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Abstract: In the analysis of processes of sensory perception in the framework of
Buddhist contemplation practices, the visual sense faculty has played a crucial
role. In this paper, references to Chinese Buddhist terminology referring to
visual processes will be analyzed in their historical context, with a focus on
the interpretations of gudn i and kan % by proponents of the early Chan
School. Crucial questions include the notions of the “agent” (i.e., the entity
engaging in the process of visualization or viewing), as well as the ontological
status of the “object” to be viewed, in addition to the nature of the process of
viewing and the bodily preconditions for engaging in visualization practices.
The creative reinterpretations of terms such as guanxin i[> “contemplate the
mind” and kanxin &L “view the mind” were also important devices to create a
distinctive identity for this newly emerging Chinese Buddhist school. As will be
shown, despite the fierce attacks on “gradualist” meditation practices by pro-
ponents of the “Southern School” of Chan during the 8th century, the concepts
of guanxin and kanxin by no means disappeared from the discourse on medi-
tation but continued to play an important role at least until the 10th century and
beyond.

Keywords: early Chan, internal visual processes, meditation, visualization prac-
tices, FL; EiL

Analysis of processes of sensory perception has played a crucial role in Buddhist
practice and philosophy. The visual sense faculty (ydn’gén ER#R lit. “eye-root™)
in particular is of great importance, since it is the primary “gate” (mén F9)
through which the mind (séshi &3 “eye consciousness”) perceives visual
sense objects (séjing f&3%). In Buddhism, these processes are usually described
as the root of human delusion since, for unenlightened beings, they ultimately
create an erroneous representation of phenomena.
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However, “vision” can also be employed as a tool for gaining salvation when
it is directed to wholesome external objects, such as a statue of a Buddha, a sacred
scripture, or another object of devotion. This shift to an increasing use of visible
objects of devotion in Buddhism must have been a major milestone in the spread
of the religion, with the initial trigger probably occurring around the first century
CE in the Kushan Empire. Kudara (2012: 96) observes:

They began transcribing the Buddhist scriptures and producing images of the Buddha and
bodhisattvas. This marked the birth of Buddhist statuary. Scholars have not yet determined
whether the first Buddhist statues were created in Gandhara or in the Indian region of
Mathura. Either way, it happened under the reign of the Kushan Empire. The transcription of
Buddhist scriptures and the production of Buddhist statues occurred under similar circum-
stances. Once the Indian taboo was broken during the second century CE, the Buddhist
scriptures transcribed into visible form and the visually appealing Buddhist statues became
very effective means for the propagation of Buddhism, especially to the general public.

Or, as an integral part of Buddhism since its very beginnings, the vision can be
directed inwards, either through observing and analyzing inner processes such as
thoughts, emotions, and imaginations which happen to appear in the mind, or even
by consciously creating certain visions that are expected to yield wholesome results.
The early appearance of a variety of so-called “visualization siitras” provides
evidence of the importance of this practice in the medieval Chinese context, too.

When ancient Buddhists discussed visuality and “seeing” in the these
more positive senses, several complex questions arose. These problems,
which were intensely discussed in medieval China, included such questions
as whether the Buddha can be truly reflected in iconographic form, and
whether material expressions of Buddhist themes accessible to vision can
reflect the truth. Especially in the context of Mahdyana philosophy, this can
lead to problems, since truth is considered to be free of any distinct form. How
then can it be expressed by means of material images? These issues were
ardently discussed in medieval China, and they continue to cause headaches
for modern scholars.

Ao, BEHER. FUHE. HEEEE, BSHBBGRE. HH82, ELIE,
FEEEEMW. REMZ. REEHK.
(Xi1 gaoséng zhuan #5144, T.50, n0.2060: 490b10-13)

[The monk Huiyuan said:] “His Majesty has proclaimed that the true Buddha is beyond
representation; this sincere instruction is trustworthy! But the sentient beings (shéngling 4=
%) [equipped] with ears and eyes rely on the scriptures to hear [the teaching of] the
Buddha, and depend on the aid of images for the truth to be made manifest. If they are now
to be done away with, there will be no way to arouse devotion.” The Emperor replied: “The
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true Buddha of the Void is known naturally by all men, not indirectly from scriptures or

images.”!

1 Background

1.1 “Visualization sitras”

Medieval Chinese Buddhists were well aware that they were living in an age of
decline of the Buddhist Dharma, since direct access to a living Buddha was
denied. (This direct access was indeed pursued in relation to the future Buddha
Maitreya.) As such, representations of the Buddha and his teachings were of
paramount importance in the age of “Semblance of the Dharma” (xiangfda 14i%)?
and even the “End of the Dharma” (mofd #7%). These representations consisted
mainly of his relics, images, or the scriptures associated with his sermons. This
material presence guaranteed the continuation of the Dharma; however, its
exact status and function were matters of fierce debate. As such, there was a
dynamic between the image itself and contemplation on it, and the notion of the
disappearance or transcendence of any form (which was the foundation of many
Buddhist epistemological schemes). What kind of vision is superior? What is the
“true countenance” or essence of the Buddha?? Can this true countenance be
found in China or only in India, where Buddhism originated? As such, there
were tensions between a variety of (seemingly contradictory) ideas concerning
the status and significance of visually accessible objects, no matter whether they
were externally or internally perceived.

The practice of contemplation or visualization* as introduced by the early
visualization and meditation siitras seems to have been regarded as one possibil-
ity to gain access to the essence of the Buddha despite his physical absence and
the chasm of time and space that separated medieval China from Sakyamuni. In
the context of our discussion on visuality, only a few of the visualization siitras
will be discussed in this paper.’ As Greene (2016: 293-294) points out:

1 For an alternative translation, see Soper 1959: 119; see also Wenzel 2011.

2 On this question, see, recently, Greene 2018.

3 This question was addressed in Choi 2012.

4 On a very good study of the notion of “visualization” in Chinese Buddhism (including a cross-
cultural perspective), see Greene 2012: 139-198 and Greene 2016: 289-328.

5 For a list of the visualization sitras, see Abe 1990: 5. Scholars have focused on Central Asia as
the most likely source for many of the visualization/contemplation siitras, such as the famous
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But in later texts, it is often recommended that one recollect the Buddha in terms of his
physical appearance, with the goal now being to actually see the Buddha as if he were
present. These forms of the practice are the ones frequently discussed in terms of
visualization. Their emergence in Indian Buddhism has been linked by scholars to the
increasing prominence in the early centuries of the Common Era of “seeing” as the most
profound form of interaction with the Buddha and his teachings, a historical change
that touches on questions of new literary conventions, the growth of image worship,
and the rise of literacy, to name but a few relevant domains. [Emphasis in the original
citation]

Gudn wulidng shou jing B8 54 (T.12, no.365; on this text, see especially Yamabe 1999 and
Fujita 1990). The scripture focuses on a sixteenfold scheme of visualizations (shilit: guan +7~#57)
on themes from the Pure Land and related bodhisattvas. On a possible origin of this scripture in
the Turfan area, and related visualization practices in the caves of Toyok, see Yamabe 2002.

Other visualization texts include the Gudn Xiikongzang piusa jing ¥l EEL (T.13,
no.409; dealing with contemplation of Akasagarbha Bodhisattva) and the Guan Plixidn piisa
xingfd jing #3%B FEITEE (“Siatra on the contemplation/visualization of Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva practicing the Dharma,” T.9, no.277). The latter text recommends visualizing
Samantabhadra in order to encounter buddhas and bodhisattvas, and to achieve purity of the
six sense faculties (T.9, no.277: 389¢19-21). The merits achieved by this practice are so great that
they will remove all hindrances (ULiiThiERxzERME; ibid.: 389¢22). The practice involves
extended periods of single-minded visualization. Interestingly, there is also an emphasis on
seeing Samantabhadra teaching the Dharma in one’s dreams while sleeping. Upon waking, one
will have achieved an understanding of his teaching and eventually one will be able to
encounter the various buddhas. This practice has to be performed in combination with con-
fession rituals and the veneration of the buddhas of the ten directions. Indeed, the scripture
also includes passages that are reminiscent of popular themes in early Chan texts, such as the
following redefinitions of “sin” and “repentance” (T.9, n0.277: 392c25-393a2):

BlO&O. HEEEME. Wk, REERE. P EEKIEE. MREMEAEARNK. A
HRE, MERE. ROEBT. FEHEE. —UIEwE. B8, A2, oo, &
AEEF . BEBRBEERT. WREELZ KRG, 2EREE. 2 8FEHEEE. S
W ATICHENE. HO0HBEAEES.

Visualize the mind as no-mind. From confusion (lit. “upside-down”) thoughts arise. This kind
of thinking mind arises from deluded thinking. Like the wind not depending on any support in
empty space; therefore, the characteristics of phenomena are such that they do not arise and do
not cease. What is “sin”? What is “good fortune” (or: “blessing”)? Our mind is naturally empty
(insubstantial) and sin and blessing do not have any “possessor.” All phenomena are like this,
neither aiding nor undergoing destruction. In such repentance one contemplates the mind as
no-mind, and phenomena will not reside amidst phenomena. All dharmas (phenomena) are [in
a state of] liberation, [pertaining to] the noble truth of the cessation of suffering and tranquility
(synonymous to nirvana). Such thinking is referred to as “great repentance,” and is [also] called
“adorned repentance,” “repentance with no feature of sin,” and “destroying mind and cogni-
tion.” If one practices this repentance, then body and mind will be pure and not reside amidst
phenomena.

For another fifth-century contemplation/visualization siitra, the Gudnshiyin guan jing & it
#5142 (“Sitra on the contemplation of AlokiteSvara”), see Greene 2012: 328-336.
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However, Greene (2016: 320) also notes that in this early corpus of contemplation
texts, “vision” does not necessarily equate to “visualization” (i. e. in a causative
sense, to actively generate mental images), as the majority of Buddhist scholars
assume. Instead, the mental images often simply occur and are passively received.®

Besides the definition of guan and the specific methods recommended, the
scriptures are also important as sources for understanding the context within which
the visualization practices should be conducted. For example, despite its brevity
and focus on visualizing Maitreya’s ascent to Tusita Heaven (where he “waits” to
descend in order to realize Buddhahood) in the Guan Milé pusa shangshéng
doushuo tian jing, the scripture also emphasizes the precondition of observing the
“five prohibitions” (wiljie TL7Y), the “eight precepts” (bdzhdi /\ %), and the correct
effort in pursuing the “ten good Dharmas” (shi shanfd —+3&i%; T.14, n0.452: 419c9—
10). The merit derived from observing the Buddha’s precepts is then dedicated to
the wish to reborn in the presence of Maitreya (ibid.: 420b24-25).”

2 Remarks on the Guan F6 sanméi hai jing

Bt =R

This complex text (“Suitra on the Ocean-like Samadhi of the visualization of the
Buddha”)® promotes the visualization of mental images after the disappear-
ance of the Buddha, based on visual contact with a material image of the

6 For an interesting discussion on the English rendering of Indian terminology concerning
meditative processes involving visual objects, see Greene 2016: 294-297.

7 Also the F6 ming jing 4 #% (“Siatra of Buddha’s names”; T.14, no.440) emphasizes the
correct environment and proper preparations as preconditions for engaging in the practice of
contemplation, as described by Abe (1990: 10):

[T]he practitioner, whether monk, nun, novice, or lay person, must first repent his or her sins
by bathing and purification. Then the devotee should enter a quiet place such as a meditation
chamber that is decorated with banners, flowers, paintings, and an image of the Buddha. After
burning incense and scattering flowers, the practitioner should contemplate the austerities of
the Buddha and the Buddha’s resolve to attain enlightenment. A monk must continue this
practice for forty-nine days and nights, a novice for twenty-one, and a lay person for seven.
Only after completing the required rituals with an act of repentance can the practitioner move
on to paying reverence to the Buddhas, reciting their names, and finally worshipping them. The
same text enumerates a total of 11,093 Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and pratyekabuddhas to honor.
8 Abe (1990: 5) assumes that scriptures such as the Gudn F6 sanméi hdi jing i/ =Bk (T.15,
no.643; translation traditionally attributed to Buddhabhadra) were originally compiled in
Central Asia. Although they all deal with the topic of “visualization,” there are significant
differences among them on this subject and the methods used:
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Buddha, such as the bodily features of the Tathagata, which are investigated in
great detail. At the beginning of the sitra, the Buddha is asked how he can be
seen after his physical disappearance from the world: /R & & &M R4, &=
#5240, (“After the Buddha has entered nirvana, how shall the sentient
beings of later generations observe (guan) the material appearance of the
Buddha body?”; T.15, no.643: 645c28). In his answer, Sakyamuni recommends
visualizing the physical features of his body (séshén &5 lit. “color/form
body”) as a superior practice: FRERLESEN., WAV IEZEHE T . HH
2N OB R . (“If you are able to concentrate and fix your thoughts
inwardly (xi nidn zai néi %¥:57EW), sit straight up and in concentration
observe/contemplate (guan) the physical body of the Buddha. You should
know that this person’s mind is like the Buddha’s mind and he is not different
from the Buddha”; T.15, no.643: 646al17-18). Later in the text, the Buddha
discusses the above-mentioned notion of xi nian ¥ (“tying/fixing one’s
thoughts or attention”). While the Buddha was alive, people could simply fix
their thoughts on his living body; however, after his death, followers had to
direct their attention inwards to visualize him. In this state of mental concen-
tration, the practitioner must observe (guan) the physical features of the
Buddha (including the 32 major and 80 minor features). In the fourth fascicle
of the text, the focus shifts to contemplation on the light that the Buddha
emits.

The culmination of the visions seems to be the disappearance of the mental
images and developing the ability to see the “real body” of the Buddha. As such,
the soteriological scheme is as follows:”

(1) Observation of the material image of the Buddha;

(2) Creation of a mental image based on that;

(3) Increasingly detailed imagination of the mental image;

(4) Examination of the mental image (e. g. bodily features);

(5) Proceeding from one image to numerous images (“filling the mental
space”);

(6) Karmic obstructions must be purified (> precepts, etc.);

There is a major difference between the Sea and Maitreya Visualization siitras, however, in
terms of what is to be visualized. While the goal of the Sea siitra is seeing Sakyamuni and
eventually multiple Buddhas, the focus of the Maitreya Visualization siitra is not Maitreya but
the visualization of the practitioner “amidst all the splendors of Tusita Heaven, splendors that
certainly include, but are not limited to, Maitreya.” The goal is to “place oneself in the presence
of Maitreya and his heaven.” (Abe 1990: 5)

9 Based on Wenzel 2011 (emphasis added).
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(7) “Near the end of the visualizations, all images suddenly disappear, and the
practitioner’s insight into the emptiness of all phenomena causes the
Buddha’s shadow, namely the real body of the Buddha, to appear.”*°

(8) Transference into the presence of the Buddha.

In another early Chinese meditation text, the medium-sized Chdn mi ydo fd jing,"!
the term guan is used more than 500 times, frequently in the compound di guan
s (“to observe minutely”). The scripture is a practical guide to meditating on
all parts of the body and their impermanence and impurity, from the joints and
bones to the organs, imagining them as white bones or being devoured by
insects, etc., finally seeing one’s body as a white skeleton, and as such generat-
ing “purity”: & BEIGF—H&AN. BEHEE. (“You should reflect on your
own body as becoming one white skeleton, ultimately making [it] pure white”;
T.15, no.613: 245a17). This contemplation is then applied to all kinds of “bodies”
imagined by the practitioner. The visualization of being constituted of white
bones is expanded to imagining oneself as a person made of white jade sitting
cross-legged on a high platform, with one’s bones illuminating everything
around (ibid.: 248a25-27). This meditation is gradually expanded to numerous
variations concerning the insubstantiality and impermanence of oneself and
others. The scripture concludes by promoting the results of this type of visual-
ization practice: T2, WHHFRBAaZHF T AAN, BEEBEMERIE.
(“A thousand years [after the Buddha has died] only ten or a hundred people
out of a million will practice this visualization of impermanence and thereby
gain liberation”; ibid.: 269b27).

3 Traditional meditation practices and the term
guan &

In addition to its use within the context of the kind of “visualization” practices
described above, the term guan £i'? was also known through traditional

10 Wenzel 2011: 283.

11 The compilation or translation of the Chdn mi ydo fd jing f#E:4E (T.15, no.613) is a
matter of ardent debate among scholars. The text is traditionally attributed to Kumarajiva, but
the author may have been Dharmamitra, or it could be a “hybrid” composition consisting of a
translation of Central Asian material coupled with elements added in China. For a major study
and translation of this text, see Greene 2012, especially pp. 82ff.

12 The original meaning of guan (OC *kén; EMC kwan; LMC kuan) is “to inspect; to survey; look
very carefully,” with the noun guan (“tower (from which one has a good view)”) probably
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analytical meditation practices, particularly the method of zhiguan 1-#; (Skr.
Samatha-vipasyana; lit. “stop and view” > “concentration and contemplation”).’
Although originally one of the basic Buddhist meditation methods, a
“Mahayanization” of zhigudn is evident by the seventh century.'® Important in
this context are famous meditation masters such as Séngchéu f&#i (480-560),

e

scriptures such the Dasheng gixin lun K3 [F i (“Treatise on arousing of faith
in Mahayana”), and works of the Tiantai X master Zhiyi &5 (538-597), to
name just a few.” This development saw the focus of concentration shift from
physical/bodily processes (bodily functions, breathing, etc.) to more abstract
objects, such as dharmakaya (fdshén % %), etc.'® Through these redefinitions,
differences in the interpretations between the two stages of the practice seem to
have become somewhat blurred. Samatha-vipasyana is traditionally closely
related to sinianchit VU )& (“four places of mindfulness”), which consists of a
more structured approach in terms of both practice and epistemology."’

derived from the causative, OC *kéns (EMC kwan"). The meaning of mentally surveying or
analyzing something is also of relatively early origin: e.g. guan qi zhi #i.& (“observe his
ambitions”; Liinyii &%, Xué ér di yi £ %8 — Chapter). The character #{ appears in the earliest
Chinese Buddhist translations, such as Lokaksema’s translations: e. g. dishit gudn zhi, bidn hii
yan F#EE 2, P55 (“he inspected him carefully and then exclaimed”; T.8, no.224: 447b08)
or in the compounds guanshi #i# (“to look at, observe”; also with abstract objects, e. g. T.2,
no.105: 501a16) and guanchd wiwd #5233, (“investigate selflessness™). In the late second
century, An Shigao %fitt® explains the term as being able to understand Buddhist key
concepts: % A4#H? ¥iL A TIE (“What is discernment (guan)? Discernment means under-
standing (lido T') the aggregates”; T.15, no.603: 176a12).

13 E.g. based on the Zd ahdn jing $FT&4%, T.2, no.99: 28a, 146c, 318b. The term is usually
discussed in combination with other traditional methods, such as wiiting sinian {544 (“five-
stops and fourfold-mindfulness”), etc. For the basic marga, see, e. g. Buswell and Gimello 1992:
6—7, including sila (basic moral rules/restrictions as precondition for meditation), which is the
basis for Samatha (“focus; concentration”; often described in nine steps), which, again, is the
precondition of vipadyana (“discernment; contemplation”), ultimately thought to lead to prajfia
(“insight; wisdom™).

14 On the reception of zhigudn in China, see Faure 1986a: 101; see also Buswell and Gimello
1992: 6-7.

15 On meditation traditions of that period, see especially Chen 2014a and 2014b.

16 See, e.g., the influential M6hé zhiguan FEEFVIEER (T.46, no.1911: 11b22): “Take the
dharmadhatu as an object and concentrate all your thoughts on it. To take it as an object is
‘calming’ ($§amatha), and to concentrate your thoughts is contemplation (vipasyand).” For a
discussion of another work of Zhiyi on meditation, the Shi chdn béluémi cidi fimén FE{E ik 58 %
AP (“Explanation of the sequential path of Dhyana Paramita”), a very important source
on meditation practices and repentance rituals in the sixth century, see Greene 2012; 203-218.
17 This refers to contemplation (guan) on the impurity of the body, on the painfulness of
feelings, on the impermanence of the mind and mental processes, and on the insubstantiality
of mental phenomena (dharmas). The practice was known in China through various scriptures
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4 Guan in early Chan

The appearance of the early Chan school(s) in the seventh and early eighth
centuries'® is often explained as a reaction against Buddhist scholasticism and
the increasingly sophisticated discussions on Buddhist doctrine and the nature
of mind during the sixth and seventh centuries. Alternatively, many early Chan
texts focus on methods of contemplation and meditation. The terms guanxin and
kanxin play central roles in this discourse.

4.1 Guanxin $.L> (“observe/contemplate the mind”)

When studying the emergence of meditation techniques in early Chéan
Buddhism, we have to consider two critical questions. If contact between
the bodily eye and the physical object does not give access to the truth,
what about the “mental eye”? If viewing with the mental eye produces
delusion, what is left for the perception of truth? As a necessary conclusion,
the early Chan School(s) labeled “visualization” involving a concrete object of
viewing as insufficient. In the Guanxin lun #.0:3%," attributed to Shénxi
f#75 (605-706), guanxin is described as the most essential method (T.85,
no.2833: 1273a29-b01; also ed. in Bingenheimer and Chang 2018, Vol.2: 141,
189; punctuation modified):

CRELL—E, MERETT, ARERE. [LERBLNE, WEEY, E=%, KEHT.

such as the Dazhidulin }%& E & (Mahaprajiiaparamita-sastra; T.25, n0.1509: 198¢-202b) and
the Mahaparinirvana-sitra (T.12, no.374: 433-434), a version of which was translated in the
middle of the fifth century by Dharmaraksa. Séngchou (480-560), a monk of great significance
in the development of early Chan, specialized in that scripture, and probably based his
meditation method upon it.

18 For a very good study on the “East Mountain” (Dongshan % l1) and “Northern School”
(B&izong Jt5%) of Chan, see McRae 1986.

19 The Guanxin lun, one of the key texts of early Chan, has been thoroughly studied by a
number of scholars. It was traditionally attributed to Bodhidharma, but was probably composed
in the eighth century by Shénxiti ##75 or one of his disciples (for further information, see McRae
1986: 325, fn. 159). Fragments of the text are preserved in the following Diinhuang manuscripts:
Rytkoku 122, P.4646, P.2657, P.2460, S.5532, S.2595, S.646. For a new, annotated edition of all
the extant manuscript versions of the text, see Bingenheimer and Chang 2018, Vol.1: 121-184
(including facsimiles of the manuscripts) and Vol.2: 139-190.
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Only the one method of contemplating (guan) the mind can comprise all practices, there-
fore it is referred to as “utmost essence.” [..] If one is just capable of collecting (i. e.
concentrating) the mind and illuminate it inwardly (i.e. practice introspection), in an
awakened state contemplating (juéguan &) permanent luminosity, this will cut off the
three poisons [of desire, rage, and ignorance], causing them to disappear forever.

The guanxin method is not exclusive to the early Chan School; it also appears in
siitra literature and in the works of other schools (e. g. Tiantai).?® This might be
one of the reasons why in later texts of the Chan School the term is usually
replaced with kanxin %&-L» (“to view the mind”; see below).

Why did the guanxin method receive so much attention in early Chan? One
explanation might be the strong influence of “mind-only” (wéixin Mt.») and
“consciousness-only” (wéishi "Ei#;) theories on early Chén, in combination with
Buddha-nature thought. Everything is produced by the mind (which then—by
definition—excludes an “external” object of the mind), and the true nature of
one’s mind is identified with the mind of the Buddha; impurities and defile-
ments are only peripheral and secondary features.” As such, references to other

20 Guanxin is also an important concept in the soteriological scheme of Zhiyi’s #/¥8 (538-597)
Mo6hé zhiguan FEG 1L#R. The practice begins with contemplating the body as “impure”
(guanshén bujing & & A~i3), followed by contemplating the mind as “impermanent” (guanxin
wiichang #i.0>#5). Eventually, one arrives at the realization that body and mind “are neither
permanent, nor not-permanent, not empty, nor not-empty”. In the culmination of this practice,
both body and mind are contemplated as dharma-nature, i. e. the “ultimate truth” (féxing V% Vk;
see T.46, n0.1911: 8b29-c6). As such, in this work, guanxin is firmly embedded in a Madhyamika
context (for a thorough discussion of Tiantai soteriology, see Ng 1993 and especially Donner
and Stevenson 1993; on a contextualization of Tiantai philosophy and practice, see Swanson
1989). The term gudanxin also appears very frequently in a commentary on the Lotus siitra, the
Midofd lianhud jing xudnyi @053 F48 % %, attributed to the Tiantai monk Guanding #18 (561-
632), a disciple of Zhiyi £, In this work, gudnxin is closely associated with the notion of
“concentration” or samadhi, and in several passages it is also indicated that the “object” of
visualization/contemplation is the true nature of the mind, or Buddha-nature: e. g. b & # 5
P, B4 % EE (“Supreme concentration is called Buddha-nature; to be able to
contemplate the nature of the mind is called the utmost concentration”; T.33, no.1716:
696al18). For Guanding, this is clearly the supreme practice (ibid.: 726a18). In the Guanyin
xuanyl #i% % 2, traditionally regarded as a sermon by Zhiyi as recorded by Guanding,
guanxin is described as a method of analyzing the constituents of existence (fd %) as they
arise in the mind, and of realizing their true “Middle Way” nature of being neither empty nor
existing. This realization equals the enlightenment of the buddhas: ##i.0EZFEH . Rl—44t
LTS MRS —UREE O . ERRNEBL. 2 EEBHMBER. (“If one
contemplates the mind as neither empty nor existing, then all phenomena arisen from the mind
are also neither empty nor existing. All such phenomena exist [only] in the mind. If one is able
to contemplate the mind is this way, then this is called ‘highest of the highest contemplation’ and
one will attain the enlightenment of all the buddhas”; T.34, no.1726: 887b17-20).

21 See Yamabe 2014.
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practices (e. g. vinaya,” nianfé 71, and other meditation methods) are reduced
to a minimum. This seems to imply a reevaluation of the traditional marga
schemes (merit accumulation through cause-and-effect by performing whole-
some deeds), and traditional practices are regarded as expedient methods for
sentient beings of lower mental capacity.

The focus on the guanxin method had far-reaching implications for inter-
preting Buddhist concepts in the context of early Chan; indeed, the insight
based on one’s originally enlightened mind was thought to enable the redefini-
tion of traditional key Buddhist concepts (usually in terms of mental processes).
This procedure (originally adapted from Tiantai usage) actually became one of
the defining features of Chan Buddhist epistemology and soteriology. By exten-
sion, the redefinitions helped to define sectarian identity and the localization of
“true” Buddhism in a Chan Buddhist context.” (See also the discussion on
“contemplative analysis” below.)

4.2 Kanxin J (“view the mind”)**

An important term related to gudnxin is kanxin %, another key concept of
early Chan. Despite (or perhaps because of) this term’s ubiquity, an essential
question—“How should the character & be read?”—is rarely asked in the secon-
dary literature. This is not a trivial question, since the reading one chooses has a
significant impact on the interpretation of the semantics of the term. Whereas
kan® primarily refers to visual contact with a physical object (“gaze at/look
upon >read”), kan, besides meaning “look at/watch/view,” also has the extended
meaning of “guard/take care of.” As such, &[> combines semantic nuances from

22 This is also explicitly stated in the Guanxin lin: 44 2& MR OANMERIT. (“Today, you
let students only contemplate the mind and not cultivate the practice of the prohibitions
(vinaya)”; T.85, no.2833: 1271a24). Also, in the Dashéng wii fangbian mén, the prohibitions are
redefined as LA f# {4 &7 (“regard the Buddha-nature as the precepts”; ed. Ui 1966: 450; on this
text, see below).

23 In Western scholarship, this is often referred to as “contemplative analysis,” a term adapted
from Zhiyi’s phrase guanxin shi zhe B{.L%3# (“as for an interpretation based on the contem-
plation of the mind”), which introduces his (re-)interpretation of Buddhist terms in the Midofd
lidnhud jing xudnyi WhiF3E 2482 % (T.33, n0.1716: 692c25). For contemplative analysis in early
Chan, see McRae 1986: 201-202; for a contextualization and examples, see Anderl 2012: 212-214.
24 On the kanxin method, see Gomez 1983: 103-104; Démieville 1952: 78ff; on the monk
Mohéyan’s use of the term, see Gomez 1987: 153, fn. 119 and 154, fn. 124. On the term in
Tibetan Chan, see van Schaik and Dalton 2004.

25 kan: Old Chinese: *[k"fa[r]-s, Middle Chinese: kK"an"; kan: Old Chinese: *k™alr], Middle
Chinese: K'an.
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both guanxin (“contemplate the mind”) and shouxin ¢ (“guard the mind”).* It
is thus tempting to regard it as a term that was used to combine the semantics of
the key terms guanxin and shouxin, though such an interpretation must remain
speculative. Indeed, arguing against the kanxin reading are the Tibetan trans-
lations of the term, which focus on the visual component of the semantics. The
term sems srung (“protect the mind”) does not appear in Tibetan Chan sources
(although it does feature in other Tibetan Buddhist material), whereas sems la Ita
and related terms definitely refer to the process of “viewing the mind.”?

4.3 Kanxin in early Chdn texts preserved in Dinhudng
manuscripts

Below, we will investigate the interpretation of kanxin in a selection of early
Chan material as preserved in the Diinhuang corpus. In the Dashéng xinxing liin
K0T (“Treatise on the practice of mind in Mahayana”),?® attributed to

26 For an analysis of shouxin, see McRae 1986: 136-144 (for the passages concerning shduxin
translated from the Xiii xinydo lin (with references to the corresponding passages in McRae’s
edition at the end of the book provided after /), see ibid.: 122/1, 123/3, 124/5, 125/5, 126/7, 127/9).
Shoéuyt <F— was also known as Daoist practice, and McRae (1986: 139) points out: “It is possible
that the Taoist practice of shou-i [shouyi] represented a sort of generalized mindfulness of one’s
internal harmony that appealed to the followers of early Ch’an.” On the term shouxin, see also
McRae 1983: 208, 229; Buswell 1989: 140; and, more recently, Han Chuingiang 2013: 285-304. On
the related term shouyi, see Chappell 1983: 99.

27 1wish to thank Sam van Schaik (British Library) for his very helpful suggestions concerning
these terms (personal communication).

28 P.3664/3559, lines 667-670 (see also the edition in Jan Yiin-hua 1991: 76; punctuation
altered). The manuscript Pelliot 3664/3559, the most important source in relation to the teach-
ings of the early Chan School (the East Mountain/Northern School), has been extensively
studied (see especially Yanagida 1963 and McRae 1986) as it reflects Chan thought of the second
half of the seventh and the beginning of the eighth centuries. The terminus ad quem is 751 (the
date on the verso side of P.3018, the continuation of P.3559; see McRae 1986: 326, fn. 160, and
Tanaka 1969: 207). Besides the Séngchou texts, the manuscript contains texts attributed to
Shénxit 7 (Yudnming lin [El#H5f; “Treatise of perfect illumination”) and Héngrén 547 (Xiit
xinydo lin 150> 5#; “Treatise on the essentials of the practice of mind”) in addition to the early
transmission text Chudn fdbdo ji %84 (“Record of the transmission of the Dharma treas-
ure”), which constructs a patriarchal lineage between Bodhidharma, Huiké £ ], Séngcan 4 #%,
Daoxin i& {5, Héngrén 547, Fart ¥4, and Shénxiu #75. Other material includes a poem by
the Northern School master Piiji % (651-739), a text entitled Jingang wil If 4:H| 742 (“Five
Vajra rituals”), some lines concerning the recitation of the Prajfiaparamita siitra, and a short
text entitled Xilt héshang zhuan 75174 (“The transmission of Preceptor [Shén]Xit”). For an
overview of early Chan manuscripts, see Tanaka and Cheng 2014.
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Séngchou (480-560) but most likely composed around 700, kanxin is interpreted
in the following way:

OPHERE, REEE: =REE, H-0OfE. "BEFELC, MERL? OERAD? L
=Y BEE/T RIULERE, LRER, MREEEE? SHEE, EHEE.

In the mind the countless dharmas (i. e. phenomena) are produced; as such, a siitra says: “The
Triple-world is empty (illusionary) and only produced by the One Mind.” If one fancies to view
the mind, what then is the mind? Is the mind big or small? What thing is the mind? What is its
shape? If one seeks to get hold of the mind to view it, it is not there at such a time. Who then is
creating good or evil [deeds] (i. e. there is no one, and therefore karma does not, ultimately,
exist)? When there is no notion of good and bad, then this is bodhi (enlightenment).?

In this early Chan reference to kanxin, the question about the nature of the mind—
and its accessibility for the viewer—is posed. However, by trying to view the mind
and its features, the practitioner realizes that the mind has no distinguishing
characteristics and that it is impossible to “grasp” it.’° Indeed, viewing the mind
seems to be a practice to verify that the mind is not there when one tries “to view”
it.3! The passage also emphasizes that the mind does not qualify as an agent of
instigating good or evil deeds.

Despite the abstract description of the processes of viewing, kanxin primar-
ily refers to a psychophysical exercise, at least according to the early Chan
transmission text Léngqié shizi ji B eI & 5L (“Records on masters and disciples
of the Lankal[vatara siitra]”).** This text also contains one of the earliest concrete
meditation instructions of the Chan School. It is interesting that it is directed
toward beginners of meditation practice (chiixué zudchdn #)Z:AA4), with

29 All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. In this text, a strong “mind-only”
(Yogacara) influence is also discernible. This is evident in many other early Chan texts, too (see,
e. g. Yamabe 2006 and Yamabe 2014).

30 This is also confirmed in other passages of the text, e. g. line 713, where the unobtainability
of the mind is even equated to the perfection of right effort, Skr. virya-paramita (B 0ANA] 75,
44 WAL B I 4 ).

31 Interpretation of wushi #Ff is difficult. In some Buddhist contexts, it can also mean
“immediate” (Skr. akalika); however, I believe this meaning does not apply here.

32 This text, which is attributed to Jingjué & (683-7?), is preserved on P.3294, P.3436, P.3537,
P.3703, P.4564, S.2054, and edited in T.85, no.2837. For a critical edition and annotated trans-
lation, see Yanagida 1971: 49-326. For translations in French and English, see Faure 1989: 87-
182 and Faure 1997, respectively. Recently, all extant manuscripts have been critically reedited
in Bingenheimer and Chang 2018 (also included in DMCT). For a short description, see McRae
1986: 88-90.
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detailed instructions on how to prepare physically for it,>® but at the same time
emphasizes the ultimate goal (with the following soteriological paradigm: dé
xing 3% “obtain the [Buddha-lnature” — jimié F & “tranquility > nirvana” —
shéngxin Z.» “saintly mind > the mind of the Buddha”), suggesting that even
novice students have the capacity to achieve this.

WIRARREE L, AR, Joim G IEAL, EAKET, SN, BREL\E, SETR
i, BIVEARBME, HENEF. SO0FHE, oM, MFGHRERE, REHES, BB
O FEER], OB, S, jAbEE, BoMEIR. WHEHBR, RIELOER,

(Léngqié shizi ji AT E0)>

If you commence to study seated meditation and view the mind, sit at a place in solitude.
First, straighten your body®® and sit upright, loosen your garment and untie your belt, relax
the body by massaging yourself (i. e. your shoulders?) a few times, causing the breath in
your abdomen to be completely exhaled. Then you will immediately attain the [Buddha-]
nature,” pure and tranquil. Mind and body will be in harmony, and you will be able to pacify
your mind.?® Obscure and profound, your breathing will become “fresh,” and gradually you

33 This focus on the physical framework of the meditation might be inspired by meditation
manuals, such as those composed by Zhiyi (see Bielefeldt 1988), and scriptures such as the Chan
miyao fd jing FEALEEAT (T.15, no.613: 243b25-26): &EENELAL . HFEEARR. IESHA. REA)E.
EFFELAT L. BHUERE. E0414%. (“Sit cross-legged [in the Lotus position]; even out
your garment and sit up straight. Bare the right shoulder, and place the left hand on top of the right
hand (i. e. palm). Close the eyes and touch the palate with the tongue. Concentrate your mind and
cause it to reside (i. e. be fixed on the object of meditation).” The emphasis on seated meditation is
also a recurring topic in early Chan material. See, e. g. the very short Xitt héshdng zhudn 75 #1114 on
P.3664/3559, a eulogy on seated meditation that urges practitioners to nili gin zuo %% 774
(“carefully sit [in meditation] with great effort”) and advocates several years of a meditation as
the foundation of one’s practice (AR 2584, FEAk=T.4F). The text also recommends ignoring all
bodily needs and hardships, such as hunger, cold, the urge to urinate or defecate, etc. Moreover,
one should discontinue reading the Buddhist scriptures and talking to people, and focus all of one’s
energy on sitting. On this text, see Shinohara and Tanaka 1980: 176-177; Huang Qingpging 2008: 72;
and Han Chuangiang 2013: 59-60.

34 This phrase does not seem to make much sense here. I follow P.3436, line 359: F8£24Hf,
35 This extract is based on the critical edition in Yanagida 1971: 255 (see also T.85, no.2837:
1289a and Bingenheimer and Chang 2018, Vol.1: 40, Vol.2: 57). The passage is originally from
the Rudao anxin yao fangbian famén Ni& .2 75 {§iLF, attributed to the retrospective fourth
Chan patriarch Daoxin iE15, integrated into the Léngqié shizi ji ¥5{NFT& 0. The text is one of
our earliest sources of the term kanxin in Chan,

36 I interpret Ji{5 4{#Y4 as a “nested” phrase in which compounds were “separated” for
rhetorical reasons: — J#t &% (“to unrestrain/loosen up the body”).

37 Tdoran &R (“overflowing/abundant™), probably used as an intensifier here.

38 Xinshén .L># (lit. “mind and spirit”), an expression that rarely appears in Chan Buddhist
material. For an alternative and more elegant translation of the passage, see McRae 1986: 142.
For the purposes of our discussion, I have attempted to translate as literarily as possible here.
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will gain control of your mind (i. e. thoughts), and the way of your spirit (spiritual path) will
be pure and keen [?]. The Mind-ground will be bright and pure, your observing (investigat-
ing) will be illuminatingly distinct, and interior and exterior will be empty and pure, Then
your Mind-nature will be tranquil. When it is tranquil, the sagely mind will become manifest.

This passage illustrates the close connections between bodily posture, breathing
processes, and the revelation of the true “Mind-ground” and “Mind-nature,”
ultimately equating to the mind of the Buddha. Another important term in the
passage is anxin % (“pacifying the mind”), achieved through harmonizing body
and mind.

The practice of viewing the mind is hailed as the very best technique
(wanban qiii fd, bu rit kanxin EKiE, AWEO; “among the 10,000 methods
of pursuing the Dharma, nothing is superior to viewing the mind”), as it has the
potential to remove all false thoughts (wangxidng %4£). However, later gener-
ations of Chan masters criticized it on the grounds that the process of kdn & or
guan & presupposes an object one “views.”*”

Although the term kanxin is quasi-synonymous with guanxin, there seem to
be some subtle differences. The xin (“mind”) that is viewed in the gudnxin
practice may be either “pure” (jing %) or “defiled” (rdn %%), whereas the mind
that is viewed in kanxin is exclusively the “pure” (Buddha-)mind, which is
synonymous with Buddha-nature (foxing #{%). Therefore, the term kanjing &
¥ (“view purity”) seems to be synonymous with kanxin and at least very similar
to the concept of mind in shouxin 57> (“guard the mind”) practice.

39 This criticism, initiated by the monk Shénhui #& (668-760) in the 730s, had a polemical
and sectarian background. In the Pitiddmé ndnzéng ding shiféi lin 35423 FEr 5% € /& JE3H (ms.
Dunbo 77, folio 14), “viewing” is characterized as a gradualistic and inferior practice: #t5E, 1F
LFESE, 048, FONE (“being frozen in samddhi, one stops the mind and gazes at
purity; activating the mind, one illuminates the outside; collecting the mind, one realizes on
the inside”).

Ironically, the monk Mahayana, who was active in the late eighth century and closely related
to the East Mountain/Northern School, supposedly employed the gudnxin/kanxin method to
defend the concept of “sudden enlightenment” at the famous Council of Lhasa, where Chinese
and Indian monks debated the nature of enlightenment. He defined the terms as “non-reflection
and non-examination” (bit-si bii-guan A~ EANE):

To turn the light of the mind towards the mind’s source—that is, contemplating the mind.
This means that one does not reflect or examine whether conceptual signs are in movement or
not. It also means to reflect on non-reflection. This is why the [Vimalakirti-nirdeda] siitra
explains: “Non-examination is enlightenment.”

(P.4546, folio 135a; P.116, folio 161; cited in Gomez 1987: 103-104; see also Démieville 1952:
78ff and van Schaik 2003; on the monk Méhéyan & #7 (Mahayana), see Gomez 1987: 153, fn.
119 and 154, fn. 124)
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PRALHE, FHEMEEA, BEMEL, BTEBEE T, BERE. HVO0ANEEE, Hi
OFE—F. BB, RERFED, WEB &, L EEe, UEEE, B58
BE. AARF, RGO, SR, EEES, HAER, LRI,

(Lénggié shizi ji B5{NET& L, P.3436, lines 408-411)*°

When you sit [in meditation], sit upright with a straight body on a level surface, relax your
body and mind, and on the horizon view the character “one” (—; i.e. a horizontal line).
Based on that procedure (lit. sequence), if the attachments are numerous in the beginning,
then view the character “one” in your mind. When you sit in meditation after having
settled (become clear),” your state [of mind] will be as if you were in a vast wilderness,
distantly dwelling alone on a high mountain, sitting on the bare ground*? on top of the
mountain, viewing afar into the four directions, without there being any boundary. When
you sit, you fill the world and relax your body and mind, dwelling in the realm of the
Buddha. The pure Dharma-body (fdshén %) does not have any borders, and [the
mind’s?] state is also like this.

Once again, physical posture is emphasized here. In addition, a meditation aid is
recommended for beginners: visualize the character for “one” (yi —) on the
horizon, as if sitting in solitude in an elevated position, such as a mountain top.
As a result, the text describes a gradual vanishing of borders as the mind
expands and final realization of the Dharma-body (i. e. the “truth-body” of the
Buddha).

Similarly, in the Ddshéng wii fangbidan Béizong K H 7 1L5E (“The
Northern School of the Five Expedient Means of Mahayana”),*® there is an
emphasis on the harmony between body and mind, and the Northern School
practice of linian B (“distancing oneself from (>transcending) thinking”).
Indeed, while the object of viewing is the Buddha-nature, in addition the
agent that performs the viewing is the “realized mind” (juéxin #-L»). Based on

40 Compare T.85, no.2837: 1289c28. See also Ui 1966 (Appendix Jt5Z%EfH): 439 and
Bingenheimer and Chang 2018, Vol.1: 43, Vol.2: 60-61.

41 Yanagida has here corrected the text to ¥ /% 44[. By contrast, the two manuscripts in which
this passage is extant both have 1% A4 KF (P. 34361, line 409 and P. 3703r, line 1), which makes
more sense to me: “after having attained realization.”

42 Ludi §&#h (“exposed/open ground”) appears frequently as a metaphor for a state of freedom
from defilements and afflictions in Buddhist texts from the Lotus siitra onwards.

43 This is actually a group of interrelated texts (the “Five Expedient Means”), consisting of the
Dashéng wiishéng fangbian mén RIEMA= 77 {EF] (“The gate (i. e. teaching) of skillful means of
Mahayana No-birth”; preserved in S.735v, S.2503, S.7961, and Beijing 1351v) and the Dashéng wil
fangbian Béizéng (preserved in $.2058 and P.2270). Related texts with different or no titles can
be found in S.182, S.2503, P.2270, S.1002, and P.2836. The interrelations among the various
versions of the text are explored in Tadashi 1970; Ibuki 1991; and Ibuki 2012. For a short
discussion of these manuscripts, see also McRae 1986: 327-330 (with further references).
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this gingjing bénjué &iE 4% (“pure original realization; i. e. enlightenment”),
one may intensify the process of viewing the pure Dharma-body and finally
enter Buddhahood:

“PIEF? " “BOF. IS8, A5 08, BSEHE. SO0, BRERE. HF
%5, BAE. FO0S FHEES. HELRE, BAHE. 7
(Dashéng wil fangbian Béizong KI5 EIL5R)

“Who is viewing?” “The realized (i. e. enlightened) mind is viewing. What is referred to as
‘realized’ means that body and mind have distanced themselves from thinking. To distance
oneself from thoughts is the Way of the Buddha. If body and mind distance themselves
from thoughts, counter-illuminating (i. e. reflecting back on one’s own Buddha-nature?),
one perfectly (lit. ‘maturely’) [?] views (shi kan #7&) the pure Dharma-body and is able to
enter the Way of the Buddha. Body and mind distancing themselves from thinking, with all
one’s effort one views even more firmly (ying kan %) the pure Dharma-body, and is able
to enter the Way of the Buddha.”

Both the subject of viewing and the object seem to disappear. This suggests that
only the “process of viewing” remains. That there is indeed a practice of viewing
is confirmed in a passage from the version of the “Five Expedient Means”
preserved in S.1002.** Indeed, realization (jué % ; synonymous with “enlighten-
ment”) seems to be a precondition for the proper practice of viewing, and in that
state not a single thing is seen:

?‘%: "%Tﬁj\fﬁ, E‘ﬁ—%o Eé\\ﬂiﬁl}: %‘Dﬁﬁﬁ’?ﬁ! %EJE.‘EI]JJZQ” %D’é‘: “%’ %B#!
R w2, AR, EE

The master answered: “Having realized distinctively, you do not see/view a single thing. When
one is thinking in a deluded way, and the realized mind has arisen subsequently, then the
deluded mind (wangxin %.») will cease.” The monk said: “[As for] viewing, when realizing,
[the deluded mind] does not arise; when arising, one has not realized. [Then] view more!”*

The “Five Expedient Means” contains numerous references to kan (“viewing”).
Indeed, in the Dashéng wiifangbian Béizong version, it is the opening theme of the
treatise, with the word appearing ten times in a rhymed section. Here, the viewing

44 This manuscript is not yet digitized in IDP. For a photographic reproduction, see Diinhudng
bdozang, Vol.8: 200.

45 Compare a similar passage in the Ddshéng wiishéng fangbian mén A3 4= 75 (@[ (ed. Ui 1966:
450): FfF: “RMA¥? ” F=: “—¥ARR. ” (“A monk asked: ‘What thing do you see?” The
master answered: ‘I do not see a single thing.””). In the passage above I am not sure about the
punctuation and whether the ¥ 7 should be included in the phrase spoken by the monk, or
whether it is a reaction by the master to the monk’s difficulties concerning the practice.
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(i. e. meditating) is expanded both spatially (viewing the far distance ahead, behind,
to both sides, up, down, in the ten directions) and qualitatively (in a busy place, in a
quiet place), prior to the recommendation that it should be performed in all situations
(walking, standing, sitting, and lying).*® Immediately after this rhymed section, the
theme continues in a short dialogue in which the term appears a dozen times:

. “EWE, WOE? “BERY.” PREE? “ROE. BETHF, HFRETY.
HEMBAEERM. MWEE, B, SGLEGERE, AYQETRERE. Y

[Somebody] asked: “Viewing when viewing, what thing does one view?” [Answer:] “Viewing,
one does not view a single thing.” [Question:] “Who is viewing?” [Answer:] “The realized
(i. e. enlightened) mind is viewing. Seeing through the world of the ten directions, it is pure
without a single thing. Continuously view that this ‘no-place’ (i. e. there not being anything
whatsoever) just corresponds to the Buddha. Vastly open, view, view, view without inter-
ruption, clear and without any borders, not stained, this is the path of bodhi.”

Given the possibility that “there being no-thing” (wit yi wit f—%7) or “no-place”
could itself turn into an object of attachment, the Diinwit zhénzong ydojué TE1E R
FHE R states:

“HRPT, UAREEE BH. “SETL, BEME, £ B, HNAEER, B
HiR.” BE: “BOBAE (=) 8, SUEHE, SAFRIY &8 “fo
EF, ABRAE. UABRAER AR #AZR, B4 BEAR. UERYK, BR%E
tH, RHEEZL, WHIEER.”

“[If one] views ‘no-place,” could it not happen that one attaches to this ‘no place’? [The master]
said: “Viewing ‘no place’ is called ‘non-constructed (non-conditioned) dharmas (phenom-
ena)’; then one does not attach to any place, and when viewing, one is able to see [it].” [The
disciples] asked: “Although ‘no-mind’ does not attach to ‘no-place,” if one views, then there is

46 Ui 1966: 468 (punctuation modified). This is rephrased later in this long text in a dialogue
on “realization” (jué & ; ibid.: 494). Here, the topic is discussed in more detail, with the mind
identified as the “causer” for realizing one’s true nature (jué xing & "£): jué shi zhii xin shi shi &
£F, LR{F (“enlightenment is the ‘master/agent,” and the mind is the ‘messenger/causer’™).
In all situations, “viewing/gazing” (kan) is the expedient method that finally leads to the “path
of bodhi” (putilii EH2HE).

47 Ui 1966: 469.

48 The full title of this text is Diunwil zhénzong jingang boré xitixing dd bi dn fdmén yaojué tETE
BRI BATER R HEEFTER (“Essential determination of the doctrine of Adamantine
wisdom according to the true teaching of sudden enlightenment®). It is attributed to a certain
Zhida #/4# (a.k.a. Houmochén Yanzhi % #ZEHZ), a disciple of Laoan #% and Shénxiu (see
McRae 1987: 239). The text, which was composed around 712 CE, is extant in P.116. For an
edition, see Ueyama 1976. On this passage, see Okimoto 1980: 417-418; Faure 1986b: 123-132;
and Faure 1997: 66; see also McRae 1987: 227-278.
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something to see, does one then not necessarily attach to the seeing?” [The master] answered:
“If no-mind is viewing, then there is no grasping and no rejecting. Since there is no grasping
and no rejecting, this [type of] seeing is then the ‘seeing of no-seeing’; and this is called ‘true
great seeing.’ Since one truly sees, one can see the ‘real mark’ (i. e. the true nature of
phenomena). Therefore, the mind of the bodhisattva permanently dwells in ‘no place.””

Note that in the final section of this passage, the author unexpectedly introduces
the notion of jian i (“seeing”), contrastive to kan (“viewing”). Whereas kan
refers to the process of meditative reflection/vision, jian signifies the resulting
understanding (insight).

Epistemologically, when there is an object to view that may be perceived, the
mind can fixate on that object, which again can lead to “grasping” and attachment:

EHUE, WEE, BWEEFE (=), IEE, FHE, FE.
(Dashéng wii fangbian Béizong 3 F 7 {Edh52)"

If there is an object one views, then there is abiding, then there will be attachment, and
then there will be karma; if there is karma, then there will be suffering.

By contrast, if there is no object to discern, liberation will ensue:

HFwyE, NEd, Es (=2, H8F (=3 , EE FHHEE &S
AR, ]
(Dashéng wil fangbian Béizong K7 i 77 {Ek5%)%°

f there is not a thing to be viewed, then this is non-abiding, this is non-attachment; if there is
non-attachment, then there is no karma; if there is no karma, then there is no suffering; if
there is no suffering, [...]

According to the Yézuod hao A58, one should focus on the realization that
the object of viewing (i. e. the mind) cannot be attained:

49 Ui 1966: 494 (punctuation modified).

50 Ibid.(punctuation modified).

51 The Yézuo hao is an anonymous Northem School treatise of ca. 400 characters preserved on
P.3664/3559 (in addition to a fragment preserved on [1x00649(M.1227)). For an edition, see Rdn
Yanhué 1990: 160-173; see also Yuan Déling 2000 and Han Chuangiang 2013: 57-59. In this
treatise, the importance of practicing kdanxin is emphasized through expressions such as gingin
kan E18)% (“view with great effort”), didi kan FFFE (“view attentively”), shishi kan #3hE
(“completely view”), xixi kan #4H7E (“meticulously view”), etc. Besides its focus on kdnxin and
seated meditation, the text features typical Northern Chan concepts such as bit gi xin AL
(“not giving rise to the [deluded] mind”), duan wang nian Hr%% (“cutting off deluded
thoughts”), wang nian yong xi %7K 8 (“ceasing deluded thoughts forever”), etc.
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HHREFL, LG, BRARETE.

As for viewing the mind, the mind cannot be attained [as an object of viewing], and one has
to exert oneself in viewing the place that cannot be attained.

Indeed, one must avoid forming an attachment even to the “voidness” that
results from the fact that neither mind nor no-mind can be viewed:

m‘x%’b’ JJ:Z:E%/E’ %zﬁ%e
(Qing ér héshang da Chdn cé shi dao i —F & ki)

To neither view the mind nor contemplate the void, this is called “true viewing.”

Despite these efforts to refute the notion that the practitioner views a particular
object, later Chan adherents would still criticize kanxin practice on the grounds
that “viewing” must always involve an object.”

5 Kanxin beyond the Northern School: A few notes

Although they were vigorously attacked by the “Southem” factions of Chan and
became obsolete in the subsequent mainstream doctrinal debates of the various
Chan schools, guanxin and kanxin by no means disappeared from discourses on
meditation. Indeed, there is evidence that they continued to play an important role
in the transmission of Chan in Northwestern areas, especially the Diinhuang region,
and several manuscripts containing references to the two practices were eventually
translated into Old Tibetan, Old Uighur, and Tangut. In addition, scribes in the

52 This short text is extant in S.4113 and consists of one question and ten answers concerning
Chan teaching. For a brief description, see Tanaka 1974: 34; for an edition, see Tanaka 1983:
265-273. The manuscript is not yet digitized in IDP. For a photographic reproduction, see
Diinhuang bdozang, Vol.34: 52-53.
53 For example, Zongmi 5= % (780-841; a disciple of the Northern School critic Shénhui) states:
bRELRKESE, H#EE, EESESfHE (“the Northern School [practice of] viewing the
mind is losing the true teaching; if there isa mind that can be viewed, then this is a [perceptual]
object”; Chdnyudn zhit quanji divxi F8Y5 72 J 47 “Preface to the collection of Chan sources”;
T. 48, n0.2015: 405). There is further criticism of kanxin in the early ninth-century Nidn Fé jing
8% (“Mirror of remembrance of Buddha’s name”), in which the merits of the practice are
defined as manifestly inferior to those of nign Fé: f: [H.OTHE, /RS MHIm? | 4.
[FLIhiE, DRE&ERIET TEM. | ; T.47, n0.1966: 128c2-3). Likewise, the Huayan mas-
ter Chéngguan JE#i (738-839) criticized the practice as follows: #2/LEHOREEIZEAE, #HIAEE
4. (“If you give rise to the mind and view the mind, then this is the same as deluded thoughts,
and therefore not true knowledge”; T.36, no.1736: 261b25).
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Dinhuang area continued to copy manuscripts that included mentions of guanxin
or kanxin. One example is a tenth-century copy of the Féshuo Lénggqié jing chanmén
xitdn zhang HaRAG AR 5% (“The Siddham Chapter of the Gate of Chan
[according to] the Lankavatara sutra expounded by the Buddha”), which is extant
in several Dinhuang manuscripts. This text, which encourages engagement with
Buddhist practice, was probably aimed at a general audience. The passage in which
the term kanxin appears reads as follows:**

B= BOEAME. RAEERKE. NENTgRE. ZETHEOE. B EHMRR
%GSS

Thirdly, when viewing the mind [in contemplation], it is necessary to get rid of
[obstacles]. [Therefore, one must] sweep away all dirt, getting rid of calamities and
obstacles. Form is the same as emptiness, [when this is realized] one will be able [to
attain] no-thought. The discrimination of false thinking constitutes the capacity (i. e.
essential feature) of the mind. As for “essence”: if one realizes the essence, then there
is no further slandering.

In addition, kanxin features in a Chinese text attributed to the meditation
master Wolin (?-626), the Woliin chdnshi kanxin fd EAR#EETE L0 (“Chan
Master Wolun’s method of viewing the mind”), as well as the Tibetan trans-
lations thereof.>® Virtually unknown to his contemporaries in China, he
helped to inspire the Cig car ba (“Sudden Teaching”) meditation methods
that developed in Dinhuang and Tibet in the eighth and ninth centuries.”’

54 The text integrates many “Indian sounds” transcribed into Chinese in its rhyme schemes
(arranged in eight strophes), focusing particularly on the four Sanskrit liquids r 7 I T (rendered in
Chinese as & BE /& ##). It is preserved in P.2204, P.2212, P.3082, P.3099, S.4583v, and Beijing nido
5 64 (BD0O0041-1). For a study of this text, see Anderl and Sgrensen forthcoming. The text was
so popular in the Northwestern area that it was also translated into Old Uighur.

55 T.85, n0.2779: 536a27-29; ed. Anderl and Sgrensen forthcoming: 113.

56 P.tib.116.

57 As Meinert 2007 points out in her study on Wéliin, his fame in these regions meant that
teachings attributed to him were reimported into China in the centuries after his death (pre-
viously, he had been virtually unknown in Chinese Buddhist circles): “Thus P.tib.116 presents a
context where Wolun is ranked among other eighth-century masters who were well-received in
Dunhuang. Although Wolun is the only figure who did not live in the eighth century, this
fictitious Wolun was in fact even integrated in a regional current of Meditation Buddhism in
Dunhuang” (ibid.: 192). The Wolun chanshi kanxin is extant in S.1494 and fragmentarily in
S.6103. Another version is preserved at the Ryakoku University ¥4 A% depository of
Danhuéng texts (previously, this Wolun text was part of the private collection of Mr. Tokushi

Yusho i KR,
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More generally, the term kanxin (Tib. sems la bltas) features prominently in
Tibetan Chan texts.”®

Furthermore, there are indications that guanxin was used as a general term
for “meditation.” In a tenth-century copy of a manuscript fragment of a ver-
nacularized account of the Buddha’s life, the prognostication specialist Ajita
arrives in the royal palace of Sakyamuni’s father in order to examine the bodily
features of his newborn son. In this account, the palace attendants suspect the
baby is a demon due to his bodily characteristics (i. e. the 32 marks of a superior
man). The following exchange then takes place between the attendants and Ajita
after the visitor is informed that the infant is asleep:

[MRZEAL, FAERE (B . | (WAEE: [KRTFRNERER, MRAHES, FEEA
EBL, ITESLRE. 1P

“We humbly beg forgiveness of the venerable immortal (i. e. Ajita).” The immortal [Ajita]
answered as follows: “The crown prince (i. e. Sakyamuni) is the benevolent father of the
living beings born by the four kinds of birth. [If he is] sleeping, I do not dare to intrude on
him. For a little while [he is] entering concentration (riding A\ 5&) and meditating (guanxin
#i.1»), as an expedient means saving sentient beings from their troubles.®°

Here, ruding guanxin A\ Ei.[» is obviously used in the sense of zhiguan 1-#;. It
does not refer to a particular meditation practice or technique.

A more systematic survey of developments concerning guanxin and kdanxin
after the eighth century would certainly yield important results. However, this is
far beyond the scope of the present paper.

6 Final observations

We may make a number of observations following this brief and selective excur-
sion into the viewing, visualization, and contemplation practices associated with
the terms guanxin and kanxin in medieval China. The practice of guan was

58 See, e. g. van Schaik 2006: 213, 346 and van Schaik 2012: 8. Even the most important single
figure in the development of Tibetan Chén, the monk Mohéyén EEZ147—otherwise known for his
“subitist” approach to Chan—recommended the sems la bltas method in his writings.

59 This fragment is preserved in S.4128r; for a short description of the manuscript, see Mair
1980: 330.

60 The way [ interpret the passage, Ajita suggests that the infant’s sleep is in reality a form of
meditation and expedient means to save sentient beings. This would fit well into the overall
framework of the story which is characterized by accounts of supernatural events.
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introduced to a Chinese audience through a variety of sources. On the one hand,
there were translations of texts dealing with traditional analytical meditation
methods such as zhiguan (“concentration and contemplation”). On the other
hand, there were the so-called visualization siitras, most of which were Central
Asian in origin, or even compiled in China itself. These had an enormous impact
on the understanding of gudn in China. Common to these sources is their focus on
embedding the manifold visualization processes in a larger soteriological scheme,
including preparatory or simultaneous practices related to observing the precepts
and confession rituals.”’ In addition, there are frequent references to proper
preparation of the body for contemplation practice, including the locus of medi-
tation (i. e. the surroundings), the modus (e. g. in solitude), the posture, the gar-
ment that should be worn, preparatory breathing exercises, etc.

When traditional methods of meditation were gradually adapted in China, the
object of contemplation shifted to more abstract entities and key Mahayana
concepts and terminology, such as “Dharma-body,” “Buddha-nature,” etc.
Moreover, there were significant shifts in the marga and the methods used for
viewing/contemplating. Early Chan sources, such as the treatises attributed to
Séngchou, those produced by the Northern Chan master Shénxiti, and others, still
mention the precepts. However, the rules are not presented as concrete prohib-
itions against killing, stealing, etc., as in previous Buddhist literature. Rather, they
are frequently reinterpreted as functions of the mind. As such, the various aspects
of the diverse soteriological schemes—including controlling one’s actions, speech,
and mind vis-a-vis “the other” (e. g. an external entity)—became increasingly self-
contained in pure mental activity, blurring the distinction between an agent and
its object. Indeed, the only aspect that is emphasized in early Chan texts in
addition to the practice of contemplation itself is the body—specifically the notion
that contemplation is only ever effective when body and mind are in a state of
harmony. In this respect, there is direct continuity with the emphasis on physical
preconditions for meditative practices in the visualization sitras and Tiantai texts.
Indeed, we may speculate that the more abstract the objects of meditation
became, the more emphasis was placed on this bodily and ritualist frame in
order to provide a concrete physical “anchor” for the practitioner.

One interesting aspect of references to meditative practices in the Chan
School pertains to the use of terminology associated with processes of visual
perception. Is a process verb used, or a verb indicating the result of visual

61 This analysis has a textual and rhetorical focus, but, of course, Chan practice and meditation
did not take place in a soteriological vacuum. We know, for example, that repentance and
ordination rituals, performed by Chan masters for large congregations, were immensely
important.
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perception? Is the agent in focus, or does the term indicate that the subject is
affected by the object that is seen or perceived? More generally, what is the
degree of agency of the “viewer,” and what is the nature of the object to be
viewed? Is it concrete, abstract, even “thinkable”? If it is abstract or not “think-
able,” how can it be viewed or imagined? What about an object that is inacces-
sible to every human sense-field?

In the context of the emerging Chan movement, the traditional use of guan
as a term for viewing or meditative visualization processes gradually disap-
peared. Traditionally, the guan method could have either internal or external
objects (it is often difficult to make clear distinctions between them), which were
viewed and, more technically, analyzed. Concrete objects (such as a statue of the
Buddha) or internal visions that arose in the mind (such as an image of a Pure
Land) could affect the passive “viewer.” Alternatively, other mental images—
such as features of the Buddha’s physical body, the splendors of Maitreya’s
realm, etc.—could be generated in the mind. In certain guan practices, the agent
consciously interfered with the process of merely viewing and instead analyzed
the concrete or abstract object along certain paradigms (e. g. the gradual dis-
integration of the physical body after death, determining the specific feature of
impermanence and insubstantiality, etc.). As such, in the traditional sources on
guan, agent and object are usually clearly identifiable. By contrast, by postulat-
ing the mind or mental activity—xin (>—as an object of gudn, early Chan
adherents (following in the footsteps of Zhiyi) consciously blurred this distinc-
tion in accordance with the doctrines of “mind-only” and “consciousness-
only.”®? Now, since the locus of viewing is usually also the mind, the “mind is
viewing/perceiving the mind” (i. e. the “agent” is indistinguishable from the
object of perception). As can be seen in the selection of textual material pre-
sented above, Chan adherents tried to clarify the status of both subject and
object, emphasizing their inherent “voidness/emptiness.” They argued that,
ultimately, not a single thing can be viewed. This disappearance of any possible
object to view or being visualized is a distinguishing feature of realization. The
agent of viewing might fade away, and the object might disappear, yet the
following aspects do not seem to be negated in the texts: the process of viewing
itself and, importantly, the physical presence in a specific meditation posture,®®

62 On the influence of mind-only theories on the early Chan schools, see, e. g. Yamabe 2006
and Yamabe 2014.

63 The passages cited above indicate that agency is still emphasized, too, albeit sometimes
indirectly. The discourse on guan/kan is often embedded in dialogues designed to encourage
students. The visualization practices clearly demanded considerable effort and continuous
attention from the agents performing them if they were to be successful.
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This reinterpretation of guan practices probably led to the appearance of the
term kanxin (“view/observe the mind”). Here, the specific and agent-oriented term
guan is replaced with a more general term for visual processes—kan. As we have
seen, the reinterpretation of traditional Buddhist terms and the coining of new
words were typical features of early Chan. In our specific case, kdan replaced—or
at least coexisted with—guan. Whereas guan can have both wholesome and
unwholesome objects of meditation, and the contemplation can concern the
mind in both pure and impure states, the mind as an object of kan always
seems to be “pure.” Indeed, it is the original pure mind—the “Buddha-mind.”

However, kan was the subject of fierce criticism, especially among adherents
of so-called “Southern Chan.” Their issue with the term was that it still denoted
a process and had a notion of duration; as such, it was deemed incompatible
with the idea of “sudden/instantaneous enlightenment.” Indeed, in the tenth-
century Ziitdng ji ¥4 (“Collection from the Patriarchs’ Hall”),®* the first
comprehensive Chan transmission text, the emphasis is on jian &, the most
general verb for “to see.”®® There is also no durative aspect to this word; it
simply indicates that an object enters the field of vision of the subject. Although
the latter is only syntactically the agent, he/she is actually “affected” by the
sensed object.

Notwithstanding this criticism of guan and kan practices during the later
Tang Dynasty, the discourse on visualization and contemplation had a lasting
impact on Chinese thought and meditative practices, and subsequently was even
evident in a Confucian context.®®
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