CHAPTER 2

Transcending Space: Buddhist Travelogues across
Cultural and Other Borders

Max Deeg

Abstract

This chapter looks at the spatial dimension of “transcendence” in the records of Chi-
nese Buddhist “pilgrims,” particularly in Xuanzang’s “Record of the Western Regions of
the Great Tang.” Spatiality provides the basic concepts and metaphors for orientation
in general and more specifically for the formal representation of transcendence. The
travelogues are analysed according to different semiotic aspects used to express tran-
scendence, such as religious-cultural or geographical (rivers, mountain ranges) bor-
ders or objects (stupas, statues). A higher degree of transcendence — for instance, at
Bodhgaya - is often expressed by a higher density of ‘sacred spots’ defined by narratives.
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1 Introduction

My time as a fellow in Bochum fell into the year 2016-17 when the general
topic — I have to confess: to my horror at first — was “the evolving of the dis-
tinction between transcendence and immanence as triggered by intra- and
interreligious encounter” (academic year October 2016—September 2017).
When I read the exposé on the TID (transcendence-immanence-distinction) —
the “Leitlinie” by Knut Martin Stiinkel' — I became a little bit more confident
that I could indeed apply the material of my ongoing research project, a study
(translation and extensive commentary) of the 7th century Chinese Buddhist
monk Xuanzang’s Z.%% ‘travelogue’ and his journey to and his stay in India

1 Knut Stiinkel, “The three-level model of transcending” (2016, unpublished manuscript for
the Academic Session 2016-17, CERES).
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TRANSCENDING SPACE 63

(629—645), to the theoretical framework of the year’s thematic focus. In the fol-
lowing contribution, I will engage some general observations about transcen-
dence in narrative and ‘descriptive’ text genres with selected examples from the
Chinese Buddhist travelogues? some of which I discussed in my presentation
as CERES-fellow which bore the rather bulky title “From Ominous Appearance
to Individual Miracle: Narrative References to the Transcendent in Xuanzang’s
Datang-Xiyu-ji” [ K FgIgET, “Record of the Western Regions of the Great Tang
[Dynasty]”] and Huili’s Z£77. biography Datang-Daciensi-sanzang-fashi-zhuan
[ KR ZE R SF = AET &, “Biography of the Tripitaka Dharma-master of the
Great Cien Monastery of the Great Tang [Dynasty]” (Biography)]. The present
contribution is based on the ideas and thoughts developed in that presenta-
tion and expands it considerably.

2 Buddhism and Transcendence

When I thought through the three stages of transcendence proposed by Knut
Stiinkel, the basic one of pointing (or deixis), the formal one of “going beyond
oneself” and the specific one of an expressive and dichotomic distinction
between immanence and transcendence, I — as probably every scholar work-
ing in the field of Buddhist Studies — immediately thought of two dichotomic
terminological and conceptual pairs as an example for a Buddhist distinction
of the third stage or category.

In a Buddhist context transcendence is clearly expressed by space meta-
phors around the concept of ‘crossing over’® The term kat exechon for tran-
scendence is Skt. paramita (and its translations into Chinese and Tibetan),
traditionally interpreted as meaning “having gone to the other shore”

2 For an overview of the texts (Faxian ;A£H, Song Yun ZRZE, Xuanzang 2.%%, Yijing )%,
Hyecho/Huichao Z£8) and their reception history see M. Deeg, “The historical turn: How
Chinese Buddhist travelogues changed Western perception of Buddhism,” Hualin journal
of International Buddhist Studies 1, no. 1 (2018): 43—75. Unfortunately the texts, biographical
ones as well as travelogues, have attracted a lot of popular attention and in writing about
them the term “transcendence” (and the attribute “transcendent”) are used and applied in a
naive way: see, for example, P. Weeravardane, “Journey to the West: Dusty Roads, Stormy Seas
and Transcendence,” biblioasia (National Library Singapore) 5 (2009), no. 2:18, who states, in
a typically romantic way, that the Chinese travellers “... bring to us, at the beginning of the
21st century, the awareness of a rich and diverse Asian cultural heritage that has transcended
time and place.”

3 This concept is, of course, not restricted to Buddhism. The Jains call their Jinas “ford-makers”
(tirthanikara). On the “crossing” nature of Hindu tirthas see Diana Eck, “India’s ‘Tirthas”
‘Crossings’ in Sacred Geography,” History of Religions 20, no. 4 (1981): 323-344.
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64 DEEG

(para(m) + ita), and the ‘canonical’ texts (s@itra) contain plenty of references to
this soteriological metaphor of crossing a water body (river, ocean), sometimes
by a raft or a boat. The distinction between immanence and transcendence is
most clearly, although not completely congruent with the ‘usual’ distinction,*
formulated in the two terms laukika, “worldly, mundane,” and lokottara, “tran-
scending the world”®> Although these concepts are valid and will work in a
lot of Buddhist contexts, the discursive use of this terminology is restricted
to doctrinal-philosophical texts and commentarial literature. In narrative and
‘descriptive’ sources as the ones I am working with, the terms will not be found
very often. Instead, we will have to look out for semiotic placeholders refer-
ring to transcendence indirectly, or, to use Stiinkel’s terminology, pointing
at transcendence.

Following up on the spatial connotation of the terms discussed in the previ-
ous paragraph (shore, crossing) I found it striking that the narratives and natu-
rally the ‘descriptive’ parts of the travelogues in my sources, in the biographical
literature but also in the travelogues, were not always but often enough linked
to some particular space, place or site bearing a specific religious impor-
tance or meaning that may be understood as referring to transcendence. This
raised the question of the role and function of narratively constructed space
in general and more specifically in relation to the TID.® I particularly want to
emphasize the constructed or ‘fictional’ dimension of my sources? because of
the tendency to read them, particularly the travelogues, as historical ‘eyewit-
ness’ reports’® an uncritical use of the texts which leaves no room for more

4 In Buddhist uses and discussions the term lokottara — for instance, in the Yogacarabhami —
does only refer to what could be called “high transcendence,” the “unconditioned” dharma
of the parinirvana and therefore excludes many phenomena discussed here. See Christoph
Kleine, “Zur Universalitit der Unterscheidung religios/sdkuldr: Eine systemtheoretische
Betrachtung,” in: Religionswissenschaft, ed. Michael Stausberg (Berlin, Boston: Walter de
Gruyter, 2012), 65-80, and Christoph Kleine, “Religion and the Secular in Premodern Japan
from the Viewpoint of Systems Theory,” Journal of Religion in Japan 2 (2013): 1-34.

5 David Seyfort Ruegg, Lordre spirituel et lordre temporel dans la pensée bouddhique de 'Inde
et du Tibet: Quatres conférences au Collége de France (Paris: Collége de France, 1995). See also
Max Deeg, “Innerhalb und jenseits der Welt: Kritische Uberlegungen zum buddhistischen
Begriffspaar laukika/lokottara im Verhiltnis zu sikular/religids,” in: Proceedings of the 8th
workshop of the Arbeitskreis Asiatische Religionsgeschichte (AKAR), forthcoming.

6 For a discussion of the different aspects of a “narratology of space” in which, surprisingly, the
aspect of transcendence is not touched upon is Katrin Dennerlein, Narratologie des Raumes
(Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 2009).

7 In my view, the dimensions of narrativity and fictionality of this “genre” of texts are
still understudied.

8 Fora “history” of using (or sometimes: misusing) these texts see M. Deeg, “The historical turn.”
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sophisticated hermeneutical approaches that do the complexity of the sources
more justice.

In the sources, moments or instances (in case of the biographical sources)
and places or sites (in the travelogues) of contact between the immanent and
the transcendent are often, but not necessarily, marked by miraculous events;
these are, for example, miracles which the Buddha performs or phenomena
of light emitting from a stapa. It is striking that places which have no clear
reference to and direct link with the ‘historical’ Buddha Sakyamuni and his
life are predominantly attributed these features (saints, Buddhas of the past)
which then seem to function like ‘boosters of transcendence’ while the sites
of the events in the life of the Buddha Sakyamuni seem to be ‘charged’ with
transcendence by the sheer fact of being linked to these events and, through
them, to the Buddha. It seems that places linked to the ‘deep past’ of the
former Buddhas (pre-Sakyamuni) or the ‘shallow past’ of Buddhist saints
(post-Sakyamuni) need specific signs of transcendence because it is assumed
that the transcendent quality of the places becomes weaker over time. There
is therefore a paradox by which a high degree of transcendence is caused by a
distance of time which creates, at the same time, its inaccessibility. Closeness
in terms of space — being at the place where something happened — is not
enough to give places the transcendent quality needed to attract the attention
of the religious followers. It is also important to reassure oneself that the time
distance to the events which make these places special is not neutralizing this
very quality.

In this context, it is interesting to note that some biographical traditions
of the Buddha’s life make a distinction of time which reflects this observed
quality of transcendence marked by time distance to the auctorial presence:
the biography of the Buddha in the Pali Nidanakatha, the introduction to the
commentary of the collection of “birth stories” ( jataka) of the Buddha’s previ-
ous existences by Buddhaghosa, for instance, divides the biographical “career”
of the Buddha into three phases: the “distant period” (durenidana) from the
bodhisattva’s initial vow to become a Buddha in his existence as Sumedha at
the time of the Buddha of the past Dipankara and the Buddha’s career as a
bodhisattva going through the ten different stages of perfection (parami); the
“not [so] distant period” (avidirenidana) of the bodhisattva’s descent from
Tusita-heaven to the achievement of enlightenment; and the “close period”
(santikenidana) of the time from enlightenment onwards. Not only do these
three periods express different time distances, but Buddhaghosa also seems to
refer to spatial closeness and accessibility of sacred places linked to the post-
enlightenment period in the biography of Gotama Buddha:
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Herein, from the very outset, should the division of those periods be
understood. The continuous narrative from the time of the resolution
made by the Great Being at the feet of the Buddha Dipankara up to his
birth in Tusita heaven after passing away from his existence as Vessantara,
is called the Distant Epoch. The continuous narrative from the time he
passed away from Tusita heaven up to his attainment of Omniscience at
the throne of Enlightenment [at the foot of the Bodhi tree], is called the
Intermediate Epoch. And the Recent Epoch can be accessed at all the
places, at each place [where he] had dwelt [as a Buddha].?

There is a general difference of referring to transcendence, depending on the
genre of the sources: in the narrative genre (hagio-biographies), the move-
ment of the agents is clearly laid out as an itinerary, and their emotions
when confronted with the transcendent are often expressed in statements
or exclamations.

While in a specific Chinese context, the contact with transcendence can be a
very direct one when the agent becomes “transcendent” orimmortal (xiar All),1°
in the Buddhist context the bio-hagiographical literature — Xuanzang’s biog-
raphy or the respective biographies of Buddhist travellers in the Chinese
Buddhist biographical collections, Gaoseng-zhuan ={{#, “Biographies of
Eminent Monks” — doctrinal-soteriological reasons mostly do not allow for a
transformation of their agents into “transcendents™! and instead emphasize
the encounter with the transcendent (Buddha, miracles).

9 Translation adapted from N.A. Jayawickrama, N.A., The Story of Gotama Buddha: The
Nidana-katha of the Jatakatthakatha (Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 2002), 2; Pali text:
Viggo Fausbell, The Jataka, Together with its Commentary, Being Tales of the Anterior
Births of Gotama Buddha. Volume 1 (London: Pali Text Society, 1962), 2: tattha adito tava
tesam nidananam paricchedo veditabbo. Dipamkarapadamiilasmim hi katabhintharassa
Mahasattassa yava Vessantarattabhava cavitva Tusitapure nibbatti tava pavatto
kathamaggo Darenidanam nama. Tusitabhavanato pana cavitva yava bodhimande sab-
bafiflutappatti tava pavatto kathamaggo Avidurenidanam nama. Santikenidanam pana
tesu tesu thanesu viharato tasmim tasmim yeva thane labhatiti.

10  Robert F. Campany has worked extensively of the narratological aspects of such figures
and encounters (miracles, divination, etc.) in early medieval Chinese literature: see
Robert Ford Campany, To Live as Long as Heaven and Earth: A Translation and Study of
Ge Hong'’s Traditions of Divine Transcendents (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University
of California Press, 2002); “Secrecy and Display in the Quest for Transcendence in China,
ca. 220 BCE—350 CE,” History of Religions 45, no. 4 (2006): 291-336; Making Transcen-
dents: Ascetic and Social Memory in Early Medieval China (Honolulu: Hawai'i University
Press, 2008).

11 This is, of course, different in case of the literary ‘extension’ and ‘transformation’ of
Xuanzang’s biography, the Ming novel Xiyou-ji FH##5C, “Journey to the West,” by Wu
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In travelogues this direct reference to transcendence of the agent through
the experience of going from one place to another or of encountering the tran-
scendent in form of a miracle or an appearance of a ‘divine’ or a ‘saint’ — the/a
Buddha, an arhat, a bodhisattva, etc. — is missing exactly because usually there
is no agent; in the very few cases where the agent/author comes into play, this
then may be exactly in reference to a situation of an (attempted) encounter
with the sacred/transcendent (see the examples discussed below).

Starting from these points, I began to rethink my own approach to the texts
I am mostly working with — the records of the Chinese Buddhist travellers to
India — in relation to the function of the basic categories of space and time.
Accepting that space and time are socially and culturally constructed,'? I began
to look for structures and patterns in the texts which could mark a quality of
transcendence related to the places presented in the texts.

The first observation was that in the specific context of the Chinese Bud-
dhist travelogues ‘sacred’ places or sites — particularly the ones referred to in
Xuanzang’s Record — achieve, as already indicated above, their transcendent
character by a notion of an in illo tempore: it was the sacred past of the Bud-
dha’s or, even projecting further back into a more remote past, the Buddhas
of the past’s presence, which marked them as soteriologically relevant and
endowed with an aura of transcendence. Transcending space, in a way, as an
attempt to access a temporally reverted transcendence — undertaking the dif-
ficult and dangerous journey from China to India — would, however, often lead
to an experience of disillusionment in situ and corresponding expressions of
sorrow or grief to not be able to meet the Buddha himself (see the examples
discussed below). One could call this the paradox of inaccessibility: it is exactly
the very fact that something or someone cannot be directly contacted because
they are lost in a remote past which gives the places which are linked to these
‘objects’ their aura of transcendence.

The transcendence of the Buddha (or other “items”) can then only be
“pointed out” (Stiinkel) by spatial-material markers such as caves (shishi fa%),
pillars (shizhu %), stupas (sudubo Z2EE3}7 or ta £%), footprints ( fozu {# 12 ),
relics (Sarira/sheli & 7¥1)), etc. They mark the places as having been ‘touched’ by

Chengen Z 7K & where the journey is reframed as a quest against odds and for enlight-
enment and liberation: see Robert Ford Campany, “Demons, Gods, and Pilgrims: The
Demonology of the Hsi-yu Chi,” Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews 7, no. 1/2
(1985): 95-115.

12 Barney Warf, Time-Space Compression: Historical geographies (London, New York: Rout-
ledge, 2008), 2; for the ancient Chinese construction of space see Mark Edward Lewis, The
Construction of Space in Early China (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006).
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the transcendence or the transcendent power of a Buddha, a bodhisattva, an
arhat, etc.

The visit of such places — often called pilgrimage — in a Buddhist context
is paradigmatically narrated in the “Legend of Asoka” (Asokavadana) where
the paradigmatic Buddhist king Asoka is led around to the most important
places linked with the Buddha’s life by his spiritual teacher Upagupta.!® The
first of these places which are visited according to their biographical sequence
is Lumbini, the place of the Buddha’s birth,!* and the last one Kusinagara, the
place of the Buddha’s parinirvana. The narrative of the first visit at Lumbini
reflects quite well what I have, in a more general way, discussed above: the
inaccessibility of the transcendence of the place caused through temporal dis-
tance and the emotions of sadness and frustration which are triggered thereby:

First, Upagupta took [ASoka] to the Lumbini Wood, and stretching out
his right hand he said: “In this place, great king, the Blessed One was
born” And he added: “This is the first of the caityas of the Buddha whose
eye is supreme. Here, as soon as he was born, the Sage took seven steps
on the earth, looked down at the four directions, and spoke these words:
‘This is my last birth, I'll not dwell in a womb again.” Asoka threw himself
at Upagupta’s feet, and getting up, he said, weeping and making an arjjali:
“They are fortunate and of great merit, those who witnessed the birth
of the Sage and heard his delightful voice.” Now for the sake of further
increasing the king’s faith, the elder asked Asoka wether he would like to
see the deity who witnessed in this wood the birth of the most eloquent
Sage, saw him take the seven steps, and heard the words he spoke. Asoka
replied that he would. Upagupta, therefore, stretched out his right hand
toward the tree whose branch Queen Mahamaya had grasped while giv-
ing birth, and said: “Let the divine maiden who resides in this asoka tree
and who witnessed the birth of the Buddha make herself manifest in her
own body so that King Asoka’s faith will grow greater still.” And imme-
diately, the tree spirit appeared before Upagupta in her own form, and

13 SeeJohn . Strong, The Legend of King Asoka. A Study and Translation of the ASokavadana
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 119ff. & 244ff. (translation of the Sanskrit text
for which see Edward B. Cowell & Robert A. Neil, The Divyavadana. A Collection of Early
Buddhist Legends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1886), 389ff.). Strong empha-
sizes the parallel of the thirty-two places visited and the thirty-two marks of the Buddha
as a “Great Being” (mahapurusa) which reflects the constructed nature of such “pilgrim-
ages” another example of which is young Sudhana’s journey in the Avatamsaka-siitra.

14 On Lumbini in different sources see Max Deeg, The Places where Siddhartha Trod: Lumbini
and Kapilavastu (Lumbini: Lumbini International Research Institute, 2003).
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said, making an afijali: “Elder, what is your command?” The elder said to
Asoka: “Great king, here is the goddess who saw the Buddha at the time
of his birth.” Asoka said to her, making an arjjali: “You witnessed his birth
and saw his body adorned with the marks! You gazed upon his large lotus-
like eyes! You heard in this wood the first delightful words of the leader
of mankind!” The tree spirit replied: “I did indeed witness the birth of the
best of men, the Teacher who dazzled like gold. I saw him take the seven
steps, and also heard his words.” “Tell me, goddess,” said Asoka, “what was
it like — the magnificent moment of the Blessed One’s birth?” “I cannot
possibly fully describe it in words,” answered the deity, “but, in brief, lis-
ten: Throughout Indra’s threefold world, there shone a supernatural light,
dazzling like gold and delighting the eye. The earth and its mountains,
ringed by the ocean, shook like a ship being tossed at sea.” Hearing this,
Asoka made an offering of one hundred pieces of gold to the birthplace
of the Buddha, built a caitya there and went on.1>

15  atha sthavirOpagupto rajanam Asokam sarvaprathamena lumbinivanam pravesayitva
daksinam hastam abhiprasaryovaca: ‘asmin, maharaja, pradese bhagavari jatah,” aha
ca: “idam hi prathamam caityam buddhasyottamacaksusah, jatamatreha sa munih
prakrantah saptapadam bhuvi. caturdisam avalokya vacam bhasitavan pura: ‘iyam me
pascima jatir, garbhavasas ca pascimah.” atha raja sarvasarirena tatra padayor nipatya
utthaya krtaijalih prarudann wvaca: “dhanyaste krtapunyai(nya)s ca yair drstah sa
mahamunih, prajatah samsruta yais ca vacas tasya manoramah.” atha sthaviro rajiiah
prasadavrddhyartham uvaca: “maharaja, kim draksyasi tam devatam? yaya drstah
prajayan sa vane ’smin vadatam varah tramamanah padan sapta sruta vaco yaya muneh.”
raja aha: “param, sthavira, draksyami,” atha sthavirOpagupto yasya vrksasya sakham ava-
lambya devi mahamaya prasuta, tena daksinahastam abhiprasaryovaca: “naivasika ya
ihasokavrkse sambuddhadarsini ya devakanya; saksad asau darsayatu svadeham rajiio hy
ASokasya {manah}prasadavrddhyai.” yavat sa devata svaripena sthavirOpaguptasamipe
sthitva krtanjalir uvaca: “sthavira, kim ajiiapayasi?” atha sthaviro rajanam Asokam uvaca:
“maharaja, iyam sa devata, yaya drsto bhagavari jayamanah,” atha raja krtarjalis tam
devatam uvaca: “drstas tvaya laksanabhusitangah prajayamanah kamalayataksah, srutvas
tvaya tasya nararsabhasya vaco manojfiah prathama vane ‘smin.” devata praha: “maya hi
drstah kanakavadatah prajayamano dvipadapradhanah/ padani sapta kramana eva sruta
ca vacam api tasya sastuh.” raja aha: “kathaya, devate, kidrsi bhagavato jayamanasya srir
babhuveti,” devata praha: “na Sakyam mayavagbhih samprakasayitum, api tu samksepatah
Srnuw: vinirmitabha kanakavadata sendre triloke nayanabhirama, sasagaranta ca mahi
ca pratisthapya raja prakrantah. (Cowell & Neil, The Divyavadana, 389t.); translation:
Strong, The Legend of King Asoka, 244ff. A similar sub-narrative is given when Upagupta
and Asoka visit the place where the naga Kalika praised the Buddha: see Strong, The
Legend of King Asoka, 249f.
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AsJohn Strong has correctly pointed out, there is a focus on “seeing” in this par-
adigmatic encounter with Buddhist sacred places which links quite neatly to
the Indian concept of darsan (Skt. darsana) in the sense of images or places of
pilgrimage highlighted by Diana Eck as a crucial element of Hindu religions'®
which is, however, also applicable to other South Asian religious traditions.'”
Staying in the framework of Stiinkel’s transcendence model, one could argue
that before one points out at something, one must first see it (or experience
it with other senses). The episode in the ASokavadana, however, also refers to
a very important point linked to the transcendence of time, or rather to the
impossibility to transcend time which creates an inaccessibility of the tran-
scendent represented by the Buddha.

Travelogues seem to be promising texts for tracing notions of transcendence
since any spatial movement, naturally, implies transcending space in the most
common sense of the word. This seems to be a trivial statement, but it links
well with the emphasis of the so-called “spatial turn” on mapping in defining
the relation between space and place,!® but also between places. Such map-
ping links different places through a common narrative which is often, in reli-
gious contexts, based on the biography (or hagiography) of a religious founder
or an eminent religious individual (saint, seer, prophet, etc.).1?

If the previously stated is true then travelogues should reflect, on the semantic
and semiotic level, this kind of “basic” (Stiinkel) transcendence, a passing from
A to B. They are, to use and appropriate the ‘smart’ title of a book on travel
writing edited by James Duncan and Derek Gregory on travel writing, “writes
of passage.”?° The specific ‘genre’ of Chinese Buddhist travelogues, often and
wrongly called “pilgrim records,”! also reflects dimensions of transcendence

16  Diana Eck, Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2007).

17  In the context of Buddhism this has been highlighted by Malcolm David Eckel, To See
the Buddha: A Philosopher’s Quest for the Meaning of Emptiness. Princeton (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1992); in the context of the Buddha’s relics the aspect of
darsan has been emphasized by John S. Strong, Relics of the Buddha (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2004): 234f.

18  Barney Warf, Santa Arias, “Introduction: the reinsertion of space into the social sciences
and humanities,” in The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. B. Warf, S. Arias
(London, New York: Routledge, 2009), 1.

19  Assuch the more dynamic projection of “narrative places” into an otherwise meaningless
space goes beyond the pure symbolic value of imagined places as claimed by J. Corrigan,
“Spatiality and religion,” in The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. B. Warf, and
S. Arias (London, New York: Routledge, 2009), 116.

20  Duncan, James, and Gregory, Derek, eds., Writes of Passage: Reading Travel Writing
(London, New York: Routledge, 1999).

21 For a critique see Max Deeg, “When Peregrinus is not Pilgrim: The Chinese ‘Pilgrims’
Records — A Revision of Literary Genre and its Context,” in Dharmayatra — Buddhist
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of space: the spatial metaphors of ‘crossing’ (Chinese du [¥, guo %%) and
‘reaching’ (Chinese zhi &, dao %) are clearly present in the terminology of
my sources. Concretizing the Buddhist metaphor of ‘crossing), this often refers
to very specific natural or semi-natural barriers such as rivers, oceans, moun-
tains/mountain ranges or forests (jungles) after which one reaches or enters —
in some cases also leaves — a site or a region with a higher degree of religious
meaning (transcendence) (see below).

At places, Xuanzang's Record reflects the transition from one to a particular
spatial sphere of a different quality which may be called ‘transcendent’ There
are, in my view, two dimensions represented in the texts with relation to tran-
scendence; one could be called a macro-spatial transcendent dimension, the
other one micro-spatial transcendent dimension. By the first term I refer to
transitions in a wider regional sphere where certain spaces are defined and
singled out as bearing a higher degree of transcendence by geographically
defined and/or constructed through culturally and religiously meaningful —
in the sense of assigned meaning — boundaries and features. By the second,
which can play a role in the construction of space of the first category, I refer
to specific sites or places or clusters of them which are religiously meaningful
because they are linked or linkable to narratives of the founder of the reli-
gion, the Buddha, and deliver both religious identity and soteriological mean-
ing. Visiting and venerating these places where the Buddha’s transcendence
becomes, at least to a certain degree, ‘tangible’ and at the same time allows to
generate religious benefit or “merit” (punya/gongde T{E or fu 7).

3 Narrative Encounters with the Transcendence

In my presentation at CERES in my fellowship year, I focused on the Chinese
concepts of ganying JFifE, “correlative (or: sympathetic??) resonance,” and

yingyan [fEEg, “responsive manifestation,”3 as formal aspects or expressions

Pilgrimage in Time and Space, ed. C. Cueppers, and M. Deeg (eds.) (Lumbini: Lumbini
International Research Institute, 2014), 65-95.

22 See, for example, Robert H. Sharf, Coming to Terms with Chinese Buddhism: A Reading of
the Treasure Store Treatise (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2002), 26, who trans-
lates the term as “stimulus-response” (p. 78).

23 Also translated as “miraculous manifestation” or “miraculous response”: see Robert Ford
Campany, Signs from the Unseen Realm. Buddhist Miracle Tales from Early Medieval China
(Honolulu University of Hawai’i Press, 2012). Almost synonyms are lingyan Z%#, or
lingying ZEJE: see Sharf, Coming to Terms, (93ff.). For an interpretation and application
of this term in the context of contemporary Chinese folk religion see Adam Yuet Chao,
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of transcendence or of the relation between the immanent and the transcen-
dent. As one example, I selected an episode from the Biography?* in which
Xuanzang, on his way on a boat from Ayodhya on the river Ganga, encounters
pirates and worshippers of the goddess Durga (Tugie tianshen ZE{I7K1H#) who
want to sacrifice him to the goddess. He asks the pirates to give him time to
prepare for his death and enters a deep contemplation to encounter the bod-
hisattva Maitreya in Tusita heaven. As a consequence of his devotion a thun-
derstorm rises (“responsive manifestation”) and the pirates are converted and
abdicate their former cult.25

While in this example the transcendent realm of Tusita heaven, the ‘wait-
ing room’ of the future Buddha Maitreya, is accessible in a potential situation
of transition — the pending execution and death of the hero — and a “respon-
sive manifestation” is triggered by this, in another example from the earliest
extant Chinese Buddhist travelogue, Faxian’s Foguo-ji 55T, “Record of the
Buddhist Kingdoms” (aka Gaoseng-Faxian-zhuan & f;£85(2, “Record of the
Eminent Monk Faxian”) the author expressed his frustration of not being able
to encounter the Buddha directly:

Faxian bought incense, flowers and oil lamps in the New City of
[Rajagrha] and asked two local bhiksus to lead him up to the Grdhrakuta
Mount. [There he] offered the flowers and the incense and lighted the
lamps to illuminate [the place when it got dark]. [He] was very upset
and sad, wiped off [his] tears and said: “Once the Buddha preached the
Stirangamal-siitra] at this place. [I] Faxian was born [at a time] when
[I] cannot meet the Buddha but can only see the traces where had had
dwelled.” Thereupon, [he] recited the Sirangamal-siitra] in front of the
cave, stayed one night [on top of the mountain] and returned to the New
City of [Rajagrha].26

Miracular Response: Doing Popular Religion in Contemporary China (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2006).
24  For the sake of convenience, in this chapter I refer to passages from Xuanzang Biography
and his Record not directly quoted and translated by myself to Li Rongxi’s English trans-
lations. For the present story see Li Rongxi, A Biography of the Tripitaka Master of the
Great Cien Monastery of the Great Tang Dynasty (Berkeley: Numata Center for Buddhist
Translation and Research, 1995), 76ff. (Chinese text: T.2053. 233c.23ff.).
25  This episode has been discussed at some length and with a focus on the aspect of darsan
by Eckel, To See the Buddha, 131ff.
26 T.2085.862c.20ff. ABINHIRTEE - 2> > 1§ - F B L OREEE MR
tr - - BEE > NEEY - MARE - BORMS:  “HERILE - RES
B o EREANEMN > BERENEAME - " RN AEAEE - Fi1k—
18 » 2Bk o See also Max Deeg, Das Gaoseng-Faxian-zhuan als religionsgeschich-
tliche Quelle. Der élteste Bericht eines chinesischen buddhistischen Pilgermonches iiber
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TRANSCENDING SPACE 73

What is missing in this episode is a responsive manifestation of the tran-
scendent, a “defect” which obviously was felt and rectified by the biographer
of Faxian when he describes how wild lions become tame when the monk
recites a sutra. The inaccessibility of a place loaded with transcendence is in
the same biography in Huijiao’s Zi%; Gaoseng-zhuan =% {& when, on his way
back from Grdhrakata, Faxian meets the Buddha’s disciple Mahakasyapa who
dwells in the mountain and waits for the advent of the future Buddha Maitreya
to transmit Sakyamuni’s robe to him as Sakyamuni’s rightful successor.2? When,
after realizing whom he has just met, Faxian tries to access Mahakasyapa’s
his way is blocked by rocks and Mahakasyapa's dwelling place in the moun-
tain is inaccessible.28 The reaction is sadness and frustration,2? in some cases
expressed in poetic form.3°

4 Constructing Transcendent Space

Seen from a Chinese Buddhist worldview up to the Tang period, there is a con-
centricity of ‘sacredness’ or transcendence which has its centre in India, the
land of the Buddha. The Chinese travellers approached this ‘centre’ through
different stages or regions of increasing ‘sacredness’. For Xuanzang it was obvi-
ously very important to state this very fact by clearly discerning between the
different regions of India. The Record — I deliberately avoid the terms ‘traveller’
or ‘pilgrim’ as the text itself does not have such an agent — moves from an outer,
peripheral area to an increasingly relevant and meaningful religious centre,
or rather centres, in terms of soteriological transcendence which is, or which
are, directly linked to major, soteriologically important events in the biography

seine Reise nach Indien mit Ubersetzung des Textes (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz,
2005), 552.
27  On this Buddhist “Kyfthduser” tradition see Max Deeg, “Das Ende des Dharma und die
Ankunft des Maitreya. Endzeit- und Neue-Zeit-Vorstellungen im Buddhismus mit einem
Exkurs zur Kasyapa-Legende,” Zeitschrift fiir Relgionswissenschaft 7 (1999): 145-169. An
inscription from the area around Rajagrha shows that the narrative has been well-known
in the region: see Vincent Tournier, “Matériaux pour une histoire de la légende et du culte
de Mahakasyapa: une relecture d’'une fragment de statue inscrit retrouvé a Silao (Bihar),”
In Autour de Bamiyan: de la Bactriane héllenisée a lInde bouddhique (Archaeologia
Afghana, Série scientifique), edited by G. Ducceur. Paris: De Boccard, 2012: 375-413.
28  Deeg, Das Gaoseng-Faxian-zhuan: 615f.
29  See T.H. Barrett, “Exploratory Observations on Some Weeping Pilgrims,” in The Buddhist
Forum, Volume 1, edited by Tadeusz Skorupski (London: School of Oriental and African
Studies, University of London, 1990): 9g9-110.
30  Max Deeg, “Wailing for Identity: Topical and Poetic Expressions of Cultural Belonging in
Chinese Buddhist Literature,” in Identity and Network: Exchange Relations between China
and the World, ed. A. Heirman, C. Meinert, and C. Anderl (Leiden: Brill, 2018): 227—252.
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of the Buddha, for instance the four Great Places (mahasthana) of birth at
Lumbini, of enlightenment at Bodhgaya, of the first sermon at Sarnath near
Varanasi and parinirvana at Kusinagara.3!

In the other direction, from centre to periphery, necessarily but in some
contexts the sacred centre is the bodhimanda(na) (daochang #E35), the
place underneath the bodhi tree where the Buddha attained enlightenment.
I will discuss the phenomenon of densification of transcendence at places
like Bodhgaya later, but on a geo-topographical macro-level there is clearly a
hierarchy of transcendence with an utmost concentration around the spot of
the enlightenment.

Moving away from the centre, the next circle is Magadha, a region to which
Xuanzang dedicates two complete chapters (out of twelve) and which includes,
among others, Rajagrha and Pataliputra, the two capitals of the most impor-
tant early royal supporters of Buddhism, Bimbisara, Ajatasatru and Asoka.
Accepting the Ganga as the northern border of Magadha Xuanzang seems to
adopt the extension of the kingdom at the time of the Buddha and the kings
Bimbisara and Ajatasatru, while in reality and historically Magadha included
a considerable bigger territory north of the great river,3? a process which,
according to Buddhist tradition, already started with king Ajatasatru’s imperial
ambitions towards the end of the lifetime of the Buddha.

The next “circle” is Central India — Zhong-yindu H /¥ in Xuanzang’s ter-
minology or Zhong-tianzhu H1°K*% —, sometimes also called “Middle Region,”
madhyadesa (Chin. zhongguo H[); this is the region where the important
events in the life of the Buddha mentioned above happened. The other
regions, arranged according to the cardinal directions, do not have — with the
one exception of North India (see below) — a direct connection with the biog-
raphy of the Buddha;33 they are, in a way, less loaded with transcendence than
the inner circles.

31 Itis interesting to note that the birth of the bodhisattva at Lumbini ontologically is the
moment when the Buddha transcends but, as it were, invertedly, from a transcendent
place, the Tusita-heaven, into immanence — at least from a “Buddhological” (in the
sense of “theology”) standpoint which does not assume the overall transcendency of the
Buddha, so to speak: his dharmakayic nature. John Strong (The Relics of the Buddha, 230),
has referred to this aspect as “the comings and goings” of the Buddha/Tathagata, without
using, however, the concept of transcendence.

32 On Magadha and its specific place in the cultural development of India see Johannes
Bronkhorst, Greater Magadha. Studies in the Culture of Early India (Leiden, Boston:
Brill, 2007).

33 Indirectly, the special status of Central India is also expressed by the general descrip-
tion of India in the second chapter where the overall geographical character of the
other four regions is specified but Central India is left out (T.2087.875b.27ff.): FLE[JFEE

Max Deeg - 9789004549319

Downloaded from Brill.com 06/05/2024 03:09:16PM

via Open Access. This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms
of the CC BY-NC 4.0 license.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

TRANSCENDING SPACE 75

In concrete terms, the “description” in the Record starts at the periphery of
the Central Asian borderland (biandi ¥1t), in Kuda and first, in Central Asia,
moves through soteriologically neutral territory. India itself is divided into
five greater regions, the “Five Indias” (Wu-Tianzhu 7°X*% or in the Record
Wu-Yindu 7 E[JE) of the Chinese, into four more peripheral regions, North,
West, East and South (Bei-Yindu 1LEIfE, Xi-Yindu PHENfE, Dong-Yindu FE[
f&, Nan-Yindu FFE[I[E), all-encompassing Central India (Zhong-Yindu 5 E[1/%)
or Magadha (Mojietuo EEFEFE) with its centre, the place of the enlightenment
of the Buddha at Bodhgaya.

With the “Five Indias” Xuanzang uses a divisional geographical scheme for
India which is neither found in other Indian texts around his time but also
not in earlier Buddhist texts. It is a very ancient one from the Vedic period.
The idea of India being divided in five greater regions is based on the archaic
concept of five janapadas, the ancient rgvedic “five regions” or “tribes” (parica
ksitayah, patica janah)3* according to which India (Jambudvipa) was divided
of five parts: the centre or madhyamapratistha dis corresponding to the later
madhyadesa (zhongguo FE7), the north or udici dis, the east or pract dis, the
south or daksina dis, and the west or pratici or aparanta dis. This rather sche-
matic concept of division into five janapadas had already become defunct at
an early point: the number of the janapadas increased continuously,3® and in
the canonical Buddhist literature already sixteen mahajanapadas are known.36
It has to be doubted whether such a system, and be it only in an idealized
way, was still in use in 7th century Northern India under the relatively stable
unity of Siladitya’s empire. Nevertheless, the “Five Indias” — often shortened to
Wautian 71K (for Wu-Tianzhu) — of Xuanzang, not found in Buddhist literature

ZE > FAEeRRE > =T8> LI - JLERES IPAIER - EE
oy 0 THERED - BRRFE RN > W RR - LR RBE > BRERE  RA
PRl > BEREE N B EORSEE © PE7 T HhEER o (“The territory of the Five
Indias encompasses more than ninety thousand miles, has oceans on three [sides, and]
to the north [it] is bordered by the ‘Snow Mountains’. [Its] northern [part] is wide [and]
its southern [part] is narrow, [so that its] form is like a half-moon. [It] is divided into more
than seventy kingdoms. The seasons are extremely hot, [and] the land [provides] a lot of
water [and is very] humid. The north is covered by mountains, [and the soil of | the craggy
terrain is acidic; the river-plains of the east are fertile and moist, [and its] beds and fields
are fertile; the south [is covered by] dense vegetation; the west is barren land.”).

34  Sudama Misra, Janapada State in Ancient India (Varanasi: Bharatiya Vidya Prakasana,
1973): 24; Hartmut Scharfe, The State in Indian Tradition (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1989): u1f.

35  Mishra, Janapada State, 44; the list in the Puranas has seven janapadas, a number also
found in the Dighanikaya: Scharfe, The State in Indian Tradition, 14.

36 Mishra, Janapada State, 262; this number is also given in the Jain Bhagavatisitra, while
other Buddhis texts (Mahaparinirvanasutra) have twelve janapadas.
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76 DEEG

before the Record, became the most used term for the subcontinent in Chinese
Buddhist sources.

So, what intention may lie behind the construction of India in this way, par-
ticularly when looking at the territory defined as Central India? According to
Xuanzang the most western region of Central India was Mathura, the most
eastern kingdom Pundravardhana; the southern border is defined by Bodhgaya
and (southern) Kosala, and in the north it still includes Sravasti and Kapilavastu
and Lumbini which one may expect to belong to North India. This geographi-
cal definition creates, as can be seen on the 1g9th-century archaeologist and
Xuanzang-‘enthusiast” Alexander Cunningham’s map (Figure 2.1),37 a dispro-
portionately distributed Central India in terms of size and position, the goal of
which seems to be to include all sacred sites linked to the traditional biography
of the Buddha; but it also includes, on its extreme western side, places like
Mathura, probably as the place of origin of the important Buddhist patriarch
Upagupta,38 and Sthanesvara as the home region of the ruling dynasty of king
Siladitya Harsavardhana (which happens to be the place of the dharmaksetra,
the great battlefield of the Mahabharata).39

When the Record ‘enters’ India proper, into the North(-West) Indian region
of Greater Gandhara, Xuanzang expressively points out this transfer into a dif-
ferent realm of sanctity: Bei-yindu, “North India,” the region which, accord-
ing to one Buddhist tradition, is also consecrated by a visit of the Buddha — it
is a centre at the periphery of the real centre, Magadha. It is interesting that
the access to this peripheric centre of transcendence is marked by a spatial
‘transcending”:

[If one] goes from there (i.e., from the region around Kapisi, MD) more
than six hundred miles in eastern [direction], [with] the valleys running
parallel [and] the mountain peaks [being] steep, one crosses the ‘Black

37  Alexander Cunningham, The Ancient Geography of India, 1. The Buddhist Period Including
the Campaigns of Alexander, and the Travels of Hwen-Thsang (London: Triibner and Co.,
1871).

38  Xuanzang himself probably did not visit Mathura: see Max Deeg, “Has Xuanzang Really
Been in Mathura? Interpretatio Sinica or Interpretatio Occidentalia — How to Critically
Read the Records of the Chinese Pilgrims,” in Essays on East Asian Religion and Culture.
Festschrift in honour of Nishiwaki Tsuneki on the occasion of his 65th birthday, ed. C.
Wittern, and Shi Lishan (Kyoto: Editiorial committee for the Festschrift in honour of
Nishiwaki Tsuneki, 2007), 35-73.

39  On Xuanzang’s description of this region see Max Deeg, “Show Me the Land Where
the Buddha Dwelled ... — Xuanzang’s ‘Record of the Western Regions’ (Xiyu ji): A
Misunderstood Text?” China Report 48 (2012): 101ff.
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FIGURE 2.1 Alexander Cunningham’s map of Xuanzang’s India (1871)
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Mountain Range’, enters the territory of Northern India [and] arrives in
the kingdom of Lanbo (territory of Northern India).#?

The described route from Kapisi (Begram), the last place described before enter-
ing India/North India proper, to Lanbo/Lampaka (modern Laghman) does not
follow the most natural way through the valleys in southern direction towards
Kabul and then along the course of the Kabul river but instead crosses the
mountains (Figure 2.2). The route comes from an area which was not sanctified
by the presence of the Buddha, to the first region in (Northern) India which
was, according to the version of the Buddha biography known to Xuanzang,
visited by the Buddha, and still had considerable remnants of this visit, south
of Lampaka. After another crossing over mountains* — which does not exist in
reality since the natural access to the Kabul river valley from Lampaka follows
the course of the Alishing river (modern Laghman-Sukhakhan highway) —,
the area around Nagarahara (modern Jalalabad) is reached. The Record ‘tran-
scends), as it were, to the site where the Buddha, on his visit to the Northwest
of the subcontinent, left the most tangible/visible trace of his presence, his
famous shadow image (foying f#52) in a cave near the city of Nagarahara;*?
nearby this extremely important site, there were also the relics of the parietal
bone, the cranial bone (usnisa), of an eyeball, the kasaya and sarnghati, and the
mendicant staff (khakkhara) of the Buddha.*3

A similar ‘description’** of crossing is found when the Record enters
Magadha, the inner circle of Central India; it is explicitly stated that this is
marked by crossing the river Ganga although the cultural-political borders of

40 T2087.875b.aff: HILHIT/NEERE - (UG HEH - SNk - MBS > AJLETE
5 EEREIACEIEST) -

41 T.2087.878b.2sf: {EMEHRmTTEHERE » WAL > BA > ZHEESE L]
FEHE) © (“Going more than a hundred miles to the south-east from there (i.e., Lanbo),
climbing over the great mountain range and crossing a great river [one] arrives in the
kingdom of Najieluohe (Nagarahara).”)

42 Li, The Great Tang Dynasty Record, 67f. For a discussion of the legend attached to this site
see Max Deeg, Miscellanae Nepalicae: Early Chinese Reports on Nepal — The Foundation
Legend of Nepal in its Trans-Himalayan Context (Lumbini: Lumbini International Research
Institute, 2016), 100-113.

43 Li, The Great Tang Dynasty Record, 69.

44  For obvious reasons, I use “description” in inverted commas to point to the fact that the
travelogues are more complex than documentaries: they are situated between inherited
tropes of Chinese geographical and ethnographical concepts and a complex intentionality
of the authors to project an idealized Buddhist India to their Chinese readership and to
“prove” that what is known from Buddhist texts is “really” found in situ.
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FIGURE 2.2 Routes from Kapisi to Nagarahara (blue: described route; red: natural route)

Magadha at that time (first half of the 7th century) and before certainly were
not restricted through the river (see above).

5 Narrative and Spatial Density of Transcendence

If a hierarchy of transcendence is expressed through loci/places which are
religiously meaningful because they are linked, in one way or another, to
the biography of the Buddha one may expect places where this transcen-
dence is “compressed” by frequent visits of the Buddha. The “Vulture Peak”
(Grdhrakita) near Rajagrha, for instance, is highly venerated and frequently
visited because of its accumulated transcendent aura as could already be seen
in the episode of Faxian’s visit discussed above. The reason for this importance
as a place of transcendence is not that the mountain is connected with one
particularly important episode in the life of the Buddha but because it is here
that the Buddha delivered many of his sermons; it is the place where most of
the Mahayana-siitras like the Stirangamasamadhi-siitra mentioned and recited
by Faxian (see above) locate the preaching of the Buddha.

Other places attain their status as sites of transcendence by the soterio-
logical importance of a series of biographical events connected to them. They
usually reflect a higher ‘density’ of sites echoing the narrative of the Buddha’s
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biography in which events ‘densify’ towards the important main event, the
point of narrative culmination, as it were, in a dramatic way. This phenomenon
can be observed in the case of the four major events, the birth, the enlighten-
ment, the first sermon and the parinirvana. Translated in spatial terms, this
could create a high density of sites in a quite narrow environment around a
centre of veneration which the travelogues, particularly the Record, reflect.

The most prominent site of this kind has been and is Bodhgaya, the place
of the Buddha’s enlightenment*® where the described feature of densification
is most prominent. Here some of the places are only some steps away from
each other, but they all lead to or from the centre which is the place where
enlightenment was achieved, symbolized through the bodhi tree and called the
“diamond seat,” the vajrasana.*®

Alist of places which are described in the Record — brought into a narrative-
biographical order in which they are told in the biographies which is not com-
pletely but followed in the topographical sequence of the places towards the
centrum dramatis (marked bold below) in Xuanzang’s Record — are:*”

F.  The place of the bodhisattva’s extreme austerities for a period of
six years.

G.  The place where the bodhisattva took a bath before accepting food.

H. The place where the bodhisattva ended the practice of harsh asceti-
cism and accepted the milk gruel from two village girl.

I.  The encounter of the bodhisattva with the naga Kalika (or Kala)
and the crossing (sic!) of the Nairafijana-river.

J. The place where the bodhisattva entered the Nairafijana-river to
take a bath.

K. The cave in which the bodhisattva meditated before approaching
the bodhi-tree (pragbodhi).

45  The ASokavadana, for instance, singles out Bodhgaya, particularly the bodhi tree, as the
place which receives the utmost attention and veneration of the king: see Strong, The
Legend of King Asoka, 125ff. & 257.

46 Another aspect is how the different stages are “repleted” with doctrinal content: see,
for instance, the analysis in Ghiorgo Zafiropulo, LTllumination du Buddha. De la Quéte a
[Annonce de UEveil: Essais de chronologie relative et de stratigraphie textuelle (Enquéte sur
lensemble des textes canoniques bouddhistes se référant — a titre principal ou accessoire —
a U« Abhisambodhi » du fondateur at a quelques épisodes connexes: antérieurs ou postéri-
eurs) (Innsbruck: Institut fiir Sprachwissenschaft der Universitéit Innsbruck, 1993).

47  Li, The Great Tang Dynasty Record, 243ff. (T.2087.915a.141f.).
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L. The place where the bodhisattva received grass for the diamond-
seat for the from a grass cutter.

M. The place of the appearance of the ominous birds guiding the
bodhisattva to the bodhi-tree.

N. The bodhi-tree (enlightenment).

0. The diamond-seat (vajrasana) (enlightenment).

P.  The place where the Buddha realized the law of cause and effect
(enlightenment).

Q. The place of Mara’s temptation (enlightenment).

R.  The place of the image of the earth-deity (enlightenment).

S.  Thepondwherethe Buddhawashed himself afterthe enlightenment.

T. The place where the Buddha received food from two village girls

after enlightenment.

U.  The Buddha’s cartkramana-path where he walked in meditation for
one week after his enlightenment.

V. The place where the four guardian deities of the four directions
donated the alms bowl to the Buddha.

W. The places of the Buddha's post-enlightenment contemplation
(7 x 7 days).

X.  The pond of the naga-king Mucilinda who protected the Buddha
from a thunderstorm.

Y.  The place of the food donation by the two merchants (Trapusa and
Bhallika).

Z. The place where Brahma urged the Buddha to turn the dharma-
wheel.

AA. The place where the Buddha ascended to Trayastrimsa-heaven to
teach the dharma to his deceased mother.

BB. Departure for Varanasi — another place of transcendence — to teach
the first sermon.

The microspatial aspect of a hierarchy of transcendence is expressed in the
Record through an increasing density of religiously meaningful places (see
e.g. Figure 2.3 for Alexander Cunningham’s identification of most sites). The
bodhisattva is moving towards the centre, the vajrasana, accompanied by a
series of ominous or miraculous signs (e.g., the blind naga Kalika regaining
his eyesight). The centre itself is described as the eternal centre of the world
which does, however, already show signs of inaccessibility (invisibility) due to
the decline of the dharma:
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FIGURE 2.3 Bodhgaya (Alexander Cunningham, Mahabodhi, 1892)
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Right in the centre of the wall [around] the bodhi-tree is the ‘Diamond-
Seat’. It came into existence at the beginning of the bhadrakalpa, rose
together with the Great Earth, occupies the centre of the three thou-
sand great thousand worlds, reaches all the way down to the ‘Golden
Wheel’ and above gets near the extreme [ends] of the earth; [it is] built
from diamond, has a circumference of more than one hundred paces;
the Buddhas of the bhadrakalpa sit on it and entered [the stage] of
‘Diamond-Contemplation’: that is why it is called ‘Diamond-Seat’. Where
the sacred Dao (bodhi) is realized is also called ‘Place of the Dao’ [Even
when] the great world is shattered [by an earthquake], only [this place]
does not collapse. Therefore, [when] the Bodhisattva was about to realize
full enlightenment and [he] passed the four corners of this [‘Diamond
Seat’], the whole earth shook, [but when he] then arrived at that place
[the earth] was calm and did not shake [anymore]. From [the time when
the world] has entered the end of the kalpa [and] the True Dharma degen-
erates, sandy soil covers [the seat] [so that one] cannot see it anymore.*8

6 Individual Places and (Again) the Transcendence of Inaccessibility

As another example of transcendence indicated through the inaccessibility of
space I would like to discuss an example in the inner circle of the region or
kingdom of Magadha which is linked to an unspecified episode in the life of
the Buddha which I had, so far, not been able to identify in the extant bio-
graphical sources.*® The place identified with the site described by Xuanzang
was visited and identified by a research team on a field trip in the Indian state
of Bihar in January 2020.59 On this trip we were trying to identify, among oth-
ers, a site described by Xuanzang as follows:

48 T2087.915basff. FIEEHEIETHEMIE - FEEOIE > BLAMERL - B=TX
TARF G > M o BRI - BRI - MEERS - BEET L ZmA
EHE - BEEMES - SERERT > MBS - AMER) o BEEE - B
AR IERR T, > ECLDURS > IS - R EILIR - 2R - HACKS)
AR DiwE  EEER -

49  From the description and the fact that Xuanzang himself probably never visited and saw
the place it may be concluded that this is a local tradition.

50  The trip was part of the ongoing project “The Xuanzang Trail,” funded by the Bihar
Heritage Development Society and co-investigated by Dr. Bijoy Choudhary and me with
a team of colleagues from different disciplines (archaeology, history, science); the goal
of this project is to revisit, reassess and identify the different sites in Bihar mentioned in
Xuanzang’s Record.
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More than ninety miles southwest of the Tailaghaka-monastery [one
arrives] at a big mountain with one rock next to the other [reaching up
to] the clouds, [where] spirits and immortals reside. Poisonous snakes
and violent nagas gather in its caves; fierce beasts and birds of prey dwell
in its forests. On the crest of the mountain is a huge boulder, and on top
of it is a stipa, more than ten feet high and [marking] the place where
the Buddha entered contemplation. Formerly, [when] the Tathagata had
subdued a local spirit (shen 1) and stayed there, he was sitting on this
boulder, entered the ‘Contemplation of Extinction), [and] at that time he
spent the night there. All the gods and divine immortals made offerings
to the Tathagata, played celestial music, [and] had celestial flowers rain
down. [When] the Tathagata emerged from contemplation, all the gods
felt grateful and built a stapa from jewels, gold, and silver. [Now that] the
[lifetime] of the Saint is already so far away, the jewels have turned into
stone. Since ancient time until today, it is only [when one] looks at the
high mountain from the distance that [one] sees the strange creatures?.
[Together like] close relatives* huge snakes and fierce beasts circum-
ambulate [the stipa] clockwise. Celestial immortals and divine saints
come follow each other according to their seniority to pay reference [to
the stupa].5!

What already becomes clear through this passage is that the transcendent
nature of the miraculous stone stapa on top of the mountain described in the
text is characterized by its inaccessibility to humans: it is originally built by the
gods and only venerated by wild animals.

Following the corrected distances and directions given in Xuanzang’s Record,
we were looking for this site at or around the rock formation of the Barabar
Hills, about 50 kilometres south of the modern city of Patna (Figure 2.4), the
site of the old Magadhan capital Pataliputra from the Mauryan (2nd cent. BC)
to the Gupta period (5th cent. AD). The Barabar Hills were a good candidate for
the site described by Xuanzang, who probably never visited the site himself,
since they house man-made rock caves with inscriptions identifying them as
dwelling places given to the ascetic Ajivika denomination from the Mauryan

51 Towceff FEREEREMMEEFNF L TERE > 2R EOMET - BENGE - 35
FHE > BHE  EEBE > BRI - IITEARE G > RN > HE
TERR - BB AR o BEAEM LI - TG > AJREEE > FFAETE
S o sBAEBE - LRI > BEREE > FRAE © WIZRHE » sERER - DI &
SRR - KRB > WE G - BHES > ARAE  BEE - IR
B - RICHE > BECOTE - RIEE - SRS -
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FIGURE 2.4
Map of
Southern Bihar
(with Kawadol/
Kauwadhola)

period onwards.>? As remote mountain caves for religious specialists, ascetics
and sramanas, searching for transcendence in form of being released from the
circle of rebirth they were, per se, places of transcendence — but unfortunately
there was no direct evidence for a Buddhist presence at or around the main
rock formation of Barabar.

When we left the Barabar Hill complex in the late afternoon and drove back
in western direction, we suddenly were stunned by the scenery of an individual
conical hill at some distance and in the dimming light of the sunset (Figure 2.5);
this hill was crowned by a rock boulder that looked like a stipa. The hill itself,
the flanks of which are covered by rock boulders, is called Kauvadol in Hindi,
which literally means “Crow’s Swing™: a local narrative has it that the rock on
top of the hill — the one we saw from the distance — starts swinging when a
crow is landing on it.

On the bottom of the hill there is a shrine with a huge statue of the Buddha
(Figure 2.7) in meditational posture, and on the lowest row of rocks around
the hill there are images of the Buddha in meditation and various deities
(Figure 2.6). The hill does not show any sign of human modification to make
it accessible — as, for instance, the staircases hewn into the rock at the nearby
Barabar Hills do. This and the other features (the shrine and the stone reliefs)
allow for a clear identification of Kauvadol with the site described by Xuanzang.
The setting of the place also makes it very likely that the “stone stipa” on top of
the hill has been venerated only from below, as Xuanzang’s description implies
as well. This veneration from the distance is, I would claim, a clear reference to
the inaccessible transcendence of an individual place.

52 On the Barabar Hills and caves see Harry Falk, Asokan Sites and Artefacts. A Source-Book
with Bibliography (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 2006), 258ff.
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FIGURE 2.5 Kauvadol, sunset (approaching direction west from the Barabar Hills)
PHOTO: M. DEEG

FIGURE 2.6 Kauvadol: rock images, Buddha and other deities
PHOTO: M. DEEG
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FIGURE 2.7 Kauvadol: Buddha statue (8th/gth cent.)
PHOTO: COURTESY LAXSHMI GREAVES
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7 Conclusion

In this chapter, I based my analysis of some passages in the Chinese Buddhist
travelogues and related sources (bio-hagiographies) on a distinction between —
and separation of — immanence and transcendence which is not the absolute
one of religious metaphysical-doctrinal discourses. Such a more fluid and
flexible understanding of transcendence and the transcendent can change
the theoretical perspectives and interpretative approach to the sources I am
studying in a wider hermeneutical framework which allows to clearly articu-
late a layer of meaning which goes beyond the positivist reading of the text
as a description of a historically ‘real’ landscape. In my sources, the notion of
transcendence is intensified through a tension between spatial accessibility
and temporal inaccessibility. To understand the construction of space and
landscape in a text like Xuanzang’s Record, one has to take into account the
different layers of meaning expressed in the text, and this includes implied
references to transcendence.
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