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1. Preface 
This paper is based on my oral presentation given at the "New Horizons in 

Buddhist Studies" symposium held at the International College for 
Postgraduate Buddhist Studies on November 16, 2019. Before delving into 
the discussion of 's  Zhù   
from the perspective of the activity of literati, let me provide a brief 
introduction to 's Zhù . 
The Zhù  authored by  serves as a commentary 

on the northern text of a- . , a prefectural 
governor during the Táng dynasty, is a figure about whom little is known. 
The Zhù  seems to have had limited, if any, circulation in 
China. However, Japanese sources, such as the  

 compiled by a Japanese monk of the Heian Period called 
 (1014- 1096)1 and the -  

by Ishida Mosaku 2 , provide records of this 
commentary.   

According to the , the commentary originally 
comprised thirty scrolls , but only nine scrolls— II, IV, VIII, X, XII, XIII, 
XIV, XIX, and XXII—have survived to this day. Most of these scrolls are 
designated as important cultural properties in Japan, making direct access 

1  55, no.2183 p.1151c and 1154b. Also refer to Aoki [2022] A,  pp.42-
43. 

2 Ishida Mosaku [1966], p.113. Also see Aoki [2022] A, pp.40-42. 
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challenging.  
Based on my current investigation, I propose that the Zhù 

 may have been brought to Japan by Japanese monks D ji  (?-744) 
 (?-746) and copied by Japanese official scribes during the 

Nara Period, to be more precise, between 713 and 753. However, the mystery 
remains as to why this commentary, authored by an obscure provincial 
governor, found its way to Japan. 
Despite ’s lay background, he displayed a profound understanding 

of Buddhism. According to catalogs of sutras, his notable works include the 
  Commentary on , the 

b hù Commentary on 
- , and possibly the   

or a commentary on 3. However, except for 
the Zhù , none of these texts have been found so far to this 
day.  
Following you will find detailed codicological information regarding the 

nine extant scrolls. 
 Scroll II, One Scroll, Vertical 26.0 cm, Total Length 1656.6 cm, Nara 

Period, Seirai-ji, Mie Pref. ( )  
 Scroll IV, One Scroll, Vertical 26.0 cm, Total Length 662.1 cm, Nara 

Period, Shitenno-ji, Osaka Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll VIII, One Scroll, Vertical 26.4 cm, Total Length 1286.1 cm, Nara 

Period, Saiky -ji, Shiga Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll X, One Scroll, Vertical 25.8 cm, Total Length 1250.0 cm, Nara 

Period,  - -ji, Shiga Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll XII, One Scroll, Vertical 26.3 cm, Total Length 1465.6 cm, Nara 

Period,  Sairai-ji, Mie Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll XIII, One Scroll, Vertical 26.2 cm, Total Length 1081.8 cm, Nara 

3 Aoki [2022]A, pp.53-60. 
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Period, Personal storage, Nara Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll XIV, One Scroll, Vertical 26.3 cm, Total Length 1152.2 cm, Nara 

Period, Bishamon- , Kyoto Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll XIX, One Scroll, Vertical 26.3 cm, Total Length 1163.8 cm4 , 

Nara Period, Saihou-ji, Kanagawa Pref. ( ) 
 Scroll XXII, One Scroll, Vertical 26.0 cm, Total Length 1313.1 cm, Late 

Nara or early Heihan Period, Gogatsud  Art Gallery, Tokyo (
) 

(For the latest information regarding the Zhù , please refer 
to my monograph published in 2022 as well as my research map on the 
web5.) 
 

2. Introduction 
As aptly summed up by the phrase 6 “the Path spreads through 
people” (phrase found in the Dà f f b  or 

  ’ ), the 
transmission of the Buddhist teachings depends on human activity. In 
Buddhism, there are three kinds of people engaged in religious activities: 
monastics, Buddhist householders7  , and commoners.  

Looking back at the early transmission of Buddhism in China, the major 
believers at the time were the nobility, bureaucrats and their families. They 
had close ties to the  Imperial court  of the ruling dynasty, 
which provided them with opportunities to encounter newly imported ideas 
as well as visitors from abroad. Moreover, they were highly educated and 

4 The measurement data of Scroll XIX is based on the article of Mitsumori 
Tatsuo [1948] pp.11-18. 

5 https://researchmap.jp/sweetdharma?lang=en 
6  6 (  

03, no. 156, p. 157b16) 
7 There are other expressions used for ‘ ’ such as lay believers, or lay 

Buddhists. 
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therefore often open to as well as capable of understanding the new cultural 
forms they were exposed to. Most importantly, they were wealthy, enabling 
them to acquire texts and spend time on studying them.  Prince  of  
( ) of the Eastern Hàn dynasty , 
for instance, was one of the earliest Buddhist householder-worshipers. 
According to the   , he worshipped the statue of a 
Buddha as early as 65 CE8. 

The definition of the word ‘householder’   has gone through 
several changes over the course of its history9. In the early stage, the word 
referred to those who retire from social activities but undertake studies at 
home for their own pleasure. Later, under the influence of Buddhism, the 
definition shifted to lay people who practice Buddhist studies or activities 
with or without a worldly occupation. In the Buddhist definition, 
householders are those who believe in the three treasures 
( ), undertake the five precepts , 
and accumulate good deeds while eliminating evil deeds.  

On the other hand, the term “literatus”  refers to those who 
had passed the imperial examination and became bureaucrats. In 
most cases, they were landlords as well as scholars at the same time. 
Due to their extensive knowledge and educational background, literati 

sometimes worked in sutra translation bureaus being officially 
in charge with proofreading or editing the wording. When such literati also 
became Buddhist householders, they not only supported Buddhism 
politically and economically, but also played important roles in assimilating 
as well as interpreting and commentating on complex Buddhist teachings for 
the commoners.  

8 42 : 32 (The 
Biography of the Prince  of ) ( -

3)  
9  [2000] Chapter 1 of vol.1. 
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Commentaries on Buddhist sutras written by literati are, however, hardly 
found today. One of the reasons for this is probably the fact that the officials 
were not considered to be professional exegetes or to have the same standing 
as the monastics. Therefore, their commentaries were not often included in 
sutra repositories or official publications. Another reason has to do with the 
fact that their studies of the Buddhist canon were primarily pursued as a 
personal interest, which made it difficult to associate them with a precise 
school or lineage. This is why their commentaries are hardly referred to in 
traditional sources and extant commentaries written by literati are quite rare.  
The present paper focuses on a manuscript written by , a literatus 

during the Táng dynasty.  
  
3. Literati and Buddhism in under the Táng dynasty 
    10 (  ) by 

(1740-1796) of the  dynasty, collects stories of 312 
householders from the Eastern Hàn to the Q  dynasties, some of which 
relate the lives of literati.  
Today when we think of famous Buddhist householders of the Táng dynasty, 

such names as (635-730) may spring up to mind. 
However, strictly speaking, he was not a bureaucrat and will therefore not be 
included in this category.  a member of the royal 
family. Furthermore, he played a major role himself as a master of the 
Huáyán school.  

If we are to look for typical examples of Táng literati who were also 
Buddhist householders, several figures such as Wáng Wéi (701-761), 

 (709-785),  (772-846) and  
(791-864)would naturally come to mind.  
Wáng Wéi was not only a famous poet representing the apogee of the Táng 

10 annotated by [2013], p.2. 
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culture, but also an elite bureaucrat. Moreover, he was also an accomplished 
painter, calligrapher and musician. We know that his Chinese courtesy name 

  of Mójié  is derived from “Wéimójié”  or “ ”, 
the celebrated lay Buddhist follower who is the protagonist of the 

 .  
 became renowned for his calligraphical virtuosity which 

assured him a place amongst the “four great calligraphers” of the Táng 
dynasty. He was also a loyal retainer of the Táng dynasty who had played a 
key role in the suppression of the ns  luàn (Anshi rebellion). 
At the same time, he is also known to have been a devout believer in the 
Buddha dharma who kept the five precepts.  
Likewise,  ranks as one of the most famous poets of the Táng age 

while  is remembered not only as a Buddhist writer but also as a 
skillful calligrapher.  actually bears the closest resemblance to Wéi 

 in spite of the one-hundred-year gap between them. While he did not 
write any commentaries like  did,  authored prefaces for 
some of m ’s  (780-841) works like the Zhù H f
m  ( ’ C

 - ) and the x
 (

).  
These literati also share some features which do not apply to . 

They often had close connections to Chàn/Zen masters and their poetry often 
reflects spiritual experiences associated to this tradition. Many of them, 
because of their proficiency in calligraphy and poetry, also wrote epitaphs at 
the request of Buddhist temples or the imperial court.  

On the other hand, there is nothing in 's commentary to indicate 
any connection to the Chàn/Zen tradition. Furthermore, I have not found any 
historical records to support his involvement in writing epitaphs. What 
singles him out amongst the Táng literati is his authorship of a commentary 
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on a Buddhist scripture.  
As far as I know, throughout the entire Táng history, there is only one 

similar example, to wit, the case of   (for a detailed 
discussion, see Ochiai Toshinori  2011)11.  is said to 
have lived from the end of the 7th century CE to the beginning of the 8th 
century CE, therefore slightly earlier than . In the Preface of his 
commentary on the ,  refers to his position in the 
central government bureaucracy, adding that as he has some spare time, he 
has decided to write this exegetical work. The commentary itself reveals a 
rich knowledge and deep understanding of the Buddhist doctrines. (The same 
can be said of , too). Moreover, 's commentary 
provides no clues regarding his affiliation to a specific Buddhist school or 
temple. Neither can we find any reference to his master. (Again, such 
features are common to ’s case.)  

We can thus identify two types of literati active during the Táng dynasty. 
The first were talented poets and calligraphers, who engaged with Chàn/Zen 
masters and composed poetry reflecting their spiritual experiences. The 
second were literati who apparently did not become affiliated to the 
Chàn/Zen tradition or any other specific schools, yet had sufficient 
knowledge to write commentaries on Buddhist scriptures.  

*** 
Next, I will briefly outline the traditional exegetical history of the 

  in China, focusing on the background of ’s 
commentary. 
 
4. Brief review of the research history of  in the Táng dynasty 
  (1) Before the Táng dynasty  
  The study of the “Mah y na”  began shortly after the translation 

11 Ochiai Toshinori [2011],  pp. 1 - 52 
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in six scrolls done by  (337-422) and Buddhabhadra 
 (359-429) in 418 CE (i.e., the so-called  version). In particular, this 

version was studied by Dàos   (355-434), (363-443) 
and  (unknown dates). Famously, Dàos  rejected the theory 
that the s cannot attain Buddhahood (a doctrine found in the 

 translation). Instead, he claimed, all sentient beings have Buddha-
nature , . This marked the beginning of a 
famous controversy in the history of Chinese Buddhism. This dispute could 
not be settled before the translation of the forty-scroll version of the text, also 
known as the “Northern version”. We owe this translation to Dharmak ema 

 (385-433) in 421 CE. The forty-scroll version of the “ ” 
  clearly vindicated the interpretation advocated by Dàos , 

who was later invited to give lectures on this scripture.  Dàos  also wrote 
a commentary named      (later named the 

  , which is included in    
.  

 (316–420), who translated the Northern version 
alongside Dharmak ema, authored a commentary entitled the   

 , which unfortunately has been lost.  
Later in 436 CE, a thirty-six-scroll version, known as the Southern version, 

was edited by ,  and   (385-433). This 
version is based on ’s translation. In the southern part of China, the 
so-called   region, research on  was based on this 
Southern version.  

The Liáng dynasty was the golden era for research on the . 
a school  was 

established. The tradition counts three key masters, i.e., i-s
 (467-529), -s   (458-522) and 

-s m    (467-527).  
Emperor W  of Liáng  (464-549) is known to have ordered 
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  (444-509) to edit the     and to 
write himself a preface to it. The   has 71 scrolls and 
assembles passages from more than 10 commentaries. It represents the 
culmination of the  commentarial literature, being considered an 
outstanding exegetical achievement.  
    During the   dynasty (581- 618),  -s   
(523-592) wrote the   . Except for 

’s commentary, this is the only exegetical work based on the 
Northern version.  (549-623) also wrote a commentarial treatise 
dedicated to the a- , named the    

. So did   (561-632), one of y ’s  main 
disciple (538-97), who authored two commentaries on the same text, to wit, 
the  x   , in two scrolls, and the 

  , in 33 scrolls.  
T a school reached its peak during the Liáng dynasty. From the 

end of the Liáng to the beginning of the Chén   dynasties, we witness the 
rise of other Buddhist schools such as ,  , and 

i . The emergence of these schools made it difficult for the 
a school to retain its appeal. This historical process was further 

complicated by the fact that quite a few scholar-monks associated with the 
a tradition were not exclusively focused on the  only but 

also studied other sutras or even belonged to other schools. Furthermore, as 
Buddhism was twice persecuted under Emperor Zhou Wu, many Northern 
Chinese Buddhists fled into southern China. One of the by-products of this 
exodus was the fact the Southern Nirv a tradition became absorbed into the 

 and/or  schools and slowly died out. In a parallel process, the 
Northern Nirv a tradition, which had once prospered alongside the  
school, ceased to exist by the beginning of the Táng dynasty due to the newly 
established  school . 
 (2) Research history in the Táng 
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   So, by the beginning of the Táng age a school, as on organized 
tradition chiefly based on the a- , had ceased to 
function. This, however, does not mean that the  was no longer 
the object of exegetical interest and study. Some Buddhist scholars continued 
to study the  out of personal interest while pursuing their 
doctrinal curriculum according to the school to which they belonged.  

Indeed, commentaries on the a- a continued to 
be composed during the Táng. Most of them come from the  school. 
Only three of them, namely, Dàox ’s      
(9 scrolls)  and x w    (1 scroll) and 

’s       (12 scrolls), are extant. Other 
 scholar-monks of this age who are also known to have studied the 

 include (673-754), (691-779), Zhànrán 
(711-782), Yuánhào (?-817), Dàox (740-810) and 

m . 
 During the Táng epoch, we also see some Huáyán  scholar-monks 

like isang  (625-702) and Wonhyo  (617-686), both originally 
from Silla, as well as   (738-838) and m   (780-
841) who showed interest in the scripture.  

The exegetical literature dedicated to the  came to an end with 
yuán’s   x f  and 

  , both composed in the 
Song   dynasty. 
 
5. ’s Zhù  
  (1) Importance 

Zhù  is important for two reasons. First, with the 
’s  , it is the only extant 

commentary based on the Northern version. Before Zhù  
became known, ’s commentary was actually considered to be the 
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only exegetical material dedicated to this version. Second, alongside 
’s work (discussed in the previous section), the Zhù  

is the only extant example of a commentary written by a literatus.  
  (2) Author 

Little is known about the author , other than his title of governor 
of the j  Prefecture , which is stated at the beginning of the 
scroll titled Zhù . According to the   

12    
) and    ( )13 (   

), the name “ j ” appears used in 
two periods, i.e., 619-626 and 713-741. In addition, the  

 or -  , records that another commentary 
by  on the , which is now lost, had been 
borrowed in the year 75314. Based on the above, I therefore date  
to the early 8th century and the composition of the Zhù  
sometime between 713 and 741. The text must have been brought to Japan 
in the Nara period, no later than 753. (For further details on the question of 
the formation of the Zhù , refer to my previous article).15  
  (3) Special features linked to the content of the Zhù . 

 The commentary is based on the Northern version.  
 Several words are, however, adopted from the Southern version. 

There are approximately ten such examples in scroll II. 

12  (   
 ),  (

), p.773. 
13 42 ( ) (   

), p.1080. 
14 m  ,  (  

 ) Chronicles III , Tenpy  20th to 
Tenpy  Sh h  5th . pp.642-643 

15 Aoki Chialin [2018] pp.1-22 
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 Terms adopted from texts other than the Northern or Southern 
versions. I have identified around 25 examples of this kind just in 
scroll II. It will require further research before drawing any 
conclusions on the significance of this choice. 

 Rigorous attention to definitions  
My study of the text reveals that  paid serious attention to 
the meanings of words and their usage. There is a distinct possibility 
that he referred to the   (

S ). ’s meticulous attention to lexical details 
might reflect his educational background as a literatus. 

   Changes in the citations 
The Zhù  also contains what appear to be citations 
from other major commentaries. It is, however, difficult to identify the 
latter, and I continue to seek for their precise provenance. The reason 
for this is that  often changed the wording and style of the 
citations, and never clarified from which works he cited. 

   Avoiding the repletion of the same words 
   No traces of scholastic affiliation 
 
The Zhù  offers no clues as to which school  

belonged to, who was his master, and what temple he was related to. This is 
similar to the case of . As noted earlier, it seems that  
and  represent a rather unique subcategory of literati different 
from Wáng Wéi and the other Táng householders famous for their poetry or 
calligraphy.  
  As Ui Hakuju states, Chinese Buddhism loves to categorize17. 

16 25, 
 (  54, no.2128, pp. 463a11- 480c24) 
17 Ui Hakuju [1951] p.220 
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Chinese Buddhists first accepted new teachings, then they categorized them. 
When something new comes, they try to make it fit into a category.  
The same happened when the  was transmitted. Its teachings 

were classified according to the criteria of doctrinal assessment . Such 
strict categorizations might be relevant to scholars, whether traditional or 
modern, but they also pave the way to sectarian understanding and hinder 
the accessibility of some of the teachings to the general public. Those who 
preferred a freer style of interpretation, such as the literati who were not 
affiliated to any particular school, might have felt less constrained by the 
strict emphasis on categorizations and classifications. 

 and  were probably two such free-minded exegetes. 
We continue to see the same pattern today. For example, I am conducting 
research on the , but this does not mean that I belong to a certain 
school or tradition.  
 
6. Conclusion  
This paper introduces ’s Zhù  and discusses its 
main features. Compared to the commentaries authored by famous monks 
and judged according to their scholastic standards, ’s Zhù 

 might appear a mediocre work. However, its value lies, in part, 
in revealing the existence of a different type of literatus other than the 
Chàn/Zen poets. These unknown literati such as  and  
were writing in freer styles, without any emphasis on categorization or 
displaying any school affiliation. That is why  was able to adopt 
terminology from other texts without any hesitation. Making such alterations 
to the holy Buddhist Canon would have been practically impossible for a 
monastic.  
I have been trying to understand why ’s commentary was brought 

to Japan, and it may be precisely the lack of categorization which offers a 
clue: ’s commentary was probably welcomed by those readers who 
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were not concerned about scholastic affiliations. This might be seen as a new 
trend in the commentarial tradition brought back by the Japanese monks who 
had studied in China. The Zhù  is practically an unknown 
text. It is certainly not a famous text, but personally I consider it as an 
important work. It reveals how an unknown literatus, apparently independent 
of the established commentarial schools of his day, may nonetheless bring a 
contribution to the history of Buddhism in East Asia. 
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