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Introduction

Among the Diinhuang manuscripts dating from the late 9" and 10* centu-
ries, materials such as ‘Transformation texts’ (bianwén 7 ), ‘Sitra lecture
texts’ (jiangjingwén FEi=), ‘Seat-settling texts’ (yazuowén 1% ¥'), ‘Dun-
huang avadana’ (vinyudn [H74),' etc. bear witness of the emergence of new
genres, characterized by the use of a language featuring numerous colloquial
expressions and vernacular syntactic constructions, and often committed to
writing by using popular/demotic characters (siizi {#3) or other forms of
non-standard writing. Several of these genres have a prosimetric literary struc-
ture, alternating between passages in prose and rhyme, and some — such as
the Transformation texts — were also directly related to images illustrating the
narrative. The majority of these texts consists of Buddhist stories,” adapted for
the purpose of narration and/or performance for a general audience; this type
of performance was an integral part of religious life during the late medieval
period, and some events were even state-sponsored and lasted for extended
periods of time.?

1 For a concise overview of Dinhuang popular genres, see for example Rong Xinjiang 2013:
398-411 and Schmid 2000.

2 As for the Transformation texts, there are also several with non-Buddhist contents. As such,
we can assume that this literary form reflects a type of (performative) storytelling which
eventually was adapted for Buddhist narratives. The origins of the genre are unclear, possi-
bly, it was introduced from Central Asia or regions of Serindia.

3 The grandeur of Buddhist public performances is described in various contemporary sour-
ces, including historical texts and poems. Detailed descriptions are for example provided in
P.3849 and S.4417, elaborating on the various parts and steps in the performance of lectures,
such as introductory hymns, Seat-settling texts (moralizing texts recited while the audience
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In this paper, I will focus on a text preserved in Or.8210/S.3096 of the British
Library which includes a short and unusual biography of Sakyamuni, and in
addition shows some remarkable features in its use of the language and var-
iant characters. Only one leaf of the manuscript is preserved. The first part of
the recto side consists of a Chan Buddhist inspired gatha, followed by a prose
narrative which continues on the verso side of the leaf.* The paper is of infe-
rior quality, but the handwriting was obviously performed by an experienced
scribe who seems to have swiftly and informally written down the story, not
aligning the Chinese characters and using numerous semi-cursive and cursive
forms. The hand is different from the one who had copied the gatha, and most
probably the scribe reused the leaflet when noting down the short narrative
on the life story of the Buddha, covering the remainder of the recto, and then
continuing on the verso side.

There are several extant narratives among the Diinhuang manuscripts deal-
ing with episodes of the Buddha’s life. Some of them are quite unique as
compared to the “canonical’ versions (despite being based on them) that were
circulating in China during the Late Medieval period, whereas some focus on

was entering the lecture venue), the exegesis of a siitra passage, eulogies to the Buddha,
vows, as well as the transfer of merit (for a detailed description, see Schmid 2017: 192 f.).

4 The manuscript is briefly described in Mair 1981: 310. The dimensions are 30 x 39.99
cm. A digital version of the manuscript is provided by the International Dunhuang Project
(<http://idp.bl.uk/database/oo_scroll h.a4d?uid=14407124109;recnum=8050;index=2>).
The edition in this paper is based on this version.

5 Canonical materials on the Buddha’s life circulating during that period include the Xiiixing

béngqi jing (15 74 5% (Skt. Carya-nidana, “Sitra of the Practice and Original Rise”, T. 3,
no. 184; on this text, see Durt 2008/2010: 122); F6 bénxing jing ¥4 (55% (“Sitra on the
Past Activities of the Buddha”, T. 3, no. 193); Piiyao jing ;@5 (Skt. Lalitavistara, T. 3,
no. 186); Fanggudng dazhuangyan jing Eﬁl Ao (Sﬁ(t. Lalitavistara; T. 3, no. 187);
F6 sud xing zan {yFvi= J# (Skt. Buddhacarita, T. 3, no. 192), and Guoqu xianzai yinguo
jing ;]Lﬁ'ﬁ N AE (“Scripture on Past and Present Causes and Effects”, T. 3, no. 189).
However, one text was of particular importance in the Diinhuang area, the Fo bénxing ji
Jing @4 5 E5E (T. 3, no. 190). The title is sometimes reconstructed as Skt. *Buddha-
carita-samgraha, however, 1 render it as Skt. *Buddhacarita-samcaya-sitra (“Sutra of
the Collection of the Acts of the Buddha”), following Deeg 2022: 65. As pointed out by
Siglinde Dietz, & 7% can refer to either Skt. samgraha or samcaya (cf. Hirakawa 1997:
1228). This text features by far the largest number of extant copies among the Buddha bio-
graphies (P.2221, P.3317,P.3157, P.2459v, S.293, S.5837, S.482v, S.1826, S.4873, S.920,
S.4778, S.4194, P.3680, etc.), whereas only very few (or no) copies of the other major
biographies mentioned above are extant among the Diinhuang manuscripts. The long text
in 60 fascicles was probably translated by the Gandhara monk Jianagupta (P52 %).
Despite the unique features of this biography and its great significance, there are very few
Western studies on it (see for example Deeg 2022).
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one® or several main events and others try to provide a more complete story
line of the Buddha’s life.” For example, the so-called baxiang ' #* ‘eight im-
ages/episodes/scenes’, usually refer to the eight main events in Buddha’s life: (1)
Descending from Tusita Heaven (|5 [[4=3); (2) entering into the womb of Maya
(") (3) birth (FF2 /H'.ﬁf[); (4) the great departure from the royal palace
(! E%L, etc.); (5) subduing of Mara (|5 ff£); (6) enlightenment/completing the Way
(753f1); (7) setting the Dharma wheel in motion/first sermon (fEij Q%?J); (8) enter-
ing nirvana ( * J&).° These events were often depicted in scroll form, as well.
Our text was previously edited by several Chinese scholars, however, some
passages and codicological features have not received sufficient attention yet,
and some editions contain multiple inaccuracies and errors. Generally, in Chi-
nese scholarship, Diinhudng semi-vernacular narrative literature is subsumed
under the category of bianwén 7@ (‘Transformation texts’) since they share
certain features, such as a prosimetric structure in many of these genres, the
inclusion of elements of the contemporary spoken language (especially in the
dialogic sections), the inclusion of extra-textual markers indicating that many
of the narratives were performed for the general populace, as well as a close
relation to imagery. The link to visual materials (which were exhibited during
the performances, accompanying the recitation of the storyteller) is mandatory
for Transformation texts in their strict definition,'® but not for other semi-ver-
nacular genres. The text discussed in this paper does not show any obvious
link to visual materials and does not have a prosimetric structure; rather, it
is a (partly) non-canonical and fragmentary account of the Buddha’s life,

6 For example, the lengthy account of the Buddha’s temptation by Mara in the Po Mo bian ’F’Jz
’B"Eﬁ@ (“Transformation [Text] of Destroying Mara”); for an edition and translation, see Lin
& Anderl & Hung 2018.

7 E.g., the various versions and fragments are based on the canonical literature but use a more
vernacular language and a prosimetric literary form. These texts were mainly used in public
performances, narrating and illustrating the Buddha’s life. This can be also deduced from
the frequent use of “performance markers” in the texts, indicating the specific mode or style
of narration for the various sections (e.g., whether a passage had to be read unisono by the
audience, or indicating a certain type of poetic style of recitation).

8 Besides the texts labeled Baxiang bian or Taizi chéngdao bianwén (see Table 1 below),
other Diinhuang texts dealing with Buddha’s life include the Taizi chéngdao jing =~—"1%
JFIAE (“Sitra of the Prince Completing the Way”; Ed.1957: 285-316; Ed.1994: 497-534;
Ed.1997: 434-467) and the Xida taizi xitidao yinyudn 783E =" {314 (“The Avadana of
Prince Siddha[rtha] Cultivating the Way”, Ed.1994: 535-552; Ed.1997: 468-480; this title
is provided in the P.2999 version of the text), a relatively complete biography in prosimetric
form.

9 The list of the eight main events can differ according to specific texts, settings, or locations.

10 See for example Mair 1989 and, more recently, Karashima 2016.



Christoph Anderl

sometimes referred to as Dunhuang avadana (Dtunhuang yinyudn J7H a6
or Diinhuang yudnqi F7H54E). Curiously, these fragmentary versions of ac-
counts of Buddha’s life (which usually do not have a title in the manuscripts)
are referred to as Taizi chéngddo bianwén ~~= Ry (“Transformation
Text of the Prince Completing the Way”) or Baxiang bian in the current edi-
tions, although the contents, language, and genre features considerably divert
from canonical sources, as well as from Transformation texts. As such, this
designation is misleading.!! The five to seven texts included under this heading
in various editions are very short and fragmentary, and there is no indication of
a title in the manuscripts. In addition, there are no clear genre features which
would qualify them as Transformation texts or related genres.

In Zhdu & Zhang & Hudng 1999, seven texts (most of them edited under
the label Taizi chéngdao bianwén in the other editions discussed above) have
the title baxiang bian, the text focused on in this paper being the last of them:
I fElAgdER () (for an overview, see Table 1). As in the case of the header
Taizi chéngdao bianwén, this labeling is problematic and does not correctly
reflect the features of this diverse group of texts.

Table 1: An overview of haxiang bian Dinhuang manuscripts

Text (with page num- | Manuscripts Features Notes
bers of the edition)
AR (- ) 12 BD8437, Prosimetric A quite complete description of
(pp. 638-660) BD8671, “Eight Scenes” (featuring many
BD8348 non-canonical elements and
stories)
I AEER- () 1B | Neiraku Prosimetric Longer fragment, overlapping
(pp. 661-673) Museum, (2 in contents with (— )
g3 e,
Nara

11 The five fragments are originally edited in Ed.1957: 317-328, and the editors indicate in
the notes to these texts that a title is missing in the original manuscripts (‘P& F(i#); cu-
riously, the title ~="553E1#@ Y has been also used in subsequent editions. Common to all
the fragments is that they are structurally unsystematic, use highly informal character forms,
frequently employ phonetic loan characters, and use non-canonical elements in the narration
of the Buddha’s life.

12 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 329-344: " #fligh; Ed. 1994: 571-588: /* f{1#h; Ed.1997: 507-522:
I} (— ) ;for a study and annotated translation of this text, see Van Rentergem 2019.

13 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: not included; Ed. 1994: not included; Ed.1997: 523-530: /* ff!
(D).
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Text (with page num- | Manuscripts Features Notes
bers of the edition)
AR (=) | P2496, Prosimetric Shorter fragment, starting
(pp. 674-679) BD8360 from after the Four Encounters

and Sakyamuni’s request to
renounce home; overlapping in
contents with (~ ) and (= )

I ARG (PH) 15 | S.4480 Not Shorter fragment, including
(pp- 680—683) prosimetric the Bodhisattva’s ascend to

Tusita Heaven; the search for

a suitable place for his last
rebirth; the narrative mainly
focuses on his birth in the
Sakya clan and the events
related to it; the fragmentary
account ends with the remark
that he became displeased with
palace life and “desired to
renounce home and cultivate the

Way” (L P53

AR (T ) 10| S.4128 Not The fragment starts with an
(pp- 684—686) prosimetric account of Gautama’s birth and

events related to it; the main
part of the narrative focuses on
predictions concerning the boy’s
supernatural features/powers
and his future career as a sage

AR () 17 | S.4633 Not The fragment starts with
(pp- 687-688) prosimetric the parents’ wish to find a

spouse for Gautama; however,
Gautama expresses his desire to
renounce home, and addresses
his parents with a “sermon”.
The story continues with

an account of the parents’
reaction to this and Gautama’s
determination to leave home

14 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 317-319: =" nS3fiidd ; Ed. 1994: 553-559: “\~"nbipiigd
(= ) s Ed.1997: 484-484: 3" nbipiigd () .

15 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 320-321: =755 E#@ ; Ed. 1994: 557-560: ~-="H5pAgY
(=) ; Ed.1997: 486-490: ‘f\g'@iﬁﬁéﬂ/ (Z).

16 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 322-324: =" S 3@ ; Ed. 1994: 561-565: -~ iy gy
(=) ; Ed.1997: 491-495: 4\;"5%&@?1/ (Z).

17 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 325-326: ~~="n53fiAdd ; Ed. 1994: 567-568: " mbififgd
(P4) ; Ed.1997: 496-497: f\qu}iﬁ@df (pa) .
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Text (with page num- | Manuscripts Features Notes

bers of the edition)

AR () 18 | S.3096 Not This is the text dealt with in this
prosimetric paper. It is a short but relatively

complete biography, however,
in an extremely condensed
form and many scenes only
alluded to, with a focus on
Sakyamuni’s life in the palace
and the encounter with and role
of his wife

Texts edited under the label of /* £/ “Transformation of the Eight Scenes [of Buddha’s
life]” in Zhou & Zhang & Huang 1999. The contents and structure of the first three
are quite distinct from the remaining four. In the above edition, the text dealt with in
this paper has the title /" g (+~ ) ”. From (Z ) to (), the editors add -
(‘imitate; compare’) after I #fl7&, probably indicating that they regard (— ) as “main
version” and the remaining seven as variations and/or fragments. However, this does not
correctly reflect the contents and the structure of this group of texts.

Edition of the manuscript

The beginning of the narrative is missing. The information between /.../ indi-
cates the column numbers of the text in the manuscript. Since the text contains
numerous substitutions, most of them phonetic loan characters, (the assumed)
“regularized” readings are inserted in brackets (:--) . [---] indicates
amended characters. | | indicates a missing/unidentified character and a pro-
jected identification is marked by [ (---%? ) . A doubtful identification is
indicated by ( ? ) . A possibly missing section in the text is marked by [...].
Characters with a deletion marker on their right side are indicated by [[...]].
An empty space inserted between portions of characters is expressed by //.

The text has been previously edited in Ed.1957, Ed.1994, and Ed.1997;
these editions will be critically discussed here. Since Zhou & Zhang & Huang
1999 do not provide any relevant new information as compared to these three
editions, it is not taken into consideration here.

18 Corresponding to Ed. 1957: 327-328: =" S 3fiidd ; Ed. 1994: 569-570: ~\~"nb piigd
(D) ; BA.1997: 498-500: " m3pifgd ([4) .
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[...]
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Table 2: Image references in the edition

* k% kksk kK kk kkskkok

M

2

(®))

(C))

Incorrectly identified as bz T+ in Ed.1997 (498, no.2), and corrected
to jia . The form is clearly a variant of %. Ed.1957 (327) has the
Bl B L.

Ed.1997 (498) has jié ZZ (‘regulate’; according to the Yupian —~
R also meaning jiéshii 7N “to end’, a meaning which does not fit
here) instead of chr [#, Jiang Lih(’)ng}’?ﬁf TS (according to Ed.1997:
498, n.3) corrects [# to 2%, a variant of xi B ‘to connect’. Although

following erroneous phrasing: 'F}HE' = TE

this is semantically possible, I think that [# is used here as an unu-
sual phonetic substitution of 5. [# is a rare character form, defined
as demotic (su [#) dialect form of chi [& ‘to eat’. The reason why
this form appears here is most probably because of its phonophoric
%Z, the MC reading of which is /kjiat/, identical with the reading of
it Cong - “from” (MC /trfiuwn/) is used as phonetic loan for the
homophonous céng Ei “layer’ (MC /trfiuwn/). As such, [BZ%E-is a
phonetic rendering of the phrase 7 “fg’[ , ‘composed of nine layers’
which fits perfectly into the context, indicating that the palace had
nine stories.

Fu i is written with an unusual variant (see also below). According
to Ed.1994 (596) there is a similar form in S.3050 within the same
phrase * [ (@) =< ‘elders/leaders of great wealth’. Ed.1957
(327) has H and “corrects” to zhou ”Fh' ‘eternity; eon’ which does
not fit the context.

All instances of 12 J[1 ‘be like’ (MC /yy/) in the manuscript are used
for ér|fi| “and” (MC /pi/), homophonous in Northwestern Medieval
Chinese (NWMC), [i] and [y] being commonly confounded (Takata
1988: 118; for an overview of NWMC features, see Osterkamp and
Anderl 2017).
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)

()

(7

®)

Ed.1997 (498, n.7) claims that there are three vertical dots to the right
of bing -, indicating the deletion of the character. However, a closer
look at the passage in the manuscript reveals that the three dots are
part of the character and that there is damage caused by a vertical
line, affecting several characters of the column. As such, the right
part of ™ got somewhat “separated” from the remaining part of the
character and was thence interpreted as three independent dots by the
editors (for an enlarged image, see * below; the image to the right
of it visualizes the yellowish vertical line which conceals/damages
parts of the characters).

Theoretically, there are other ways to phrase this sentence, e.g.: 7~
NI Gl 2 (e fe (B sRefgl= > Ao A A
Tt M= H ¢ . However, this phrasing would imply that the
daughters of the wealthy aristocrats would sit on top the nine-sto-
ried multi-coloured pavilion. This does not fit to the next sentence
which states that these daughters paraded by the prince. Possibly,
the subject is still the father mentioned in the previous phrase, im-
plying that he and his son Gautama sat together on top of the pavil-
ion or palace, in order to watch the procession, and choose one of
the girls walking by as companion for the prince.

As observed by Liang Litian 4, the original character here
could also be interpreted as wo ¥ ‘maid’ (see the discussion be-
low), synonymous and structurally very similar to b .

Sé <1 “color’ (as in Ed.1957: 327) is a highly interesting replace-
ment of suo ‘seek’ (Yang Xiong 1990), having a similar phonetic
profile: &1 MC /gok/ /sik/, & MC /sak/ /saijk/. This type of replace-
ment appears several times in 10th century Diinhuang texts, e.g.,
the Ydgia shii %ﬂ?}: Sl EE (R 0 N ERRK ) “After-
wards, when you are searching for a wife for your son, you should
be very diligent!” (Ed.1957: 859). Z is an ancient word for ‘to
seek’ (in the Buddhist context, it was still used by the early trans-
lator Lokaksema, and replaced by later translators with giu :f* ‘to
search for’; see Karashima 2013: 279), and seems to have sur-
vived as a regional expression. The phrase Z#7} ‘search for a wife’
is preserved in the modern Shanx1 and Jin dialects (on the histori-
cal development of /%, see Zeng & Anderl 2022: 4-5).
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(€))

(10)

an

(12)

(13)

(14)

15)

(16)

In the manuscript, ﬁF[ (MC /tsyij/) ‘fat’ is used several times as a
phonetic substitution for zA7 T‘F'I “finger’ (MC /tsyijX/; differing only
in the tonal value), as correctly indicated in all editions.

The two question marks are placeholders for two “symbols” or
characters which are inserted between & ‘golden’ and Tﬁ ‘ring’
(see the image ** below the edition). To the right of them there are
two deletion markers in the form of “ [ (on diacritic markers in
Diinhuang manuscripts, see Galambos 2013). The direct insertion
of symbols in narrative Diinhudng texts is highly unusual. What is
their function and meaning (if any)? This will be discussed in detail
in the analysis part of this paper. Ed.1957, Ed.1994, Ed.1997 unfor-
tunately all ignore these symbols or special character forms!
Ed.1957 (327), Ed.1994 (596), Ed.1997 (499, n.10) have £7, all cor-
recting to dda §7. The left part is indeed ambiguous and could be
both read as 4+ or 7', determinatives which are regularly mixed up
or mutually exchanged in Dinhudng manuscripts.

Ed.1997 (499, n.10) reads & and corrects to gi #¥ ‘drum’; how-
ever, the character form is clearly a variant of #¥ (see below).
Ed.1957 (327) has chdn zuo i#:L*, ignoring the hook-formed rever-
sal marker between the characters (see ***). Ed.1997 (499, n.11)
notes the reversal marker and corrects to zuo chan U'j#l “sit in
meditation’.

For this highly unusual form of chdn il ‘meditation’, see the dis-
cussion below.

Here, there is a gap of approximately six characters; however, there
is probably no break in the narrative. The scribe merely adjusted to
the features and shape of the leaflet he reused (the upper part is a bit
narrower). Ed.1994 (569) marks three characters as missing. How-
ever, I do not think this is necessary.

The text’s Il zha J22)s ‘put in effort to help’ does not fit into the
context. Ed.1957 (327) maintains /]y and Ed.1997 (498) corrects
to /i shi "Ji- ‘strong men; guards’. Since the text displays many
oral features based on the use of multiple phonetic loan characters,
and the phonological profile of the two characters shows simi-
larities (%) MC /dzrjoH/ vs. 4 MC /dzriX/), the scribe or writer

10
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17)

(18)

(19)

(20

@1

may have mixed up the two words when he “heard” them. In ad-
dition, the phrase /i zhu might have been frequently used at the
time of the composition of the text, and the scribe unconsciously
inserted it into the text (these mistakes based on automatically or
unconsciously inserting frequently used phrases or words in the
process of copying a text are commonly encountered in Diinhuang
materials). Ed. 1994 (569) has < = 3z T prfng ZppHpf - p
“H P £, without annotations. Yuan Bin (1983: 96) suggests
that vy should be interpreted as shouli = |7, meaning ‘servant
(> guard)’.
Ed.1994 (569) has ri fang J[1™*; and does not regularize to ér fing
[1/%. Yuan Bin (1983: 97) regularizes ¥ to I?B “visit” (PHIf] i/[ll?f J
[4HH#1%), while the other editions have [i# ‘guard; defend” which
is the better choice.
Ed.1997 (498) connects this phrase to the previous one: [...] PY[f]
[ > PYAA#IE . However, in this interpretation the last phrase
is redundant “...to guard the four [palace] gates, to observe the four
gates.” 1 think it is more likely that [“'F‘Fg‘f already is part of
the next episode: PP, - “LZ[FuA[ > [...] “Inspecting the four
gates, he first arrived at the eastern gate, |.. .].
71 75 (MC /tsijH/) is a phonetic loan of zi /F*[ (MC /tsij/), as indi-
cated in all editions. The two words only differ in their tonal value
(- has a falling tone, gushéng = i, while 7} F[ has a level tone,
pingshéng T ).
Ed.1957 (327) did not identify you ldo 'EJZSZ ‘there is old age/an
old person’ and has | [ I (Yang Xiong 1990: 8 noted that error
and corrected to F|F F#). Ed.1997 (498), not identifying F|
¥, amends bu midn T Bl ‘cannot be avoided’: ?Jﬁf 7 B, “If
there is birth, [old age] is unavoidable.” However, this amend-
ment iS unnecessary: ?J;i 'EJ:EZO “If there is birth, [then] there
is old age.” is perfectly recognizable in the manuscript and befits
the context.
Ed.1957 (327) erroneously identifies this as a variant of mo %‘i
‘quiet’, but corrects it to /é & ‘pleased’; Ed.1994 (570, n.7) fol-
lows this interpretation.

11
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(22)

(23)

(24)

(25)

(26)

All editions regularize si Y “four” (MM: /sijH/) to si 5= ‘die’ (MM
/s1jX/), homophonous and just differing in the tonal value. Note that
even in Modern China, 'Y is regarded as an unlucky number be-
cause of its sound proximity to the word for ‘to die’, and is as such
often avoided.

Ed.1957 (327) has [BY[ !, the second character being very difficult
to identify as yi # ‘cloth’. Xido Xu (2014: 97) suggests that #
(%) might be a mistake for ran %" ‘to dye; polluted’, reading rdn yi
LA (“dye one’s cloth’), since the phrases fI[[57 54, ZEA9)57, or
%5234 are more commonly used (‘shaving the head and dying
one’s cloth > become a monk”’) in the Buddhist canon. There are no
examples of ({577 # in CBETA. Although ¥ # “clean clothes’ is
semantically possible, Xiao’s suggestion makes a lot of sense.

The form [ is difficult to identify and Ed.1994 (569) and Ed.1997
(498) render it as »“: fanséng ﬁ“['lig ‘ordinary / worldly monk; prac-
ticing monk’. However, among the 120 »* registered in DMCT,
none resembles the form 8. The character could possibly also be
interpreted as fL (‘to see’), and resembles the form of the other fl
in the text. The passage remains problematic.

,& & is regularized as QFIL [ in Ed.1994 (596), following Ed. 1957
(328, n.4); ¥ looks similar (but not identical) to [ (as in Zp )
later in the text); however, based on the context it probably should
be read as rouzi fi=" ‘chief; head [of the ascetics]’, a rendering also
adopted in Ed.1994 (499, n.17 suggests the alternative reading of
@8 as Jivshan ZE1), “Vulture Peak’, Skt. Grdhrakiita-parvata).
Xido Xu (2014: 97) interprets @448 as Tou-shan PEI[T], an abbrevi-
ated version of Xiangtou-shan S4fffi[ | (Skt. Gayasirsa), according
to some sources the mountain where Sakyamuni engaged in ascetic
practices for several years. In terms of context and the syntax of the
passage, it is my opinion that the interpretation as fifi=" fits best.

In Ed.1957 (327) the two characters “~~" ‘prince” are merged into
# . However, there is no such a variant form and the manuscript
clearly shows two distinct characters (see ****; see also Yang
Xiong 1990: 8) and no ligature. By contrast, the subsequent two

IS

characters san rén — * are indeed connected (see *****) a com-

mon feature in fully cursive writing.
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27

28

29)

(30)

31

(32)

The form g is difficult to identify. Ed.1957 (327) ignores the char-
acter; Ed.1997 (499, n.19) assumes a Z (a variant of 1) which
does not make sense. Ed.1994 (569) also indicates an unreadable
character after {ﬁj. Yang Xiong (1990: 8) suggests that the phrase
should be interpreted as yitong — [ﬁJ ‘all together’. However, this a
mere projection and is not supported by the features of this passage
in the manuscript. The identification remains unclear.

Bian % ‘side’ (MC /pen/) is used as substitution for the near-ho-
mophonous bian #Il ‘whip” (MC /pjien/), as correctly indicated in
all editions. Possibly, in NWMC, the phonological profile of these
two words was even closer.

Zhi = ‘arrive’ (MC /tsyijH/) is used as a phonetic loan for zhi ?‘F[
‘finger > point with the finger’ here, the reading only differing
in the tone. Interestingly, the noun zA7 TFI “finger’ (MC /tsyijX/)
in the passage above is substituted by zhi ﬁF[ ‘fat” (MC /tsyij/). 1
suspect that the substitution = for ‘point with the finger’ indicates
that as a verb it should be read with the falling tone (qushéng .
#f+), whereas the noun (‘finger’) is read with the flat tone (ping-
sheng 7 ).

Ed.1994 (569) has hudi jido | which does not make sense. For a
discussion of the form 2, see below.

Ed.1994 (569) has chéng #=; = (MC /dzying/) and chéng = (MC /
zying/) are structurally and also phonetically very similar; however,
the form should be regularized to 2= based on the context, ‘hold/
support [the hoofs of the horses]’; this was already noticed by Yang
Xiong (1990: 8). In other textual versions of this episode, we also
find péng maiti }?RE{}' ‘support the horse’s hooves’, péng £ being
synonymous to A=

%’- after [ is difficult to identify. Ed.1957 (328, n.6) states that the
form is ‘not clear’ (weixiang # F£). EA.1994 (569) does not reg-
ularize it and has a drawing of the variant in the edition. Ed.1997
(499, n.22) has a long explanation of the passage and edits this as
% However, these are most probably two characters, the second
being = (= = (%) ¥ ‘city of the king; royal capital’). i
is interpreted as pusa EF' iz ‘bodhisattva’, and the upper part of

13
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(33)

(34)

(35)

(36)
37

N2 ¢

% as a cursive form of yu " ‘cross over; jump over’. As such,
the edition renders the phrase as: %%Eﬁ} s () 0 ()
F.¢[...] the Bodhisattva crossed over the city wall and left.” This
makes sense in the context of the passage. Possibly, the upper
part could also be interpreted as a semi-cursive form of du %
‘pass; cross’.

chéng 7% ‘complete’ (MC /dzyeng/) functions as a phonetic loan for
the homophonous chéng b “city’; the two characters are commonly
substituted for each other in Dinhudng non-canonical texts.
Ed.1994 (569, 570, no.14) interprets the variant as shu FE (for ')
and corrects to gudang ’?‘4. However, the form is clearly a dut ¥ (see
below).

Dan ! is a phonetic loan for chdn [P%? (for a discussion, see below);
zhi ﬁF, ‘fat’ is substituting z/i ?F”] “finger’.

Ed.1957 (327) marks Z|| as not identifiable (| I).

The last phrase follows a gap of approximately two characters and
is in my opinion not part of the story itself, but rather the conclud-
ing words of the narrator emphasizing the great merit for the au-
dience generated by listening to the description of Buddha’s life.
Ed.1994 (569) ignores the gap and reads “...?[JF,E&ETH«FI[’HI >
FLEPEH Y= F, ” which does not make sense (for a discussion,
see below). The editor also adds xia qué ™ 3t “below [something is]
missing”, assuming that a part of the narrative is missing. However,
there is no indication for this.

14
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A short discussion of character forms found in S.3096

Table 3: Character variants in S.3096

Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096r-19-04 | 3 jia Semi-cursive; Ed.1994

‘ (498, no.2) identifies the
% 01 S.3096r-23-04 character as bu T and
i corrects it to . How-

ever, this is unlikely
and it is quite clearly an
abbreviated and infor-
mally written form of
. Compare similar
forms in DMCT:

A B *

S-3096¢-19-04 BDIG444.084-17 S-2512v-0010-29 BD16444-093:21

S.3096r-19-07 | iw% sul Abbreviated lower part

bid

wang Semi-cursive

@ S.3096r-19-11

(e S.3096r-19-15 | == il Abbreviated / cursive

) $.3096r-21-05
Y S.3096r-19-22 | & chi Rare variant of [&Z; used
i | phonetically

S.3096r-19-24 | 1§ cong Semi-cursive; com-

pare 4 (®096 ; Huang
Zheéng 2005: 67)

cdi Abbreviated left part
(determinative)

S.3096r-19-25

A
A

15
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S.3096v-01-01

Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096r-20-06 | [ guo Semi-cursive central
part; compare [l
(S.5659) M (P.2187)

S.3096r-20-07 | &= ying Semi-cursive / heavily
abbreviated

S.3096r-20-10 | &y fil Abbreviated middle
part; compare @
(Beijing 7% 96; Hudng
2005: 119; appears also
in P.5032); Ed.1994
(498) reads zhou Ff i and
corrects to #y; the char-
acter form is certainly a
variant of i

S.3096r-20-11 | = chdang / | Semi-cursive

zhdng

S.3096r-20-12 | H zhé Fully cursive

S.3096r-20-15 | [& dui Semi-cursive / abbrevi-
ated phonophoric

S.3096r-20-22 | i zong Semi-cursive / abbre-
viated form of 7, a
commonly used vari-
ant of 5; compare #-
(P.2299), 8 (P.3913-
089-01)

S.30961r-20-24 | % kan This is a common way

of writing £ ‘see’ in
Dunhuang manuscripts
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096r-21-01 | #2401 | wo/bi The character is edited
as Jf! in the Chinese
editions; however, the

original character looks
very similar to Jj;

both characters refer to
‘maid; female servant’,
and are also structurally
very similar; however,
there is no compound
T2 ; as such, the reg-
ularization 74/ % makes
sense

S.3096r-21-03 ’Figz po Modified determinative

S.3096r-21-06 xiao In the vernacular manu-

M

- =

scripts of Dinhuéng, the
adding of a [ I “‘mouth’
to X ‘to laugh’ is com-
mon practice. Since [ |
is thus functioning as
determinative, the “orig-
inal” determinative *~ is
structurally reduced"

S.3096r-21-10 ﬁFI zhi Zhi ﬁ‘F’, ‘fat’ consistently
replaces zhi }JF’I “finger’
S.3096r-21-15 in the text

S.3096v-06-16

19 On the various forms of xido X in Dinhudng manuscripts, see Zhang Yongquan 1996:
475-477.
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S.3096r-22-25

Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin
S.3096r-21-20 | # g A heavily altered form
of ‘drum’; compare 2%
(®096; Huang Zheng
2005: 134)
S.3096r-21-26 | =+ nian This is a remarkable

‘big-belly’ cursive form
of ¥, rarely encoun-
tered in Diinhuang
manuscripts. How-
ever, similar forms are
frequently seen in later
texts of cursive script
in China and Japan, e.g.
& and & (Moji Portal)

S.3096r-22-04

chuang

A demotic character
form (identical with
the modern abbreviat-
ed form) of ji* ‘bed’.
According to the 7th
c. Zhengming yaolu
I-#[pI5 (S.388), a
“slightly erroneous”
(shao e ") form.>
% is the dominant
form in non-canonical
Diinhuang texts

20 On the various forms of ff#* in Dinhuidng manuscripts, see Zhang Yongquan 1996: 390.

18




Sakyamuni and Yasodhara Jointly Practicing the Way

Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096r-22-05 | [ rit Cursive; note that all
rii Y1 in the manuscript
S.3096r-23-16 are used for ér ﬁlj, the
two characters being ho-
S.3096v-01-14 mophonous in NWMC

S.3096v-02-09

S.3096v-03-22

S.3096v-04-05

S.3096v-05-16

8.3096r-22-06 | fi st Semi-cursive

S.3096r-22-09 | il chan The second form is
highly unusual, with

a heavily abbreviated
S.3096r-22-18 right part. The character
rather resembles xiz ¥i

‘sleeve’ or a variant of
fﬂ found in S.2113 2 ;
however, based on the
context, it should be j#l,
The use of this form (22-
18) is surprising since it
appears in the same line
as the first form (22-09),
and the writing style of
the copyist / scribe is
usually very coherent
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096r-22-14 | 3 ddo Cursive form, used
three times and illustrat-
ing the coherent style of
S.3096r-22-22 the scribe

S.3096v-06-13

S.3096r-22-27 E\JJ‘? shi Cursive and very round-
ed form (compare the

forms for =)

ﬁ, S.3096r-23-05 | ¥ fu This form is damaged
. and difficult to identi-
fy (only based on the
context)
S.3096r-23-07 | 3 gian Radically altered form
S.3096r-23-11 | {il/ + gé This is an abbreviation

(corresponding to the
modern form), current
in non-canonical medie-
val manuscripts

u $.3096r-23-13 | 2 zhit | Compare & (0096;
Huéng Zhéng 2005:
565)

S.3096r-23-20 | guan The determinative
seems to be altered to

a || above; however,
the fl to the right is
clearly visible while the
left (phonetic) part is
abbreviated
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin
S.3096v-01-08 | ¥ ldo This is a rather unusual
variant which is consist-
S.3096v-01-15 ently used by the scribe
S.3096v-01-23
S.3096v-01-09 | =& zi An unusual vertically

“expanded” form, with
a pronounced “gap” be-
tween the upper (phono-
phoric) and lower part

(determinative)
S.3096v-01-11 [?, ni This semi-cursive form
is used three times and
gives witness to the
I S.3096v-01-17 consistent writing style
' of the scribe
o S.3096v-03-14
i
S.3096v-01-12 | (K yin This variant has an

i vl

interesting inner A
shaped part (this feature
is very rare in Diin-
huang writing); this
element is probably a
semi-cursive form of
A (compare % in Moji
Portal); the [ ! element
is converted into a | |
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Variant
form

Manuscript
reference

Standard
form

Modern
Manda-
rin

Comments

element (compare the
transformation of the
inner part of [i] below)

S.3096v-02-04

ke

le

A very reduced
semi-cursive form,
rarely encountered in
Diinhuéng texts

S.3096v-02-06

bié

Difficult to identify due
to damage

S.3096v-02-23

fa

An extremely reduced
form for ‘hair’; com-
pare similar Dinhudng
manuscript forms regis-
tered in DMCT:

2187-0010-25 P-2324r-0110-06 F-101r-0115-16 S2672-049-29

S.3096v-02-24

jié

This is a variant of Y&

S.3096v-03-01 ]'FT seng Slightly altered form,
drifting into cursive on
the right lower part

S.3096v-03-04 | Rl shi Semi-cursive

S.3096v-03-05 | i kit

S.3096v-03-07 | pfi tou This is a semi-cursive

S.3096v-07-09

reduced form; compare

the fully cursive &
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096v-03-08 |~ zi The upper form is very
unusual (resembling a
[']) and possibly corrupt
S.3096v-03-11 (or another character)

S.3096v-03-21 [ﬁj téng Semi-cursive transfor-
mation of the inner part,
similar to A (see also
the entry on [~/)

S.3096v-04-03 | chéng | A highly abbreviated,
nearly fully cursive
S.3096v-05-07 form (similar to forms

of the homophonous
chéng 9); that it indeed
is a variant of 7 is

confirmed by a similar
variant in S.6557 (see
Huang Zhéng 2005: 51)

S.3096v-04-12 | k& luo A remarkable vari-
ant and an even more

drastic abbreviation
of the phonophoric as
for example found in
S.2113: % ; compare
also S.3540.

S.3096v-04-16 | 7)) |zong A quite different
semi-cursive form as

for example found in

P2324.ER
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Variant
form

Manuscript
reference

Standard
form

Modern
Manda-
rin

Comments

S.3096v-04-18

ki

jué

This character is sub-
stantially transformed,
both the upper and
lower parts (this form is
very rare in Dinhuang
material).

S.3096v-05-02

huai

Semi-cursive form, the
right lower part drifting
into cursive

S.3096v-05-03

Jjido /
yin/
yun

This form is extremely
difficult to identify and
it has been interpreted
as ¥ (Ed.1957: 317,
318, n.5; for an expla-
nation, see Ed.1997:
499, n0.20); however, I
think this is mistaken;
based on the context, it
should be either yin /8~
as in 45" ‘pregnant’
or yun % ‘pregnant’.
Although there might
be some resemblances
with /&%, the right part
~ is replaced by ¢},
the most likely expla-
nation of the form is

(a slightly damaged)
%%, compare Huang
Zheng 2005: 529
(P.2299)
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096v-05-13 This problematic form
is discussed in the edi-

tion; it probably consists
of two characters, the

one below being -

S.3096v-06-05 | EA.1994 (569, 570, n.14) interpreted this
form as [FE (a variant of " ); however, it is

quite clearly a variant of " ; compare forms
in DMCT: m ’ =F /?t

- )
52165-008-23 P3913-014-11 S-5809r-0017-01 P3664-487-16 S-4626r-0020-16

S.3096v-06-06 | 5} gui A form with the com-
plex left part abbrevi-

ated to a [F, a common
practice in Diinhudng
writing

S.3096v-06-12 | {4/ fo A commonly used
abbreviated form for
‘buddha’

S.3096v-06-15 [F?ﬂ'/‘[‘ﬁtFf chan/ | Editors have identi-
dan fied this character as
[, however, I think it
should be a [#. Any-
way, the phrase — |fftl/
‘[ﬁ’?‘iﬁfl I is a phonetic
rendering of — ﬂ%ﬁfﬁﬂ [
‘a snap with the fingers

> within a short period
of time; immediately’

S.3096v-07-02 | shuai | Semi-cursive form
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Variant Manuscript Standard | Modern | Comments
form reference form Manda-
rin

S.3096v-07-05 | & shuo Abbreviated right part
S.3096v-06-18 | Z[| dao A highly reduced form,
difficult to identify due

to paper damage
S.3096v-07-08

Some of the character forms are vertically stretched, a feature one often en-
counters in semi-cursive or cursive script. Most of the forms are not fully
cursive but the cursive features pertain to only one part of the character (usu-
ally the “last” or “inner” part to be written). With one exception (= *), the
strokes of the characters do not merge with each other (a feature of some types
of fully cursive script). The handwriting has particular individual features and
the shapes of the characters are very consistent. Evidently, the text was written
/ copied by a very experienced hand. Although this is only a conjecture, it is
possible this text was not produced in the process of copying another text,
but it might have been quickly noted down by a performer or storyteller. The
consistent use of cursive and semi-cursive character forms also indicates that
the scribe was probably not a professional copyist but rather a member of the
clergy or lay Buddhist community. The insertion of the two symbols is quite
unique and will be discussed in more detail below.

Annotated translation

[...1*! [Life in the palace / Meeting his wife] [He] then resided at home (i.e.,
the palace) for a period,” and after the fifth year, the king-father thereupon
searched for a wife to bestow upon the crown prince. [The father and Gautama]

21 The first part of the text is obviously missing, and the “biography” starts with Gautama’s life
in his father’s palace, concretely, when the king is searching for a wife for his son.

22 Qie¢ “' is probably used as temporal adverb here ‘temporarily; for a period of time’; gi¢ can
also indicate immediate action before a verb, however, this meaning does not fit the context.
Or, possibly, quégié #]] =' is a compound here.
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sat on top of their nine-stored and multi-colored palace,” and the daughters
of all** the wealthy leaders® of the sixteen great states [of India] were passing
by in groups; [however], the prince did not look at them at all. But when he
saw his wife?® of former eons,?” he smiled® and he took her as [his] spouse; he
placed a golden ring on her middle finger; the drums of joy were beaten,?® and
they became a couple.

For a period of three years, they would sleep in separate beds, and when
the prince sat in meditation, his wife practiced the Way, and while the wife
was sitting in meditation, the prince practiced the Way. After a period of seven
years, he then managed to renounce home. His father ordered 500 guards to
safeguard the four [palace] gates.

[The Four Encounters] Inspecting the four gates, he first arrived at the
eastern gate and saw birth®® and old age. He then inquired with Chandaka:*!
“For what reason is there old age?” Chandaka answered: “If one has been
born, [then it is unavoidable that] there is old age.” The prince was displeased
by that, and so he departed and returned to the palace. At the southern gate,

23 Léu #% (here suffixed with zi =") refers to multi-floored structures, such as a palace, castle or
tower. Early examples of the compound /duzi date from the mid-6" century and early Tang.

24 Ymngyou 't (lit. “should have’) or yingshi ikl (lit. ‘should be’) are used as prenominal
quantifiers, in the meaning of “all’ (glossed as yigié — < in Wa Xidort 1980: 135).

25 Zhdngzhé can translate Skt. grhapati and sresthin and perhaps does not refer here to ‘elders’,
but rather to the heads of rich households, or more concretely to the leaders of rich merchant
households (see the corresponding DDB entry for further references).

26 Binii [ ¥ lit. ‘maid’, but here certainly meaning ‘wife’.

27 Qianjié ﬁljﬂl ‘former kalpas; previous eons’; indicating that in all his innumerable former
life cycles, Sakyamuni was married to an incarnation of his wife.

28 Po mian yii xido @EI‘:’ESQ‘“, lit. ‘break the face and laugh at [her]’; ‘breaking the face’ refers
to widening one’s mouth into a smile.

29 Dd xigii §7 H 8 / da huanxi gt 37 F#E ‘beat the drums of joy’, is a rare expression and
only appears a few times in CBETA, usually in the context of announcing the birth of Gauta-
ma in the palace (e.g., F6 bénxing jijing {234 /% & 7%, T03n0190_p0689b03), e.g. . HIE T
drlerd Eﬁ} @ﬁfﬂo AEIAE . AT AN E - a7, “Suddenly hearing the drums of joy,
the king was surprised and asked [about it]. The senior officials answered: ‘The wife of the
great king has given birth to a prince!’.”

30 In the vernacularized versions of the Buddha’s biography found at Diinhuang, this can either
refer to the sight of a pregnant woman, or to the encounter with a man who reports on the
hardships of having a pregnant woman at home. Possibly, the compound is also influenced
by literature translated from Sanskrit in which “birth and old age” (jatijard) often appear as
compositum (e.g., Udanavarga 15.5 and 15.6).

31 Chénni 1‘&][]?, (Skt. Chandaka), the servant and horse groom of Gautama. After assisting him
with the escape over the palace walls, he and the horse Kanthaka would return. Eventually,
he would become a disciple of the Buddha.
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he saw sickness (i.e., a sick person), at the western gate, he saw death (i.e., a
corpse), and at the northern gate he saw a monk who had shaved his head and
wore clean clothes.* This was none other than the leader [of the ascetics]. [?]*

[The Great Departure] In the middle of the night, Chandaka, the white
horse [Kanthaka], and the prince departed together [from the palace].?* The
prince mounted the horse. The wife was Ya$odhara 3 and she was not aware
of [his leaving] at all.*® [Gautama] took his [horse] whip, pointed at her, and
she became pregnant. The four heavenly kings lifted the hooves of the horse
and leaped over the kingly palace walls, and [he] departed. During the fifth
watch,*” [he] arrived at the Snow Mountains.

[Enlightenment / Teaching] First he engaged in teaching, and then he com-
pleted the Way of the Buddha (i.e., reached enlightenment). With a snap of
the fingers (i.e., an extremely short period of time), he arrived at the palaces
of Tusita Heaven.*®

Expounding this, [we] will in the end” together complete the supreme.*°

32 Jiéyi ¥Z{*; this compound typically appears in the phrase zhué xinjié yi  FiZ 7+ ‘wear
fresh clothes’ (or similar phrases) in CBETA. In the context of Buddha’s biography, it often
relates to the episode when Sakyamuni concludes his period of extreme ascetic practices,
bathes in the Naranda river, and puts on fresh clothes. Here, probably, the author actually
refers to jingyT 1517~ ‘pure garment’ (or alternatively rdanyi =4, robes dyed in dark color),
referring to the garment worn during begging, or — more generally — to the monks’ robe
(Foguang: 4698).

33 This passage is problematic (see the discussion in the edition). Most likely this is an allusion
to the years of ascetic practice after Sakyamuni left the palace. The “leader of the ascetics”
probably refers to the first of the six ascetics Sakyamuni practiced with, Purana Kasyapa.

34 Remarkably, the horse is treated as human being here (quantified by the classifier for per-
sons, rén *).

35 In the text, the name of Gautama’s wife is rendered as Yéxiituoluo [ Fifig (i) K& which
is a highly unusual phonetic transcription; Yéshtituoluo “[{fiféké is more common for
Yasodhara. [ %fi[%E& appears only once in CBETA, in the Tang Dynasty Dashéng silin
xudnyl 3] “ﬁz%ﬁ: s (CBETA, X46n0784), written by a certain Jin Zhéng 157,

36 Jué Zr ‘wake up’ is here interpreted as fajué 3% here, ‘become aware of; discover’ (sug-
gestion by Liang Litian).

37 The period between 3 and 5 AM.

38 Doushuai tian [k, rendering Skt. Tusita (Heaven).

39 Daotéu Z[[Jfi, a Tang period colloquialism, glossed as zhonggui #3855, jiijing Z‘t}'&, (lit. ‘ar-
rive + Suffix’ > ‘finally; in the end’); see Jiang and Cao 1997: 88. Possibly it also could be
interpreted as a verb here, in the meaning ‘to end’: “Having finished expounding this, we will
together achieve liberation.”

40 Wishang == lit. ‘not have — above > supreme; unexcelled; unsurpassed’; in this context
referring to ‘liberation; salvation” (syn. to jiétué F2'fit).
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Analysis

The great number of phonetic substitutions, some of them typical for North-
western Medieval Chinese (e.g., the systematic replacement of [fi| by 7]') is a
strong indication that the story might have originally been orally transmitted
(e.g., in the context of a performance / public narration) and that it was written
down or copied in a local context. Possibly, it was swiftly noted down by a
scribe, providing a concise outline of some important events in the Buddha’s
life. The writing style and the character forms indicate that the text was not
copied by a professional scribe but rather by a member of the Buddhist clergy
or laity. I would rather assume the last, since the features and the content of the
text are highly unusual, and was maybe composed by somebody who was not
so familiar with the life stories of the Buddha. Or, alternatively, the storyline
of Buddha’s life was heavily adapted to a local audience.

The timeline of the recorded events is not consistent and includes elements
not found elsewhere. The concise nature of the narrative might also indicate
that the scribe / storyteller noted down some episodes in an extremely con-
densed form, possibly to be elaborated on and expanded at the time of the
performance or narration.

The short narrative begins with Gautama’s dwelling in his father’s palace
and obviously important events prior to that, such as those related to his con-
ception and birth, are missing. However, the text commences right after the
Chan poem in S.3096; as such, there is no text portion missing due to damage
to the manuscript and thus the scribe rather ignored the episodes from the early
life of the Buddha. Possibly, he had noted down this part on another manu-
script leaf. Obviously, the copyist “reused” S.3096 to note down his highly
condensed version of the sage’s life.

The joint practice of Gautama and Yasodhara

After mentioning that the prince was dwelling “at home” (i.e., in the palace),
the focus immediately shifts to one of the main concerns in this narrative,*
Gautama’s encounter with his (past and future) wife, their marriage and
spiritual (rather than sexual) life together. This part is the most interesting and,
as far as [ know, quite unique. While Gautama seems to be unmoved by the
sight of all the daughters of the state’s aristocrats and high officials, he imme-

41 Another fragment focusing on Gautama’s meeting his wife, although with quite different
content, is S.4633 (ed. in Ed.1997: 496-497).
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diately recognizes Yasodhara as his spouse during all of his former lives and
he “breaks his face”, i.e., smiles at her, confirming that he will choose her as
a wife, and subsequently gives a golden ring to her.
VR Here, the manuscript shows a unique feature: between the
o r words ‘golden’ (jin £) and ‘ring’ (zhihudn ?Fﬁ%i) two sym-
_ t. bols are inserted (see the image to the left). Although the
“ . scribe (or a later reader) cancelled them out by adding a de-
- letion marker ¥ to the right of each symbol, this feature is
highly interesting: did the scribe add the image of a ring* in order to “illus-
trate” this passage? What does the second symbol mean? Could it possibly
by a symbol indicating that they got married (“knitted together”); or does it
indicate that the ring is put on the finger of Yasodhara?* Or are these sym-
bols just arbitrarily or even playfully inserted?
Recently, I got aware of a similar character on the verso side of S.1477,
appearing in the following context: ¥ B~ H, (‘ﬁﬂ ) “The woman (wife) and

42 An empty circle @ (e.g., S.545) could theoretically also constitute a variant form of xing
F “star’, a character attributed to Empress Wit Zétian ¢ {I[|= (on this form, see Y Shijian
2012: 361-362). However, this does not make much sense in the context of our story. In
Japan, O could also occasionally substitute the character for ‘wheel’, /iin '/T] (Jap. rin), such
as in the expression OLI.“E{{LO@?] = U['ﬁlfﬁ@jﬁ ), Skt. *Cakravarti-cintamani-Avalokités-
vara-bodhisattva. Hashimoto (1919: 22) has further evidence of an early usage of O for Qﬁnﬁ,
providing an example from the Heian period, on the verso side of a manuscript featuring a
calendar (dating from 1171-1173). The manuscript stored at the Kongdji & [ﬁﬂj in Osaka
writes F—Hfﬁ as *| O in its colophon: L#EJOH@'??E"IEI?J Y 8T ST (note: [ o is an ab-
breviated way of writing Daigoji E[ﬁiﬁﬂﬁj ). Tam very much indebted to Sven Osterkamp for
this information and the references!

43 I am thankful to the colleagues who offered a variety of interpretations of these symbols,
such as Henry Albery and Siglinde Dietz who pointed out the similarities with the nandi-
pada (‘a bull’s hoof”) symbol found on Kusana coins and other objects. Sven Osterkamp
agreed with my suggestion that the first symbol might actually be the drawing of a ring,
“illustrating” the passage; the second symbol is more difficult to interpret, but we both
thought about something being tied together (concretely, here symbolizing marriage). By
contrast, Imre Galambos rightfully pointed out that this type of “illustrations” inserted
right into the text would be highly unusual in Dinhuang material. Samira Miiller sug-
gested that this might be a stylized depiction of a mudra used to express the “start of the
turning of the wheel of Buddhism” (see also the note above on ). It might indicate that
the married couple devoted themselves to reverence and meditation after they got married
and as such initiated the spiritual career of Sakyamuni. Huang Zhéng fh f[* (communica-
tion through Wendy Sau Ling Yu # #; 37) suggested that these marks might indicate an
interval, meaning that the contents before and after the marks are independent sections of
the text. Possibly, in this concrete instance, marking that the marriage to Yasodhara consti-
tutes a turning point in his life (and coincides with the beginning of his religious practice,
an event which is usually associated with his leaving the palace).
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child (or just ‘wife’ if we interpret <  as suffix) [donated] one chapter [of the
sttra]”. Based on this context, B should be interpreted as a variant of =
(many thanks to Yu Jidhang = {# 4t for this suggestion!). When comparing it
to + & in S.3096v-03-11, it appears to be an “abbreviation” of this semi-cur-
sive form, with the upper part deleted or faded.

My tentative interpretation is as follows: In the phrase ... =& ? ? ﬁ‘F', (?‘F[)
2B “placed a golden ring on her finger”, fF',fE‘i ‘ring’ was originally (playfully?)
written as (Ol by the scribe, representing ZB~" (‘ring + suffix ~+"”), maybe
following a particular scribal convention or automatically imitating the origi-
nal when copying the text. However, this was immediately corrected by delet-
ing O with deletion markers, and replacing them with the more “regular”
T (47D H ring.

Whereas canonical accounts of Buddha’s life usually focus on Gautama’s
life in the palace as a period of indulging in worldly pleasures and the sexual
engagement with his countless concubines, in our story he does not even have
intercourse with his own wife! Indeed, it is emphasized that they did not even
share the same bed, and that they lived like ascetics next to each other.** We
might wonder then how their son Rahula was conceived? Here, the biography
follows a story line which we also find in other accounts of Buddha’s life
preserved among the Diinhuang manuscripts, namely, that he was conceived
without sexual intercourse, but rather with the help of the supernatural abilities
of Sakyamuni (which are projected already into his period of palace life here!).
Concretely, when leaving the palace, he points his horsewhip at the sleeping
Yasodhara who consequently becomes pregnant.

Another unique element emphasizing their religious lifestyle while dwell-
ing in the palace is the reference to joint meditation practice of Gautama and
his wife. I did not find any parallel to this passage so far, neither in canonical
texts nor Dinhuang vernacular accounts of the Buddha’s life. Indeed, the two
complement each other in their practice, and it is stated: “[...] when the prince
sat in meditation, his wife practiced the Way, and while the wife was sitting
in meditation, the prince practiced the Way.” This assigns Yasodhara a unique
significance concerning the soteriological path of her husband.

44 This reminds us to a certain degree of other Buddhist narratives which focus on the purity
of conduct even between couples, such as certain versions of the Pali Sama jataka in which
the parents dwell in separate huts in order to stay focused on their religious practices. In our
story, curiously, this is emphasized while Sakyamuni still lives in the palace, and has not
even renounced home yet.
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The only part which somehow resembles more canonical versions concerns
the Four Encounters, despite containing some textually problematic passages.
Furthermore, the encounter with somebody giving birth is included.

The last part of the text discusses the remainder of Buddha’s life in a time
lapse, each phrase indicating an event which is typically described at length in
traditional sources: After arriving at the Himalaya (lit. ‘domain of the snow’)
mountains he engaged in teaching and ‘completed the Way of the Buddha’.
Chéng F6 dao 1% "3 usually refers to the attainment of enlightenment (Skt.
bodhi), and should as such be placed before his teaching career is mentioned.
The last phrase is the most puzzling, stating that he “with a snap of the fingers
arrived at Tugita Heaven”. This heaven is indeed the place whence he came
from to be reborn for the last time but it is certainly not the destination of
Sakyamuni after his enlightenment!*

The text ends with a note which indicates the performative nature of the text, a
feature which has not been identified in any previous edition (all editions ignore the
gap before the last phrase, and try to combine it somehow with the previous one).
The audience is told that the very act of expounding the life story of the Buddha,
and the process of listening to it, will lead everybody to “supreme” enlightenment.*
As such, engaging with the life of the Buddha is identified as a soteriological de-
vice which will directly lead to the achievement of the highest goals in Buddhism,
constituting a “shortcut” to enlightenment. With the use of the adverb gong
‘together’, the communal experience of this process is emphasized.

Final thoughts

This is a highly unusual account of Buddha’s life story; possibly, it is a verna-
cularized adaptation circulating among a local audience. The visual features
of the manuscript text suggest that it may have been copied or noted down

45 Maybe the author / storyteller somehow mixed this up with the story of Sakyamuni ascending to
heaven in order to teach his mother? However, this is unlikely, since according to this (late) narra-
tive his mother dwelled in Trayastrimsa (“Heaven of the Thirty-three”, sanshisan tian = - = =),
another heaven in the World of Desire (yujié #~ ). In addition, this story usually does not appear
in Diinhuang material concerning the life of the Buddha. As for the development of the narrative
of Buddha ascending Trayastrimsa to teach his mother, see Analayo 2012. Possibly, here the nar-
ratives concerning Sakyamuni and Maitreya were mixed up (since Tusita Heaven is the dwelling
place for Maitreya, waiting there to eventually descend and become a Buddha).

46 Direct addresses of the audience are frequently encountered in vernacular stories extant
among the Dinhuang manuscripts. This is also reminiscent of final sentences in various
Mahayana sitras, indicating the transfer of merit (Skt. punyaparinama).
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informally and hurriedly, using numerous variant and (semi-)cursive character
forms, as well as phonetic loan characters, indicating that the story might have
been transmitted orally. The content of the text shows several features which
cannot be found in canonical accounts of Buddha’s life. Most interestingly,
seemingly the author could not reconcile such worldly activities as sex with
the ideal of renunciation as embodied by Gautama Siddhartha. But this chal-
lenges the real-world intelligibility of the narrative, i.e., what renunciation of
the world entails, and elevates Siddhartha to a somewhat more transcendent
figure, a trait also reflected in his (eternal?) return to Tusita Heaven, perhaps.
One wonders why the most important turning point in Buddha’s life, the secret
departure from the palace which marks the renunciation of a life of pleasure
and the beginning of his career as world-renouncer is transferred to within the
palace walls. Paradoxically, his life as ascetic and practitioner commences in
the moment when he meets his wife. Possibly, this twist of the story was meant
to inspire those who did not leave home but still wanted to pursue a pure life-
style and follow the Buddhist path, especially in light of the soteriological note
at the end. Ultimately, the narrative may have been aimed at an audience of
devoted (female?) lay followers.
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