most
likely Zhichao 志超 (571–641); his biography is in XGSZ 12, T 50.2060.591c26–
592c20.

50. Twenty li east of present-day Xianyang county in Shaanxi.
51. Fenzhou is present-day Fenzhou district in Shanxi. 
52. See Ibuki 1990, 62, ¤g. 1, for the late addition of this biography.
53. The mountain is southwest of present-day Taiyuan 太原 in Shanxi.
54. See Ibuki 1990, 62, ¤g.1.
55. North of Lintong 臨潼 county in Shaanxi.
56. Jingzhou is present-day Jiangling 江陵 county in Hubei 湖北.
57. Xuanwu is southeast of present-day Zhongjiang 中江 county. Zizhou is

present-day Santai 三台 county in Sichuan. 
58. Ruzhou is present-day Linru 臨汝 county in Henan.
59. See Gernet 1960, 556–557.
60. Fenzhou is present-day Fenzhou prefecture in Shanxi.
61. Zhongtiao shan is in present-day Yongji 永濟 county in Shanxi.
62. Ezhou is present-day Jiangnan.
63. Yuanzhao has a biography in SGSZ 15, T 50.2061.804b8–805c5. For his

birth and death dates, see Fang 1991, 75. On Ximing si, see Xiong 2000, 262–265.
64. Baoshou si was a very large imperially supported monastery; see Xiong

2000, 276, n. 221, and p. 317.
65. In Wuchang 武昌, Hubei.
66. Jiaxing is south of present-day Jiaxing city in Zhejiang.
67. See his biography in Jin shu 54/1467–1481.
68. Here jiucao is an alternative name for the title lushi canjunshi 錄事參軍事,

an administrative supervisor found on the staff of a prefecture; see Hucker 1985,
323. Wenzhou is present-day Wenzhou city in Zhejiang.

69. Present-day Quyang 曲陽 in Hebei.
70. Common late-Tang name for Pingjiang fu 平江府, present-day Jiangsu

and Suzhou.
71. Wujun is in present-day Wu吳county, Jiangsu, so here Changzhou prob-

ably refers to Changzhou yuan 長洲苑 in that same county.
72. The same monk who had composed the stele inscription for Quanhuo. 
73. Bingzhou is southwest of present-day Taiyuan 太原 city in Shanxi.
74. Chongfu si was a large and important monastery ¤ve li south of Taiyuan.

I have not been able to identify dharma master Gan.
75. On Li Keyong, see Jiu Wudai shi 舊五代史(Old History of the Five Dynas-

ties), 25/331–346.
76. This monastery was located thirty li southwest of Taiyuan.
77. Youfufeng is thirty li east of Guanzhong 關中 county in Shaanxi.
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78. A monk of this name seems to have been in Koryõ in 938; see Kamata
1996, 39.

79. South of present-day Lingwu 靈武 county in Ningxia 寧夏.
80. Han Xun 韓遜 was the military commander of Lingwu at the time. Ap-

pointed in 918, he died in 929; see Jiu Wudai shi 132/1745. Helan shan is a
range of mountains west of Ningxia 寧夏 county in present-day Gansu.

81. Fifteen li north of present-day Yanjin 延津 county in Henan.
82. Present-day Qiantang in Hangzhou.
83. Biographies in the Song gaoseng zhuan 13, T 50.2061.50.780c14–781b8,

and the Jingde Chuandeng lu 24, T 51.2076.398b2–400a11.
84. Yicun has biographies in the Song gaoseng zhuan 12, T 50.2061.781c28–

782c17; the Chodang chip 祖堂集(Patriarchs’ Hall Collection) 7 (as reproduced in
vol. 3 of Sodôshû sakuin祖堂集索引 by Yanagida Seizan柳田聖山, p. 1688, sec. 99);
and the Jingde chuandeng lu 16, T 51.2076.327a10–328b13. Huileng’s are in the
Chodang chip 10 (1668, secs. 66–67); the Song gaoseng zhuan 13, T 50.2061.787a4–
17, and the Jingde chuandeng lu 18, T 51.2076.347b16–348c3.

85. Biographies in the Song gaoseng zhuan 13, T 50.2061.785c18–786a8; the
Chodang chip 10, (1673, sec. 37); and the Jingde Chuandeng lu 18, T 51.2076.
343c27–347b15.

86. Hongdong is in present-day Shanxi.
87. Yongchun is in present-day Fujian.
88. On Yunmen, see Sørensen 1988 and App 1994.
89. Deshao, a disciple of Fayan Wenyi, was a major ¤gure in the mature Chan

tradition of the tenth century. See his biographies in the Song gaoseng zhuan 13,
T50.2061.789a20–b10; and the Jingde chuandeng lu 25, T 51.2076.407b–410a.

90. This may be Gaoan Benren 高安本仁 (d.u.). See Chodang chip 12, (1681,
secs. 145–146).

91. Evidently this is not the Tang Chan master of that name, who died in
815; see his biography in the Song gaoseng zhuan 10, T 50.2061.767c26–768a12. I
have not been able to identify this Huaihui.

92. Sun has a biography in the Song shi 480/13916–13917. See Chavannes 1916,
216. A native of Qiantang, Sun was notorious for his fabulous wealth, which he
spent on precious rocks and elaborate miniature landscapes; see Stein 1990, 37–39.

93. Present-day Jinhua county in Zhejiang.
94. Liangjing siji is no longer extant. On the text, see Suwa 1997a, 137–147.
95. References are to the Zhejiang chubanshe edition of 1990.
96. This is actually the biography of Faguang 法光.
97. This is actually the biography of Puyuan 普圓.
98. This account has Shao feeding tigers rather than snakes as in the Xu

gaoseng zhuan version.
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99. This is actually the biography of Huitong 會通 from the Xu gaoseng zhuan.
100. This account is rather different from the one preserved in the Xu

gaoseng zhuan.
101. Yang Wuwei is most likely a reference to Yang Jie 楊傑 (ca. 921–ca. 1090);

his biography is in Song shi 443/13102–13103. Yang, a well-known author of the
time, took the style name Wuwei zi (Master Non-Action) after his native place (in
present-day Anqing 安慶, Anhui). On Yang Jie, see Huang Qijiang 2003.

102. Zhao Yuhuan’s biography is in Song shi 413/12402–12407.
103. Pi is present-day Pi county in Sichuan; Fan is northeast of present-day

Xinfan 新繁 county.
104. Dongou is ten li east of Tiantai county in Zhejiang. Shanghai in the Yuan

was a district of Songjiang 松江 prefecture and not the major city that it is today.
105. See Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao四庫全書總目提要 (General Catalogue of

the Complete Books in Four Treasuries with descriptive notes), 1220, for doubts
concerning the attributed authorship.

106. Yin shan is ¤fty li north of Hang 杭 county in Hangzhou. 
107. See Chen’s biography in Ming shi 298/7631–7632.
108. Hanchuan 漢川 is close to present-day Hankou 漢口 in Hebei. Huating

is near Shanghai.
109. Close to present-day Ningbo, on the coast of Zhejiang.
110. Baodi is southeast of present-day Beijing.
111. See Hasebe 1979, 34, entry no. 334, for sources.
112. According to Hasebe 1979, 60, entry no. 771, this monk died in 1671.
113. We may tentatively identify this monk as Jingtang Qing 清 (d.u.); see

Hasebe 1979, 102, entry no. 1551.
114. Jianli is present-day Jianli county in Hubei.
115. Dangyang is 140 li north of present-day Yichang in Hubei.
116. Note that this Huo shan is in Anhui and distinct from the mountain of

the same name in Ningde, Fujian.
117. Present-day Fengyang 鳳陽 county in Anhui.
118. Jiaozhou is present-day Cangwu 蒼梧 county in Guangxi.
119. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for pointing to the source of Huixiang’s error.
120. Pingyang is located in present-day Linfen 臨汾, Shanxi.
121. Prince Anchengkang was Liang Wudi’s father’s seventh son, Xiao Xiu

蕭秀 (475–518); see Liang shu 22/341. Prince Poyang Zhonglie was his ninth son,
Xiao Hui 蕭恢 (474–524); see his biography in Liang shu 22/350–352. 

122. Juedian and Hualin si are also misreadings by Huixiang of his source.
See Introduction, n. 10.

123. Present-day Jiujiang city in Jiangxi.
124. See Shinohara 1991.
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Appendix 2 Critical Evaluations of Huijiao, Daoxuan, and Zanning

1. “Riding sleek horses and wearing ¤ne clothes” alludes to the Lunyu (Ana-
lects), Yongye雍也6.4 (Lunyu zhuzi suoyin論語逐字索引A Concordance to the Lunyu,
p. 12, l. 14): “The Master said, ‘When Chi was proceeding to Qi he had fat horses
to his carriage and wore light furs. I have heard that a superior man helps the dis-
tressed but does not add to the wealth of the rich.’” The translation is from Legge
1991, vol. 1, 185–186.

2. “Pluck out a single hair” is from the Mencius 13.26 (Mengzi zhuzi suoyin 孟
子逐字索引 A Concordance to the Mengzi, p. 70, l. 4): “Mencius said, ‘The principle
of the philosopher Yang was—“Each one for himself.” Though he might have
bene¤ted the whole kingdom by plucking out a single hair, he would not have
done it.’” The translation is from Legge 1970, 464.

3. I have emended zhan 瞻 (look up at) and translated it here as shan 贍

(offer).
4. It is possible that gu 穀 (grains) is an error for ke 殼 (shell), thus “the outer

shell of a jar” rather than “jars of grain.” The three realms (sanjie 三界) are the
realm of desire (yujie 欲界), the realm of form (sejie 色界), and the realm of form-
lessness (wusejie 無色界). The “long night” (zhangye 長夜) refers to saœsâra. The
four forms of birth (sisheng 四生) are taisheng 胎生 (jarâyu-ja), or birth from the
womb (humans, animals); luansheng 卵生 (aÿøa-ja), or birth from the egg (birds);
shisheng 濕生 (saœsveda-ja), or birth from moisture (insects); and huasheng 化生

(upapâdu-ja), or birth by transformation (those who dwell in the heavens and
hells).

5. The allusion is again to the Mencius, continuing from the passage in note
2 above: “The philosopher Mo loves all equally. If by rubbing smooth his whole
body from the crown to the heel, he could have bene¤ted the kingdom, he
would have done it” (Legge 1970, 464–465). According to Mencius, both Yangzi
and Mozi went too far—one because of sel¤shness, the other indiscriminate
love—but Huijiao appears to side with Mozi here. My thanks to Chen Jinhua for
pointing out where Huijiao’s sympathies lay in this case.

6. The allusion is to the Lotus Sûtra (T 9.262.53b), which extols self-immolation
thus: “Even if one were to give realms and walled cities, wives and children, they
would still be no match for it. Good man, this is called the prime gift. Among the
various gifts, it is the most honourable, the supreme. For it constitutes an offering
of Dharma to the thus come ones” (Hurvitz 1976, 295). On the offering of chil-
dren by Prince Višvantara/Sudâna in the Chinese tradition, see Durt 1999.

7. I follow the Yuan and Ming editions here in reading zhi 止 (stop) for xin
心 (mind); see GSZ 12, T 50.2059.406n. 7.

8. This is another reference to the Mencius (13.9): “When the men of antiq-
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uity realized their wishes, bene¤ts were conferred on them by the people. If they
did not realize their wishes, they cultivated their personal character, and became
illustrious in the world. If poor they attended to their own virtue in solitude; if ad-
vanced to dignity they made the whole kingdom virtuous as well” (Legge 1970,
453).

9. This is a reference to the Buddha in a former life, when as Prince Mahâ-
sattva, son of King Mahâratha, he offered his body to a tigress. This popular jâ-
taka as it appears in the Sûtra of Golden Light is discussed above. His self-sacri¤ce
accelerated his bodhisattva career, shortening it by nine kalpas.

10. The reference is to the jâtaka of King Šibi, who gave his ¶esh in exchange
for a pigeon. See Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 1, 143, n. 1, for sources and Ohnuma
1998 for a discussion of the story.

11. Anyang is one of the Chinese names used for Sukhâvatî, the Pure Land of
Amitâbha. Zhizu, usually rendered as “Doushuai tian” 兜率天, is Tuºita Heaven,
fourth of the six heavens in the realm of desire and the place whence the future
Buddha Maitreya will descend. Although technically not a Pure Land, a number
of medieval Chinese Buddhists vowed to be reborn there. See, for example, the
biography of Daoan, GSZ 6, T 50.2059.358c21.

12. The text reads guan館(mansion) rather than the Chinese for “star” here.
13. The double ¤rmiana and the appearance of a star refer to the biogra-

phies of Sengyu and Huishao, respectively.
14. Lotus Sûtra, T 9.262.54a13–14.
15. A ¤eld of merit is an object or person to whom one should direct reli-

gious practice to accumulate merit. The most important are the Three Jewels of
Buddha, Dharma, and Saœgha. The body of a monk as a ¤eld of merit is obvi-
ously intended here.

16. This appears to be a paraphrase of the Da zhidu lun, T 25.1509.179c25-26:
若新行菩薩。則不能一世一時遍行五波羅蜜. See Lamotte 1944–1981, vol. 2, 979.

17. I suspect that there is a reference here to a jâtaka to parallel that of
Prince Mahâsattva but so far the allusion escapes me.

18. This is perhaps a paraphrase of the Shisong lü 十誦律 , T 23.1435.284a–b.
See also the article “Dabi” in Hôbôgirin 6, 803–815.

19. During the second stage of the bodhisattva career, in which the practi-
tioner determines his future path, he performs the practices of the šrâvaka, the
pratyekabuddha, or the bodhisattva. Texts in which this stage appears are dis-
cussed in Hirakawa and Groner 1990, 305–306.

20. I follow the Three editions and the Palace edition here in reading ti 體
for hai 骸 (skeleton), T 50.2059.406 n. 14.

21. I follow the Three editions and the Palace edition here in reading mo 莫
for jing 竟 , T 50.2059.406 n. 16.
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22. The three poisons are greed, hatred, and delusion. The four inverted
views are that existence is permanent, joyful, possessed of a self, and pure. The
seven factors of enlightenment are: zefa 擇法, correctly evaluating the teaching;
jingjin精進, making effort at practice; xi喜, rejoicing in the truth; qing’an輕安, at-
tainment of pliancy; nian 念 , keeping proper awareness in meditation; ding 定 ,
concentration; and xingshe 行捨 , detachment of all thoughts from external things.
The eightfold path consists of: right view, right thought, right speech, right ac-
tion, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.

23. Like the lun, the zan (historical judgments in verse that appear ap-
pended to eight of the ten lun in the Gaoseng zhuan) derive from the conventions
of earlier secular historiography. Fan Ye范曄 (398–445) ¤rst gave these verses the
name zan and added them to the end of his critical evaluations in the Hou Han
shu 後漢書 (History of the Later Han). See Wright 1954, 391.

24. That is, if one is determined one can break even metal and stone.
25. On the story of the mountain of ¶esh, see the references from the

Karuÿâpuÿøarîka given in Chapter 2. I am not sure what avadâna or jâtaka story
Daoxuan has in mind when he refers to the “sea of milk.” A reference to the Bud-
dha’s body as a sea of milk is found in the Jinse tongzi yinyuan jing 金色童子因緣經

(Sûtra of the Causes and Conditions of the Golden Lad) 10, T 14.550.887a12. 
26. Benji 本紀(basic annals) is a Chinese historiographical term for a chrono-

logical account of a ruler and his government, the ¤rst section of any dynastic his-
tory. It seems out of place here; from the context I suspect that it may be an error
for benji 本記 , often used for the “biography” of the Buddha (see, for example, the
titles of T 184, 185, 188, 196, 199) and as a cognate term for benyuan 本緣, which
can mean jâtaka. 

27. Here renjie stands for suopo jie 娑婆界, or Sahâ world, the corrupt world
in which we live.

28. Or possibly xiangmo means “the end of the semblance dharma.”
29. Reading gou 搆 here as gou 構 (stacked-up ¤rewood).
30. The reference is to the Lotus Sûtra, where the claim that it is better to up-

hold even a single stanza of the Lotus appears immediately after the account of
the Medicine King’s auto-cremation (T 9.262.54a11–16, translation in Hurvitz
1976, 298).

31. Siqi思齊 here alludes to the Lunyu 4.17: 見賢思齊焉，見不賢而內自省也。

Lunyu zhuzi suoyin, p. 8, l.12: “When we see men of worth, we should think of
equalling them; when we see men of a contrary character, we should turn in-
wards and examine ourselves” (Legge 1991, vol. 1, 170).

32. Cutting off the nose and cutting off the feet were forms of punishment
in China; they should be understood as pejorative references when discussing
extreme ascetic acts.
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33. I read 支 here as 肢, following the Three editions and the Palace edition.
34. “King of the dharma” is an epithet of the Buddha, but it may also mean a

king who is devout and protects and encourages the dharma. A cakravartin is an
enlightened ruler of the world who turns the dharma wheel.

35. Terms used for “China” in Chinese Buddhist texts merit a study of their
own.

36. “Yu” here refers to the legendary emperor Shun舜, whose personal name
was Youyu 有虞. This and following references to burial practices in antiquity al-
lude to the Li ji 禮記 3.2 (Liji zhuzi suoyin 禮記逐字索引, p. 12, ll. 3–4).

37. Xia hou refers to the founder of the Xia dynasty (traditional dates 2205–
1786 BCE), King Yu 禹 (r. 2205–2197 BCE); the Zhou dynasty’s dates are 1122–
249 BCE.

38. Yin was the ¤rst reign title of the Shang 商 dynasty (1766–1122 BCE).
39. The references to upper, middle, and lower antiquity are common in

Tang writing, although there seems to be no consensus as to the precise periods
meant. Certainly lower antiquity referred to the writer’s own time. Middle an-
tiquity usually meant the Spring and Autumn Period and the Han and upper
antiquity to the period before that.

40. Daoxuan quotes the Li ji 3.6 here: 古也墓而不墳 (Liji zhuzi suoyin, p. 11,
ll. 18–19).

41. The connection between He Xu (who appears in Zhuangzi 9 as a sage
whose subjects are ignorant of both sages and politics) and tumuli baf¶es me.

42. On burial by the side of stûpas in India, see Schopen 1987. The reference
to a paste made of bones refers to the practice of grinding up leftover bones and
adding them to ¶our to make dough balls for birds and animals to eat. It also re-
fers to the making of images and miniature stûpas out of bone paste, which we
have seen elsewhere in the biographical accounts.

43. Chu 初 seems to be an error here for the homophone出.
44. Daoxuan refers here to Taoist practices, although as we have seen, ab-

stention from grain was also practiced by ¤fth-century Buddhists.
45. These references are to vegetable and mineral elixirs.
46. I follow the Three editions and the Palace edition here in reading dao

道 for lü 慮 (T 50.2060.685n30).
47. The reference here is to meditation on the corpse.
48. I follow the Song and the Palace editions in reading bing 冰 for shui 水

(T 50.2060.685n31). Houzang 厚葬 may allude to the Lunyu 11.11, where Con-
fucius objects to the extravagant funeral of Yan Yuan顏淵 (Lunyu zhuzi suoyin, p.
27, ll. 8–9); see Legge 1991, vol. 1, 240.

49. The lilong appears in the Zhuangzi 32, Zhuangzi yinde莊子引得, A Concor-
dance to Chuang Tzu, p. 90, ll. 44–45. The liniu appears in the Shanhai jing 山海經
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(Classic of Mountains and Seas) 4, Shanhaijing zhuzi suoyin; Mutianzi zhuan zhuzi
suoyin; Yandanzi zhuzi suoyin 山海經逐字索引; 穆天子傳逐字索引; 燕丹子逐字索

引 Concordances to the Shanhaijing, Mutianzizhuan, Yandanzi, p. 23, l.14. The pea-
cock appears in the Shuoyuan 說苑(Garden of Speech) 17.51; see Shuoyuan zhuzi
suoyin 說苑逐字索引 A Concordance to the Shuoyuan, p.149, l. 23. The allusion to
the musk deer remains obscure.

50. I have emended ji 飢 (hunger) to ji 肌 (¶esh). For the classic statement of
this idea, see the opening lines of the Xiao jing 孝經 (Classic of Filiality), Erya zhuzi
suoyin; Xiaojing zhuzi suoyin 爾雅逐字索引；孝經逐字索引 Concordances to Erya,
Xiaojing, p.1, l. 5; Legge 1899, 466.

51. The ¤rst of these alludes to the Liji 2, Liji zhuzi suoyin, p. 2, ll. 13–14; the
second to the Lunyu 15.9, Lunyu zhuzi suoyin, p. 42, l. 21; Legge 1991, vol. 1, 297.

52. The allusion is to the Laozi 38.
53. “Those who rejected the good and great” alludes to Sima Qian’s com-

ments on Taoism; see Shiji 3289. The case of “washing one’s ears” refers to that of
Xu You 許由; the drowned man is Qu Yuan. 

54. The allusion is to the philosopher Yang; see note 2 above.
55. Shen (Orion) and chen (Venus) never appear together in the sky at the

same time.
56. The allusion is to the Lunyu 5.26. See Lunyu zhuzi suoyin, p. 11, ll. 18–20;

Legge 1991, vol. 1, 182.
57. Here I read mu 目 (eyes) for zi 自 (self).
58. See Chapter 3. 
59. The seven treasures, or seven precious materials, are usually given in

Buddhist sources as gold, silver, lapis lazuli, crystal, pearl, red coral, and ammo-
nite, agate, or coral. See the discussion of this list in Hsin-ju Liu 1988, 92–94. San-
lun 三輪 probably stands for the three marks of existence, although it is not
entirely clear which “three wheels” are implied here.

60. Here duodu 馱都 (dhâtu) is meant in the sense of sheli (šarîra), or relic.
61. Nârâyaÿa is one of the names of the god Viºÿu.
62. Here Zanning alludes to the Mengzi 6.9 (Mengzi zhuzi suoyin, p. 43, l. 30–

35); Legge 1970, 282–284. In this passage Confucius complains at length about
the teachings of Yangzi and Mozi. Mencius foresees disaster if their teachings
are not stopped and Confucius’ teachings are not promoted.

63. This metaphor appears in Han Yu’s famous essay, Yuan dao 原道 (Ori-
gins of the Moral Way). See Han Changli wenji jiaozhu 韓昌藜文集校注 (Com-
plete Prose of Han Changli [Han Yu], Collated and Annotated), 13.

64. Lunyu 11.12, Lunyu zhuzi suoyin, p. 27, l. 13; Legge 1991, vol. 1, 241.
65. Zhuangzi 6, Zhuangzi yinde, p. 16, l. 24; p. 17, l. 57; Graham 1989, 88.
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66. The reference is to Zhuangzi’s apparently bizarre actions after the
death of his wife, see Graham 1989, 122.

67. Xianxing 現行 here refers to the appearance of things in their manifest
aspect as they emerge from the seeds (which have been “perfumed” by previous
actions) in the âlayavijñâna (storehouse consciousness).

68. Here shiyan 食言 means “false or untrustworthy words.” 
69. The girl was the future nun Utpalavarÿâ. In her jâtaka she tells of how

in a previous life she was a comedian and put on a nun’s robe in jest. As a conse-
quence she became a bhikºuÿî at the time of the Buddha Kâšyapa. See Da zhidu
lun 13, T 25.1509.161b, translated in Lamotte 1944–1981, 844–846. My thanks
to Hubert Durt for identifying this reference. I have not yet traced the parallel
story of the brahman.

70. This is a paraphrase of the passage in T 31.1604.650a. The passage con-
cerning Yijing’s objections is translated in Kieschnick 1997, 45; my translation
essentially follows his.

71. The reference is to Zeng Can 曾參, the disciple of Confucius particularly
known for his ¤liality.

72. Liang-Zhe refers to the kingdom of Wu-Yue.
73. The uºÿîºa of the Buddha was often considered invisible, so here Zan-

ning is drawing attention to the particular good fortune of China. See the dis-
cussion of the various interpretations of this particular mark of the Buddha in
Lopez 2005, esp. 20-23.

74. See his biography in Nan shi 57/1415–1420.
75. On Wang Shao and his collection Sheli ganying ji 舍利感應記 (Record of

Numinous Responses to Relics), which details the miracles that occurred dur-
ing the Renshou relic distribution campaign, see Chen Jinhua 2002a, 52–53.

76. In other words there is a hierarchy to the natural order. In the Buddhist
order of things, bodhisattvas are exemplars like the ¤ve types of fungus and the
four auspicious things. 

77. Maoshi 235 (Maoshi zhuzi suoyin, p. 117, ll. 12–13); Legge 1991, vol. 4,
431. King Wen is the ideal model, like the Buddha.
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