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Toilet Care in Buddhist Monasteries

Health, Decency, and Ritual

Ann Heirman and Mathieu Torck

As is well known, Buddhist communities developed in India a few centuries before the start of the Common Era. During these early centuries, monastic leaders compiled large bodies of disciplinary texts, or guidelines, called vinaya. These texts constitute a rich source of historical information about material culture, practices, ideas, and attitudes that were essential in the functioning, and even survival, of the Buddhist communities. They also provide detailed information on bodily care, including toilet practices. If followed closely, many of the detailed stipulations outlined in the texts would have helped monastics to maintain good health. Nevertheless, the principal concerns of the authors relate to decency, respect, cleanliness, and purity.
 In the course of the development of disciplinary texts, cleanliness of the body became linked to the concept of “purity of mind.” Whereas cleanliness relates to being free from dirt in a context of respect and decorum, purity relates to freedom from both physical and moral pollution.

When monks started to travel from India to other parts of the Asian continent, they carried with them a great deal of information in both oral and written forms. At first, disciplinary texts were not given a high priority, but this changed quite suddenly around the beginning of the fifth century c.e., when intense interest in the vinaya texts started to develop and when many of them were translated into Chinese. About three hundred years later, at the beginning of the eighth century, the Chinese monk Yijing translated large sections of another text, the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya. As most of the original Indian texts have since been lost, these Chinese translations now provide some of the best sources of information on early Buddhist practices and attitudes, and details of monastic life.

Yijing’s translation of the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya remains a most interesting source, especially on material culture. The first translation presented in this chapter is from this source. It relates how Śāriputra, a most distinguished disciple of the Buddha, convinces a Brahmin to become a Buddhist monk on account of his attention to purity. The Brahmin wants to be physically clean, but he links this to a desire to leave the worldly life and pursue a certain spiritual goal. Śāriputra shows him how to lead a balanced life, free from pollution, but also without an exaggerated craving for extreme cleanliness. In this narrative, we read of a ritualized toilet process, involving the use of specific objects and a strict sequence of actions. Such ritual cleansing was quite common in the Indian religious landscape, especially among Brahmins.  They are rather unusual in Indian Buddhist monastic texts, however. It is in China, and then especially in the Chan monasteries, that these practices receive renewed attention, as we will see in the following fragments.

The vinayas provided the Chinese communities with a large corpus of guidelines, many of which were widely debated from the outset. Subsequent commentaries, as well as many new manuals written by Chinese monks, constitute another rich source of information on attitudes to toilet care in Buddhist communities, this time specifically in the Chinese context. From the eighth century onward, a new genre of rules started to develop in China—the so-called rules of purity—which were particularly popular among Chan monks.
 These rules continue to rely on earlier vinaya texts, but their principal focus is on the practical organization of large public monasteries. They testify to the large Chinese monasteries’ growing demand for a consistent set of regulations.
 The oldest extant code is the Pure Rules for the Chan Monastery, compiled by Changlu Zongze in 1103.
 The second translation here is taken from this text. The Pure Rules for the Chan Monastery’s toilet guidelines continue the tradition of focusing on cleanliness, respect, and decorum. However, some of the rules for toilet use are far more detailed than previously was the case. Special attention is paid to the robes, which the Pure Rules for the Chan Monastery insists have to be kept as clean as possible.

The guidelines in the Pure Rules for the Chan Monastery have been updated regularly, and they are now the standard for the organization of all Chinese public monasteries, regardless of school affiliation. One of the most influential revisions is the Baizhang’s Rules of Purity Revised on Imperial Order, compiled by Dongyang Dehui between 1335 and 1343.
 The third excerpt here, which is taken from this text, reveals an increasing ritualization, including detailed instructions on chanting a dhāraṇī to ensure purity in the toilet.

Due to the nature of the extant sources, our findings inevitably relate primarily to China’s large monasteries. These comprised only a fraction of active medieval monasteries, but they did set a kind of benchmark for others to follow, so they allow us to identify those objects, practices, and attitudes that possessed the aura of a normative ideal. This ideal influenced certain aspects of the material culture of personal cleanliness in lay society as well. To demonstrate some examples of this influence, we conclude our selection of translations with two humorous short stories from a literary source, A New Account of the Tales of the World written by Liu Yiqing (403–444).
 This work consists of a collection of anecdotes, observations, and conversations of a presumably fictional nature, but concerning real historical characters.
 The stories throw a particularly interesting light on prevailing toilet habits in lay society of early medieval China, and appear to confirm the existence of practices that in all probability originated in India. One of those practices pertains to the use of “bath beans” for cleaning the hands after a visit to the toilet.
 This term refers to a variety of products that were added to bathing water or simply smeared on the body while bathing (see also chapter 8).
 Well-equipped family bathrooms and toilet rooms became popular among the elites in China, and such detergents came to be commonly used both in the bathroom and in the toilet room, as we will see in the next two excerpts. Both anecdotes feature Shi Chong (d. 324), a wealthy favorite of the Jin emperor Wu (Sima Yan, r. 265–290) and Wang Dun (266–324), a famous governor and general.
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Śāriputra Goes to the Toilet

(Excerpted from the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya)

At that time, in that town, there was a Brahmin. He was always longing for purity and he hoped to go forth (i.e., to enter the ascetic life). He thought to himself: “If there is someone who washes and purifies himself and thus pleases my heart, I will rely on his doctrine and go forth with him.” The Brahmin then traveled around in search of such a person. He explored the communities of non-Buddhist ascetics and of Brahmins. He saw that after going to the toilet, some did not wash themselves, and others went into a pool and washed themselves with one hundred lumps of earth. He saw that while some were dirty, among others the process was far too complicated. He found both groups unsatisfactory, and he did not want to join them.

Then the Brahmin thought: “I have looked around everywhere. There is no one I like. The only ones I have not yet observed are the śramaṇas, sons of the Śākyas.”
 He then went to the Jetavana monastery and saw Śāriputra, a person of great virtue. He was carrying a bottle
 that could contain three sheng, and he went to the toilet. When [the Brahmin] saw this, he thought: “This is a śramaṇa, a distinguished disciple of Gautama (the Buddha). I will now observe how he washes himself.” He then followed him.

When an arhat (here, meaning Śāriputra) is not in meditation, he is unable [immediately] to understand other people’s intentions. So when Śāriputra noticed that this person was following him, he carefully investigated why this Brahmin was following him. Then he understood that deep in [the Brahmin’s] heart he was looking for purity. “He wants to see whether [my behavior] is good or bad.” He then observed that [the Brahmin] was a good person, and that he did not want to join just any [group]. And finally, he saw that the only way this [Brahmin] would join him would be if he were a good person [also].

After having these thoughts, he put away his Dharma robe
 so that the smell from the toilet could not reach it. He was wearing only a chest-cloth
 and an under-cloth. Then, on top of a tile, he made a row of seven lumps of earth. They each looked like half a peach. He then made another row of seven lumps, and one more lump, which he put aside.

With a piece of wood and three clods of earth, he entered the toilet and did not close the door. He made sure that [the Brahmin] could see him from afar. Having relieved himself, he wiped his body with the wooden scraper, and with his left hand he took a clod of earth to wash his bottom. With another clod, he washed and cleaned his penis. With the final clod, he then washed his left hand. Taking the bottle in his right hand, he returned to where he had placed the lumps of earth.
 He put the bottle on his left thigh and let the water drip out (if there is a tripod,  put the bottle on top; that is very convenient).

First, he washed his left hand, using the seven lumps one by one. Then he cleaned both his hands with the next seven lumps, again one by one. He also washed both his arms to make sure they were clean. He then used the final lump to wash the bottle. Having finished, he slowly left, in a dignified and tranquil way. Having put on his Dharma robe, he washed his feet with water. He then returned to his room and took a clean bottle. He rinsed his mouth three times. After that, he could do whatever he wished to do.

After the Brahmin had observed all of these procedures, he was full of confidence and thought: “Very good! I want this Dharma. One need not add anything more. The non-Buddhist ascetics prepared one hundred lumps to clean themselves. This is not like the sons of the Śākyas. They need only two times seven lumps.” After thinking this, he bowed to the feet of Śāriputra. He said: “Wise man, I now want to stay with your Honored One. You expound the Dharma and the disciplinary rules in a good way, and I want to go forth on account of this.” Then he received full ordination and became a monk.
Toilet Facilities in a Chan Monastery I

(Excerpted from the Pure Rules for the Chan Monastery)

If a monk needs to go to the toilet, he should do so in good time, not wait until the last moment when internal pressure will compel him to act in haste. He should fold his ceremonial robe
 and place it on a desk or on a clean pole in his room. He should bow before leaving. He first puts on his work clothes
 and then places a clean towel over his left arm. He should not pass through the main hall [on his way to the toilet]. When he reaches the toilet, he hangs his work clothes and towel over the clean pole outside the latrine. He then rolls up his underskirt, folds his short gown, and places them on a pole in front of the latrine.
 He places his short gown on top of the underskirt and ties them together with his belt. On the one hand, this serves to identify his belongings; on the other hand, it prevents them from falling to the ground. He carries the water vessel in his right hand, and on entering the latrine, removes his shoes and lays them side by side. He closes the door softly, and puts down the vessel. Before relieving himself, he should snap his fingers three times to warn the ghosts who feed on excrement. He should not scatter mucus or spit wildly and he should not make excessive noise when pushing. He should not use the wooden spatulas to draw on the floor, and he should not speak with or make fun of the people next door.

When cleaning oneself, it is better to use cold water, because hot water can lead to intestinal wind. Holding the water vessel in the right hand, the monk uses the water with the left hand (protecting the thumb and the index finger).
 He should be careful not to splash the water and not to pollute the floor or soil the edges around the toilet. He should not use more than one section of the wooden spatula (some people, after using the wooden spatulas, will wash them before leaving). To wash his hands, he should use ashes first and then earth. He then goes to the washing stand behind the latrine and uses bath beans to wash up to his elbows. He also rinses his mouth (according to the Vinaya, he should chew a willow twig to clean his mouth). He then returns to retrieve his work clothes and clean towel. After bowing, he puts on his ceremonial robe. The Vinaya states that if a monk has not cleaned himself, he cannot sit on the beds of the Sangha, bow to the Three Jewels, or receive bows from others.

If a monk arrives at the door of the toilet and notices that someone is inside, he should not cough, snap his fingers, or talk to make the person hurry. If he is in the latrine himself and realizes that someone is waiting outside, he should try to finish as soon as possible (at such times, washing the wooden spatula would be inappropriate).

If a monk is going to the urinals, he should roll up his clothes and squat down close to the toilet. He should not spit, blow his nose, or talk. He should always yield to senior monks. (According to the Vinaya, the monk must also wash himself after urination; if not, he will be treated as an unclean person, as mentioned above.)

Toilet Facilities in a Chan Monastery II

(Excerpted from the Baizhang’s Rules of Purity Revised on Imperial Order)

[After relieving oneself], one should not pour water on both hands. One should use the left hand for cleaning, while protecting the thumb and the first and second fingers. One should not use too many spatulas. In the past, it was said: “Use warm water in moderation. Stop using spatulas.” But if there are spatulas, then one should wash them after use and leave them in an empty space near to the latrine.

If there are many people [waiting to go to the toilet], it is improper to hinder them by staying too long. One should place the water vessel where it was before, and use one’s dry hand to put on one’s underwear and robe. One opens the door with one’s dry hand, and then leaves with the water vessel in the left hand. One should not touch the door panel or the side of the door with a wet hand. With the right hand, one takes some ashes and then some earth. One should not take ashes or earth with one’s wet hand. One should not mix saliva with the earth. Then one should wash both hands and use bath beans. One should wash up to the elbows.

One should recite a dhāraṇī (literally, “ritual phrase”) at each act of cleaning. As the Mahayana Scripture of the Original Acts That Serve as Necklaces for the Bodhisattvas says:
 “Whoever goes to the toilet and does not recite the dhāraṇī will never be able to purify himself, even if he uses ten times the water of the Ganges River to wash himself, even up to the deepest depth.
 No matter how often he goes to the shrine hall to worship, it will be of no use. Therefore, one must uphold [the dhāraṇī] and recite it seven times on every occasion. In this way, the ghosts and the spirits will always accompany and protect [the person who is reciting]).”

When going to the toilet, chant: An henlutuoye suohe.

Toilet Habits in Early Medieval China

(Excerpted from A New Account of the Tales of the World)

Chapter 30: Extravagance and Ostentation

In Shi Chong’s privy, there were always ten or more female slaves lined up, all beautifully dressed and ornamented, holding onycha paste,
 aloeswood lotion,
 and the like, with no amenity lacking. In addition, they would give each guest a new change of clothes and put it on him before letting him out. Most guests were too bashful to be able to use the privy, but when Generalissimo Wang Dun went, he removed his old clothes and put on the new, and his spirit and expression were completely self-assured. The slave girls said among themselves, “This guest is definitely capable of becoming a rebel!”

[The Forest of Conversations adds]: While Liu Shi (219–309) was visiting Shi Chong, he went to the privy and saw there red silk curtains, a large bed, cushions, and rush mats, all very beautiful. Two female slaves were holding brocaded aromatic sachets. Shi turned around and retreated in haste, saying to Chong, “Just now by mistake I entered your bedroom.” Chong replied, “It’s just the privy.”

Chapter 34: Crudities and Slips of the Tongue
When Wang Dun had just married the princess (of Wuyang, Sima Xiuyi), once as he was going to the privy he observed a lacquered box filled with dried jujubes,
 originally intended to be used as nose stoppers. Supposing that even in the privy they were also providing fruit, Wang proceeded to eat them all up.
When he came back, the slave girls held out a golden washbasin filled with water and a colored glass bowl filled with bath beans. Dun proceeded to empty them into the water and drink them down, supposing them to be dried cooked rice. All the slave girls cupped their hands over their mouths and laughed at him.
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