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Comparative Research on Inscriptions and Versions of Xu gaoseng zhuan:
Tanxun and Sengyong’s Biographies

Shotoku Kuramoto

In this paper, I focus on the biographies of Tanxun and Sengyong, the inscriptions
of which Daoxuan is known to have consulted when creating Xu gaoseng zhuan, and
compare these inscriptions and versions of Xu gaoseng zhuan to investigate the way in
which Daoxuan referred to the former. Additionally, I also make clear the complicated
relationship between transformations in versions of Xu gaoseng zhuan and the inscription
of Tanxun’s biography as well as its original draft.

On the Tanxun monument we find the Tang dynasty year of Wude 5(when
Tanxun’s corpse was cremated and a stiipa was built), as well as the names of his
disciples. The monument’s inscription text was created by Mingze, who died at the end of
the Sui, before it was built at the beginning of the Tang. When creating Tanxun’s
biography, Daoxuan referred to Mingze’s inscription draft found in Bieji; there is no way
he had information from the Tang dynasty. In Japanese copies of Xu gaoseng zhuan such
as that of Kongo-ji, one finds only an older form of Tanxun’s biography that referred to
this draft. Also, the first Koryo canon and Dongchansi versions are very similar to these
Japanese copies. On the other hand, in versions found in the second Koryo canon and
Zhaocheng jinzang, “Wude 5” and disciple information that includes errors have been
added. Also, the Sixi edition version corrects Tanxun’s year of death to Kaihuang 19, and
includes his disciples’names almost entirely correctly. It is possible that this version
referred to the Tanxun monument’s inscription after it had been built.

Above, I was able to make clearer the causes of changes in the text found in Xu
gaoseng zhuan versions by taking into account the differences in an inscription draft and
actual inscription text.

Looking at my findings as a whole from my examination of inscriptions and
Tanxun and Sengyong biographies, one can see that Daoxuan tried to rather faithfully
reflect the events and accomplishments found in inscriptions, often only making small
modifications to original materials, such as changing some characters and the order of
phrases. While doing so, he also tried to place more emphasis on sympathetic resonance
(ganying) and stories of spiritual efficacy (/ingyan) than the originals. However, there are
cases in which valuable information remains on monuments that Daoxuan did not include
in biographies, such as the information regarding meditation methodology in Tanxun’s
monument biography. Also, the passages Daoxuan took from monuments’texts do
include places for which the original context is hard to understand due to his omissions or
changed phrases, as well as differences from these inscriptions. In cases like Tanxun’s
biography and Sengyong’s biography for which inscriptions remain, such original
materials should be given the most weight. Also, even when inscriptions are not extant,
deciphering biographies while assuming that changes like the ones shown in this paper
were made to the original materials can surely contribute to a deeper understanding of Xu
gaoseng zhuan.
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