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This paper explores topics and techniques of prognostication as recorded in medieval Buddhist his-
torical literature, with an emphasis on the Gaoséng zhuan ={g8{H (GSZ) and Xu gdoseng zhudn
45 = {4 {5 (XGSZ). The paper first provides a short survey of how prognostication is treated in Chi-
nese Buddhist translated texts. In these ‘canonical’ sources there is clear ambiguity over the use of
supernatural powers: on the one hand, such practices are criticised as non-Buddhist or even hetero-
dox; on the other, narratives on Sakyamuni’s former and present lives as well as accounts of other
buddhas, bodhisattvas, and the Buddha’s disciples abound with descriptions of their special abili-
ties, including knowledge of the future. In contrast, the GSZ and XGSZ display a clear standpoint
concerning mantic practices and include them as integral aspects of monastics’ lives. The two texts
articulate that the ability to predict the future and other supernatural powers are natural by-products
of spiritual progress in the Buddhist context. This paper discusses the incorporation of various as-
pects of the Indian and Chinese traditions in monastics’ biographies, and investigates the inclusion
of revelations of future events (for example, in dreams) and mantic techniques in these texts. In ad-
dition, it traces parallels to developments in non-Buddhist literature and outlines some significant
differences between the GSZ and the XGSZ.

Key words: Buddhist mantic practices; prognostication; divination techniques; Buddhist history
texts; Gaoséng zhuan; Xu gaoséng zhuan.
1. Introduction

In recent years, prognostication in China has become a subject of increased Western
scholarly interest, resulting in several important publications." However, whereas

"' See e.g. the articles collected in Chemla, Harper and Kalinowski 1999 and, more recently,
Lackner 2018. For a comparison between ancient Chinese and ancient Greek divination practices,
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2 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

previous research has focused primarily on traditional Chinese divination methods, in
this paper we will investigate practices described in two of the most important com-
pilations of medieval Buddhist biographies: the Gaoseng zhuan =% (‘Records of
eminent monks’; hereafter GSZ),” compiled by Huijido £:#% (497—554) during the
Liang Z% Dynasty (502—557); and its successor work, the Xu gaoséng zhuan & =4
{8 (‘Continued records of eminent monks’; hereafter XGSZ),® compiled by the fa-
mous Tang monk and Vinaya specialist Daoxuan 85 (596—667). Together, these two
texts contain hagiographies of eminent monks who lived between the end of the Han
7% Dynasty (206 BCE—220 CE) and the beginning of the Tang & Dynasty (618—
907), and as such they constitute the most important sources of biographical informa-
tion on Buddhist monastics of the period.

This paper will investigate the various methods of prognostication that are
recorded in these works and explore how they were incorporated into the monks’
biographical entries. Mantic techniques were of great significance in the cultural rep-
ertoires of both ancient India and ancient China, and the compilers® of Buddhist
biographies were familiar with both the canonical Buddhist texts (i.e. Buddhist texts
translated or compiled based on Indic language material) and the Chinese methods of

see Raphals 2013. For divination texts among the Diinhuang manuscripts, see Kalinowski 2003 and
Kroll 2018.

2 T50, 102059. The Taishd edition includes biographies of 257 people, plus a supplement of
another 242. The work is divided into fourteen fascicles and ten sections based on a categorisation
of monastics. In addition, there is a preface contained in Fascicle 14. The ten categories of monas-
tics are: yi jing :24% (‘translators’); yi jié F5fi# (‘commentators’); shén yi {5 (‘miracle workers’);
xi chan {8 (‘meditation practitioners); ming li BH{H (‘Vinaya experts’); wdng shén T-5 (‘self-
immolators/those engaged in ascetic practices’); song jing %% (‘specialists in reading and reciting
the scriptures’); xing fit BfE (‘those generating merit’); jing shi ZLE (“siitra lecture masters’); and
chang ddo "5%& (‘monks engaged in preaching and conversion’). For a discussion of the GSZ in
Western scholarship, see Wright 1954 and Kieschnick 1997.

3 T50, n02060. The sequel to the GSZ, the XGSZ follows the structure of its predecessor in
terms of categorisation, although the titles of the categories are sometimes altered. The earliest
monks to feature in the XGSZ lived at the beginning of the Liang ZZ Dynasty, and the latest tempo-
ral reference is to the nineteenth year of the zhenguan ES#H era (645) of Emperor Taizong of the
Tang FFK5Z. Hence, the work covers a period of 144 years. It includes 340 main biographical en-
tries and 160 appended entries. In addition to the edited version in the Taishd collection (30 fasci-
cles), there are 31- and 40-fascicle versions, which contain some variations in both the content and
the number of monks recorded. The current Taisho editions are by no means the earliest versions of
the GSZ and the XGSZ. The textual history of the latter text is especially complicated. Whereas the
extant preface mentions 340 biographies and 160 appended entries, the Korean Koryo version (55
REi#) features 414 main and 201 appended biographies. The text seems to have remained relatively
stable after the Song, with a total of 485 main and 219 appended biographies. For convenience, we
will focus exclusively on the Taisho version in this paper. For details of the various editions, see
Atsushi 1990 (tr. in Shi Zhaohui 1992: 202-203, 218) and Chén 2005: 22—29; on case studies, see
also Chen 2016, Shinohara 1994 and Yang 2004.

* We use the term ‘compilers’ rather than ‘authors’ as the GSZ and the XGSZ are primarily
collections of existing biographical/hagiographical material written by numerous authors and deriv-
ing from a variety of sources, including stele inscriptions and tales of the marvellous (see Kiesch-
nick 1997: 50). This is clearly stated in the GSZ and the XGSZ themselves (GSZ, p418c18-21;
XGSZ, p425b16-20).
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 3

divination. As will be shown below, the compilers of the GSZ and XGSZ drew on
both of these traditions when integrating references to divination within their works.

2. Prognostications in Texts Translated from Indic Languages:
A Short Overview

2.1. Agents and Topics of Prognostication

2.1.1. Predictions in Accounts of the Buddha s Life

One famous Buddhist prediction that appears in a variety of sources relates to events
that took place immediatelzr after the Buddha’s birth. For example, according to the
F6 bénxing jing i A774%,” King Suddhodana, Sakyamuni’s father, asked a Brahmin
(in some scriptures identified as Asita-rsi) to inspect his son’s physiognomy in order
to determine his future. The priest recognised all thirty-two marks of a superior man,
so he predicted one of two paths for the infant: he would either become a great cakra-
vartin (i.e. a powerful ‘wheel-turning king’) or he would renounce worldly life and
become an enlightened sage. Another example of prognostication in canonical Bud-
dhist literature is a passage in the Fé bénxing jijing {fiA1T8E4K (T3, n0190) in which
Maya’s dream of a six-tusked white elephant entering her womb is interpreted as fore-
telling the birth of a saintly person.

Occasionally, in the literature, Sakyamuni himself announces an important fu-
ture event, such as his impending death and subsequent attainment of nirvanra in the
Mohémdyé jing FESAEERRLE (*Mahamaya siitra):® ‘Excellent, Papiyas! [You] should
know that after three months I shall enter nirvana’ (3258 » 4] | & FIAKH %=
H AR E#E, CBETA: T12, no383, pl011a4-5).

Of course, such references to divination/prediction in the Chinese Buddhist
canonical literature stand in stark contrast to Vinaya injunctions against the practice.’

2.1.2. Predictions of Future Attainments and the Spread of the Dharma

Predictions play an important role in a variety of Buddhist texts. For instance, the
Jjataka literature contains many references to ‘future events’, most notably predic-
tions of future buddhahood (sfouji %2C, see below) and the fates of close disciples
of Sakyamuni. As the frame narratives of the jatakas are often the Buddha’s sermons
(i.e. the ‘relative present’), these predictions tend to be projected into the past and

5 Siitra on the Past Activities of the Buddha (T4, no193; translated by Baoyun £53E in the
middle of the 5th century). This text is one of the richest sources on the Buddha’s life, and two chap-
ters include references to prophecies: Chapter 5 provides an account of a Brahmin physiognomising
the Buddha as a baby, and Chapter 6 deals with the prophecies of the ascetic and mantic specialist
Asita, A6yi IGE=H

The translation of this text is traditionally attributed to Tanjing =& (479-502), but it may
have been compiled in China (see Utsuo 1954).
7 On this issue, see Strickmann 2005: 78—81.
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4 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

appear in accounts of the Buddha’s practices during previous lives (i.e. the ‘relative
past’). As such, many of them are verified during the sermon, for instance, by iden-
tifying the protagonists in the narrative with the disciples who are currently listening
to the Buddha.

With respect to the spread of Sakyamuni’s teaching, the Ddoxing boré jing
EITREAS4E (Astasahasrika-prajiiaparamita sitra; T8, no224) states:

After the passing away of the Tathagata, this prajiaparamita (‘perfec-

tion of wisdom”) will exist in southern India; after having been studied

there, it will be transmitted from southern India to western India; after

having been studied there, it will be transmitted from western India to

northern India.

MRERTISSM  REERE SRR RARE  EER
EEEER - BESE SR SRR -
(CBETA: T8, n0224, p446a29—b3)

Similarly, the arrival of the bodhisattva Nagarjuna is predicted in the Lankavatara
sutra:

After the Tathagata has been extinct, there will be a person in the future.
Mahamati, listen carefully, a person will maintain my teaching. In a
great southern (:ountry,8 there is a monk of great virtue by the name of
Nagarjuna Bodhisattva, and he will be able to destroy the [false] views
about existence and non-existence.

WAL - RIREAN - RELHEE A AFRRE - REARE
dro FHRTELE R - SEERERE - REBTAEA -
( CBETA: T16, no671, p569a22-26)

2.1.3. Techniques and Agents of Prognostication in Texts of Indic Origin

A survey of translations of Indic sources reveals that predictions played an important
role in Buddhist narratives. Several techniques can be distinguished, including prophe-
cies based on physical features (i.e. physiognomising, such as the intel(;pretation of the
thirty-two marks of a great man), people’s names (xiang ming FH44), the interpreta-
tion of dreams (zhan méng (5 2%)—most notably Maya’s dream of a white elephant—
and the study of stars and planets. In the following example, taken from the Misha-
saibu héxi wiifenlii JY IR FING 757 122,' the diviner is a Brahmin who interprets
astral constellations:

8 Ndn dagué FIKIH is synonymous with Ndn Zhiiguo F32EH (Skr. daksina patha), i.e.
southern India (see Hirakawa 1997: 220).

? For example, the Shisong lii 3§ (Dasa-bhanavara-vinaya), a Vinaya text of the Sar-
vastivada School, has the following passage: ‘[As for] the Brahmins’ method of interpreting fetures,
if a name is auspicious, then there will be good fortune (lit. “delight”)’ (ZEZEFIMEE » LHERIE;
CBETA, T23, no1435, p99c14).

19722, n01421; Skr. Mahisasaka-vinaya.

Acta Orient. Hung. 73, 2020

Brought to you by Universiteit Gent | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 11/16/21 09:21 AM UTC



PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 5

At that time there was a [Brahmin] fortune-teller who told King Bimbi-
sara: ‘Soon there will (dang ‘&) be an inauspicious star appearing; Your
Majesty should bathe in the water of a certain spring in order to be
spared from'" disaster. If Your Majesty does not do so, then this will re-
sult in either the loss of your country or mourning over Your Majesty’s
life [i.e. the king’s death].’

BT - SIS ES . CBEA SR AR
8+ DUREELSES - S5F % - SEURE - S S |
(CBETA: T22, no1421, p66a04—06)

Generally, in the accounts in translated sources, the prophecies/prognostications are
provided either by a buddha (usually when predicting the future buddhahood of oth-
ers) or by a member of the highest caste (i.e. a Brahmin). In the Zhong dé jing Fa{E
4% (contained within the Chdng ahdn jing E[i[&%%), during a conversation with
Sakyamuni, a Brahmin suggests that one of the caste’s key characteristics is an abil-
ity to foretell the future:

As for the five attributes achieved by our Brahmins, what we say is of
utmost honesty, without any falseness. What are those five [attributes]?
Firstly, our parents of the seven preceding generations were all ‘genuine’
[zhénzhéng E.IF; i.e. members of the Brahmin caste], and were not
slandered by other people; secondly, we can recite and are well versed in
the Vedic teachings12 in three parts, and we can fully discern [i.e. explain
in detail] the classical scriptures, and we have deep insight in the subtle-
ties of worldly [i.e. non-Vedic] classics; furthermore, we excel in the
method of prognosticating the features a great person, and clearly in-
vestigate auspicious and inauspicious features, sacrifices, and rituals;
thirdly, our facial attributes are handsome [symmetrical]; fourthly, our
observation of the prohibitions is fully sufficient [i.e. perfected]; fifthly,
our wisdom is penetrating. These are the five [attributes].

""'The use of rdng F% is interesting here. The original meaning is ‘stalks of grain’ and, by
extension, ‘abundant; prosperous’. As such, the word refers to something ‘auspicious’. Here, it
seems to indicate that the ‘disaster’ (zai $£) is neutralised (by something auspicious). However, we
suspect that % should be read as rang 1%, referring to apotropaic methods of averting disaster by
utilising the influence of heavenly bodies. See e.g. the Tang Dynasty Qiydo rdangzai jué 1-HEE
SR (Secrets of seven-planet apotropaism), a Buddhist astrological manual comprising Chinese,
Indian, Iranian, Sogdian, and Near Eastern elements that was used to interpret the effects of the
naksatra (mingsu 1i1g; i.e. the stellar constellation at the time of one’s birth). See Jeffrey Kotyk
and lain Sinclair’s detailed analysis of this text in DDB: http://www.buddhism-dict.net/cgi-bin/
xpr-ddb.pl?q=%E4%B8%83%E6%9IB%9ICY%E6%94%98%E7%81%BD%E6%B1%BA. The Qiyao
rdangzai jué also prescribes certain actions that should be performed to counter inauspicious effects.

2 In Buddhist texts, yixué FLE often refers to unspecified ‘non-Buddhist teachings’. How-
ever, here it specifically refers to the Brahmins’ Vedic scriptures. The expression sanbu jiudidin
= EFEEHlis used in a parallel passage in the Chdng ahdn jing (CBETA: T1, nol, p82a) in reference
to the ‘ancient classics in three parts’ (i.e. the corpus of Vedic scriptures).
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6 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

WREMIGR L FTE 230 AE % - = AT ? —HEE
FIEEARSCREETE » A Rfth NZ P ey 5 — 3 582 = B EH
A MRS EFRE R o B R SR4R - EEZ N R AM
&~ BAZENX - ZEEE  ZFE S E 0 WERRER 5 1E

(Chang ahan jing, CBETA: T1, nol, p95¢28—96a7; emphasis added)

Buddhist texts occasionally juxtapose Brahmin prognostications with those of the
Buddha, with the former’s erroneous predictions invariably trumped by the latter’s
correct prophecies.”> Moreover, there are accounts of unethical Brahmins using pre-
dictions in order to swindle the gullible.14

In addition to the Buddha’s ability to foretell buddhahood and other accom-
plishments, some of his disciples are similarly credited with a capacity to predict the
future. For instance, they might employ the ‘divine eye’ (tianyan KHE) they have
attained due to their spiritual progress to determine the whereabouts or fate of certain
people:

With the power of their divine eyes they surveyed the sentient beings,
their passing away here and being [re]born there, their being born here
from there, the span of their lives, whether their facial appearance is
beautiful or ugly, the receiving of retribution based on their deeds, good
and bad rebirth destinations, they have knowledge of all this.

DIRHRTT » BN - SEREAERE - (eI LL - Sdi R - BAESF
Wi - fEfT 2 > EEZE® > EBRAA
(CBETA: T1, nol, p44a27-29)

The Mahayana scriptures abound with references to the supernatural deeds of buddhas,
bodhisattvas, and disciples of the Buddha. In addition to descriptions of the special
powers they have developed through their insight, there are many accounts of their use
of ‘skilful means’ (upaya)—i.e. magic—to promote Buddhism or save sentient beings.

2.1.4. Some Notes on Terminology

Despite the critical evaluation of prognostication practices in many Buddhist texts (see
below), Chinese translated Buddhist literature includes numerous references to pre-
dicting the future as well as interpreting bodily features (xiang #H), natural phe-
nomena, and so on. One important term is shouji $72C (lit. ‘to bestow a record’; i.e.
a ‘guarantee’ of future enlightenment and attainment of buddhahood; rendering Skr.
vyakarana),"” which often appears in translated Buddhist literature—including agama

13 See e.g. the Guéwdng bui li xian ni shi méng jing BT R ESE+224%, as quoted in the
Fayuan zhilin’s JE5EERFK chapter on dreams (T53, no2122, p535a—c).
For an example from the jatakas, see the discussion in Ohnuma 2017: 73.
'3 There are also several phonetic renderings into Chinese of this term. These guarantees of
future attainment are so important that they constitute one of the sections in the traditional twelve-
fold division of the Buddhist canon (shi-ér bui jing | —E4X).
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literature'*—usually in reference to predictions of future buddhahood or some other
prospective accomplishment. Another term, xudnji %32, is more difficult to define.
It is sometimes used specifically in reference to the Buddha’s predictions of future
events, but it tends to appear only in Buddhist texts composed in China—as opposed
to translated literature—and also has the more general meaning of ‘to prophesy’. Sev-
eral other terms that appear in the canonical scriptures are explained below.

2.2. Criticism of Prognostication Techniques in the Buddhist Canon

The Buddhist canonical texts are highly critical of Brahmin prognostication and divi-
nation practices.'® In Buddhist philosophy, the emphasis is on phenomena arising due
to primary and secondary causes. Moreover, crucially, the future is dependent on
one’s actions in the present. So, the assumption of a determined course of events
projected into the future is by default problematic.'’ This may be one of the reasons
why ‘traditional” prognostication techniques are routinely condemned and associated
with non-Buddhists (i.e. Brahmins). For example, the following passage from the F6
kaijié fanzhi Abd jing ERMEREEHELE (Sttra on Buddha’s enlightening of the
Brahmin Amba‘gtha),2 contained in the @gamas, denounces various prognostication
practices:

[Srdmaneras] should not study physiognomising [xidng fH; i.e. prognos-
tication based on bodily/physical features] concerning [the birth of] sons
or daughters, becoming poor or rich, esteemed or humble; or whether

'S For example, the Zengyi ahdan jing $#—[[£4% contains an account of the past Buddha
Dingguang informing the Brahmin Chaoshu #2747 that he will be reborn as Sakyamuni Buddha. (On
this Brahmin, see CBETA, T2, no125, p597¢18ff.) Similarly, the Janesa-sitra (Shénisha jing &
VheX), which forms part of the Dirghagama (Chdng ahdn jing), includes a passage in which the
Buddha predicts that Chancellor Qiéqiélud ffiiffizE (Skr. *Gagara?) and twelve others will ascend
to a heavenly realm after their deaths. Elsewhere in the same text, he announces that fifty people
will attain the stage of sakrd-agamin (situdhdan HfE&; ‘once-returner’) after their deaths, while
another five hundred will attain the level of srotdpanna (xiituéhudn B H; ‘stream-enterer”). Such
examples are commonplace.

17 There are various ways to interpret the semantics of xudn (lit. ‘suspend’) in this term.
It can mean ‘far away’, and as such may refer to an event in the distant future; alternatively, it may
mean ‘publicly announce’ (i.e. proclaim future buddhahood).

'8 For a thorough study of key passages in the Buddhist canon (with an emphasis on the
Vinaya literature), see Guggenmos 2018.

However, as Kotyk 2018 has recently noted, astrological determinism is an integral part
of Buddhism. Buddhists in India, with few exceptions, believed that time was conditioned by astro-
logical circumstances, and that future developments could be forecast through astrology, in contrast
to the assumption that Buddhists ought to believe in a chain of causality based on the theory of
karma.

%0 This text (parallel to the Pali Ambattha sutta of the Digha Nikdaya) was supposedly trans-
lated by Zht Qian 7 in the first half of the 3rd century and is thought to reflect early Buddhist
thought. However, this attribution is far from certain. For instance, Nattier 2008 does not include
the text among the earliest Chinese Buddhist translations.
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8 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

there are features or no features. Furthermore, [sramaneras should not]
interpret the behaviour of the six domestic animals.”' [Sramaneras
should not] engage in divination (kdozhan % 5) concerning extraor-
dinary events such as flooding, droughts, or natural disasters, as well
as years of plenty or hardship. Sramaneras should not observe above
(vangguan {I#) the celestial cycles and numbers [i.e. astrological
signs],” and should not calculate the phases of (ruibi $#£45) waxing and
waning, and the eclipses of the sun and moon, falling stars, irregular ap-
pearances, the collapse of mountains, earthquakes, and the [prevalence
of] wind and rain during the seasons; all of that should not be known
[i.e. prognosticated].

FMEEMFE - &8 5B AHEMH  MENEEPZ
iR AEFHEKEKE RS - PR IEES - #2201
R &EEeh - B3R - B - AR - M8 > s ER > — R SH -

(CBETA: T1, n020, p261c5-9)

Likewise, the Vinaya in Four Divisions (*Dharmaguptaka-vinaya; Sifen i VU%713)
displays a very critical attitude towards all prognostications and predictions, defining
them as practices of ‘non-believers’ (waiddo %) and people who do not live

2! Lidchir 73 is a traditional Chinese term for domestic animals (sometimes specifically
for horses, cows, goats, pigs, dogs, and chickens). It is often contrasted to the ‘six kinds of beasts’
or the ‘six kinds of birds’ (cf. Zhouli 18 W AZEILNE ~ B - N& - PEELY); Shisan jing
zhushii: 661). Because of the significance of domestic animals, it was important to predict their ‘fu-
tures’ on the basis of their physical characteristics. The Hanshii %2 (Chapter Yi wén zhi #37 7E,
p1775) mentions a text with the title Xiang linchu fH75% (Physiognomising the Six Domestic
Animals) in thirty-eight fascicles (see Raphals 2008—2009: 91, Note 157). There seems to be no
corresponding term in an Indic language, and the translator Zhigian 7z used an expression with
which his Chinese readership would be familiar. Although the term itself is drawn from the Chinese
cultural sphere, the technique of prognosticating the futures of animals is also attested in translated
literature. For example, the Genbén shué yigié youbu pinaiyé fRAER —V) A S RESHN (Mila-sarva-
stivada-vinaya-vibhanga) mentions several types of prognostication in a narrative on the abilities of
a young boy: ‘As for the eight kinds of techniques, he excelled in physiognomising the following:
treasures, garments, residences, cows, elephants, horses, men and women’ (i /\fEflT=4E H54H :
FraBtHEs ~ AR ~ HEE ~ A8~ HE ~ AHES ~ AH5S ~ #HZC CBETA: T23, nol442, p629a9-10;
emphasis added). However, there is no concrete description of these techniques, and we do not know
if they were similar to those practised in China.

2 Thus, §ramaneras should not engage in practices that are associated with Brahmins. The
fact that astrology was related to the Brahmins may also be deduced from the titles of the following
(no longer extant) works listed in the Suishii f§3E (Chapter Jingji zhi 48555, pp. 1019 and 1026):
Péluomeén tianwén jing ZEEFTAR 4L (Scripture on the astral practices of the Brahmins), in 21
fascicles; Poludmén Jiéqié xianrén tianwén shuo ZEEZEFTBNIARSCER (Astral teachings of
Brahmin Sage *Garga; on this text, see Kawai and Kozen 1995), in 30 fascicles; Poluomén suanfd
PEEREFYELE (The method of [calendar] calculations of the Brahmins), in 3 fascicles; Péluémén yin-
yvang suanli 2ZZEF Va5 EE (The scripture of Yinyang and [calendar] calculations of the Brah-
mins), in 1 fascicle; and Péluémén sudanjing 22 ZE[E 4% (The scripture of [calendar] calculations
of the Brahmins), in 3 fascicles. However, Kotyk 2017a: 66—67 points out that these references in
the Suishii do not necessarily reflect the routine association of astrological practices with Brahmins;
rather, Z£4E[" should be interpreted as a more general reference to ‘India’.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 9

correctly. The following passage lists a number of mantic techniques that run counter
to following the Buddhist path:

Non-Buddhist sramanera, brahmins eat the alms of those of other faiths
[e.g. Buddhist believers], [and] obstruct the methods of the [correct] path
[i.e. the Buddha-dharma], and they do not earn their livelihood properly,
they examine the good and bad features of the appearance of men and
women in order to predict their future.” They prognosticate on the fea-
tures of various domestic animals in order to seek profit; [Buddhist be-
lievers] eradicate these various [Brahmin] methods of obstructing the
[correct] path.

WeR/OFT ~ HEEFT > BMEH - TUEE > HanE)E - IEHEB L
P MHEEE AL 0 DUOKRFIE - B2y -
(CBETA: T22, n01428, p963b10—13)

Some chant the books on differentiating between death and life; some
chant the books on classifying the dreams, some determine the features
of the hands [i.e. read palms] or the shoulders, some recite the questions
to Heaven and men,”* some chant the books on differentiating between
the sounds of birds and beasts. [Buddhist believers] eradicate these vari-
ous [Brahmin] methods of obstructing the [correct] path.”

SEEASEAESE  BEREE BB TFEE  BERAR AR 5 BERR
EEEEE > RETWEEE -
(CBETA: T22, n01428, p963b19-27)

When they prognosticate on the features of Heaven, some say it will
rain, some say it will not. Some say that the grain will be expensive,
some say it will be cheap. Some claim there will be many sicknesses,
some say there will be few. Some say there will be dreadfulness, some
say there will be peace. Some state that the earth will shake, some say
comets will appear. Some say there will be an eclipse of the moon, some
state there will not be. Some say there will be an eclipse of the sun, some
state there will not be. Some claim there will be an eclipse of a star,
some say there will not be. Some state that the eclipse of the moon is

B Zhan xidng WEFH is usually written as (54H. The term zhan xidng, which occurs fre-
quently in Buddhist texts, refers to prognostication based on the features of people, things, or natu-
ral phenomena. It is often encountered in narratives relating to the newborn Sakyamuni, whose
marks of a great man are inspected and interpreted. On the practice of physiognomy, see Despeux
2003.

?* Based on the passage in another text, this is probably a reference to ‘books on astrology’
(tianwén shii K3 FE, mentioned in the Chang ahan jing; CBETA: T1, nol, p84c3). Thus, our text
is likely corrupted here.

5 A similar passage from the Ambatta Sutta (T1, nol, p84b15—c13) is translated as: ‘Oder
sie rezitieren Biicher zur Unterscheidung von Leben und Sterben, sie lesen Biicher tiber Traume, sie
lesen aus der Hand. Sie lesen Biicher iiber Astrologie oder iiber alle Laute’ (Meisig 1987: 253). See
also Guggenmos 2018: 194.
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10 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

a such-and-such good response, some say it is a such-and-such bad re-
sponse. As for [the interpretations of] the eclipses of the sun and the stars,
they are also as such. [Buddhist believers] eradicate these various [Brah-
min] methods of obstructing the [correct] path.

WEAH K - SRS EN > BE M HEHE  NERE 5%
o BEE  BERM > e KEE) > SEEER
g Aeh > SEAER C BE HEk > e NS 2R S A
8 5 NS He AR A NS ER - HER2 e E - FRETL

ARk -

(CBETA: T22,n01428, p963b27—c6)

Meanwhile, in the Prajiiaparamita literature, prognostication practices are criticised
because they do not conform to the doctrine of the emptiness of all intrinsic features
(zixiang ©#H). For example, the Mahaprajiiaparamita sitra (Da boré boluémiduo
jing KA EEE 4%, T5, n0o220) defines an advanced bodhisattva as someone
who ‘knows that all intrinsic features of all phenomena are empty, and within the
emptiness of all self-features one cannot discern any features’ (FI—VEEMHEE
7% > HiHZE AR B AHH; CBETA: T6, no220, p674b25—26). Therefore, it is futile to
try to ‘interpret the features’ (xiang #g) of things, and one should not

physiognomise whether life will be long or short, whether there will be
riches and [high] positions, [whether a child will be] male or female, [or
try to predict] all kinds of good and evil matters; one should also not
foretell (xudnji $&E0) coldness or heat, bounty or poverty, good or bad
auspicious signs, good and evil, [and by so doing] confuse the sentient
beings.

HHSERNE - M - BAHEZIEE > IAEGEN - B &
X[~ g > RElATE -
(CBETA: T6, 10220, p674b21-23)

In addition, the Mahaparinirvana sitra (Da banniépan jing KHEEHZ4Y) states that
engaging in various kinds of prognostication might engender societal criticism.
Therefore, ‘a bodhisattva mahasattva should put an end to the world’s criticism of the
prohibitions’ (E£EEE: [ B H34aea; CBETA: T12, no374, p433a20) and monas-
tics should avoid all mantic practices. This text also provides a detailed list of (het-
erodox) prognostication techniques (% ARHEMHTF ~ & ~ HH > NLUNEE ~ &~
Bk ~ 853 - BB {E N 35E; CBETA: T12, no374, p433al4—15). Several of these
techniques are mentioned in a passage on the forty-eight minor prohibitions in the
Fanwang jing FE4g4%:

[As for the methods of using] the ‘fingernail-mirror’, milfoil grass,
branches of the willow, bowls, and skulls for prognosticating, one should
not employ any of them; [...] if one employs them, then one commits a
minor offence.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 11

SN~ EE - R~ $hd - BBRINAE N ——RBEC E
HAEE » JUEIESE -
(CBETA: T24, no1484, p1007b18—20)

The zhud jing JT\$5% (‘fingernail-mirror”) method is described in a Tang Dynasty com-
mentary on the Mahaparinirvana sitra as ‘smearing medicine [i.e. ointment] on the
[palm of the] hands [to produce a reflective surface] and cast a spell on it; then one is
able to see whether [a matter] will be auspicious or inauspicious’ (J\#5 » DAZEZR
S > » gERLEE X, Niépdn jing shii st ji JREREKHFLED; CBETA: X37, no661,
p214c4). The method is also mentioned in the Tiantdi pisa jiéshi K& ETERGT,
where it is stated that it was used by ‘magicians from the Western countries’ (P[]
fiTEM; CBETA: T40, nol812, p595¢16). As such, it is not considered a traditional
Chinese technique.”’

Divination by milfoil grass (Achillea millefolium; in other sources zhicdo = 5,
Zoysia pungens) seemed to involve casting a spell or incantation on the plant, then
providing a prediction on the basis of that.

Indian monastics used branches of the willow (ydng #%) to cleanse the mouth
and the body. In a commentary on the Brahmajala sitra, the Fanwang pusa jié jing
yishii fa yin 4 ETER L FFT 22 (CBETA: X38, n0679), this practice is explained
as follows: a priest casts a spell over a willow or camphor branch and thereby invokes
the plant’s spirit. Another commentary, the Fanwang puisa jié zhi FHIEERTE
(CBETA: X38, n0691), provides a more detailed explanation: a figure in the shape of
a person is carved from a piece of willow or camphor, a spell is cast on the branch,
and this summons a spirit who has the power to predict a person’s or an undertak-
ing’s future prospects. Yet another account appears in a work by the Qing Dynasty
scholar Yuan Dong ZAH, the Shit yin cong shuo EFSFEH (Xu xiii siki qudanshii, Vol.
1137, p. 574): a miniature model of a person is carved from the wood of one of the
aforementioned trees and a spell is cast that causes a gifted and intelligent child to
die. The child’s soul is then captured within the carved piece of wood and urged to
make prognostications.”®

% For a comprehensive discussion of the various mantic practices and their classification in
the Buddhist canon, as well as possible parallels in Pali literature, see Guggenmos 2018. For a dis-
cussion on Vinaya monks and astral practices, see Kotyk 2017b.

" The technique is also referenced in the Bigiini zhudn I FEJE{E (T50, 102063, p935a7—
25), specifically in the biography of the nun An Lingshéu ZZ4 5 ‘Chong [the nun’s father] con-
sulted Buddhatunga about the matter. Buddhatunga said to him, “Go back home and keep a pure
fast for three days, and then come again”. Chong obeyed him. Buddhatunga mixed some red paste
with sesame oil, rubbed it into the palm of Chong’s right hand, and asked him to look at it. He saw
a Buddhist monk with features resembling his daughter’s preaching the Dharma to a great assem-
bly. He described this to Buddhatunga, who said, “That was your daughter’s previous incarnation:
she was a monk working for the benefit of others. Such was her former life. If you comply with her
wish, she will bring glory and exaltation to all the six relations of your family and make you rich and
noble; and she may reach the other shore across the great sea of the suffering of rebirth”’ (Li and
Dalia 2006: 74).

28 There are also occasional references to the use of willow branches in divination in works
of Esoteric Buddhism (cf. Tuéludni ji jing PrzE|E£24%; CBETA: T18, n0901, p888a8—12).
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12 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

The use of alms bowls (boyv $535) in divination is also considered a ‘Western’
practice. It involved casting a spell that enabled the diviner to foretell the future
simply by looking into their bowl. The Fanwang pusa jie jing shiizhu states:

[As for the] the alms bowl, non-Buddhists of the Western countries apply
a spell (zhou ) to all kinds of utensils, letting people prognosticate
auspicious and inauspicious [events] in them; here, the alms bowl is
mentioned and this is such a utensil. In this region [i.e. China] one can
also apply a spell to a cup/bowl (wan ) in order to prognosticate; all
[vessels] are like this [i.e. potentially have this function].

i o P INEUL—V)E PO A NS i e o H
gathl o BETIRABIKBELL M - BRI -
(CBETA: X38, 10678, p118b22-24)

Finally, the Buddhist scriptures mention two methods of extracting information from
skulls. The first technique—which was associated with India—involved tapping the
skull and making predictions based on the sound.”’ By contrast, the second method
was rooted in traditional Chinese practices: ‘One takes the skull of a recently de-
ceased person and ceremoniously casts a spell on it; then one is able to listen to the
skull and report disasters and fortunate events’ (BT U FEALIgREEN » SETE N E R
S, Fanwang pusa jié jing yishii fa yin "4 iE RS F T % 6%; CBETA: X38,
n0679, p202a9—10). It seems that the soul or spirit of the deceased person played
some sort of role here.*

Based on this short survey of prognostication in Chinese Buddhist translated
literature, we may conclude that many divination techniques and topics (such as pre-
dicting an ordinary person’s fate or a ruler’s future prospects) were regarded as het-
erodox and attributed to non-Buddhists (especially Brahmins), whereas prognostica-
tion performed by Buddhists usually focused on religious subjects, especially a per-
son’s prospective enlightenment and buddhahood. In general, mantic practices that
were unrelated to Buddhist topics were criticised and often defined as heterodox.

3. Predictions in the GSZ and XGSZ

We will now investigate the presentation of topics and methods of prognostication in
two highly influential historical works—the GSZ and XGSZ—which had a signifi-
cant impact on how the ideal qualities of eminent monks were defined in the Chinese
context. In contrast to the translated Buddhist literature discussed above, these texts
display an unambiguous attitude towards mantic practices, leaving the reader in no
doubt that mastery of prognostication and other supernatural powers are essential
characteristics of eminent monks. These powers are rarely mediated by a spirit or

2 Cf. M6heé zhiguan FEST 1% (CBETA: T46, 101911, p101al—2).
3% For an early example of a skull ‘becoming alive’ and representing the spirit of the de-
ceased person, see Zhuangzi 1 18 (Gud and Wang 1961: 617-619).
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 13

a divination/mantic specialist; rather, they are directly communicated by the monastic
himself. (Occasionally, information about a future event is revealed first in a dream,’’
either explicitly or encoded in a ‘riddle’.) Hence, the monk gains knowledge of fu-
ture events and attains supernatural powers (shéntong 1H3E) through arduous Bud-
dhist practice. The process that leads to the attainment of these special powers some-
times forms part of the narrative, so the reader is told both why and how a particular
monastic gained his supernatural prowess. For instance, the entry on Sénghui {££
(408—-486/487) reads as follows:

At that time there was furthermore Huiyudn £i72 from the Changsha
Monastery of Jiangling. He was the attendant of the monk Huiyin Z:E[]
there. When [Hui]yin saw that he [i.e. Huiyuan] had faith, he urged him
to renounce [his] home. [Huiyuan] then made an effort in the practice of
pratyutpanna,’” and after years of austerity, he then acquired supernatu-
ral powers,” and was able to duplicate his body when he accepted invi-
tations [i.e. he could be at two locations at the same time], and he pre-
dicted periods of flourishing or decline, among other things.

RRTlERDSF - NAREES - AOMBEZ BT - IERHA
5 WRIER - TR 23 » Bk - RAEME - o5t
i KTHEIEITE -

(GSZ, p393c17-20; emphasis added)

Another example is the biography of Buddhabhadra,® who reportedly travelled by
ship to China. At the start of his voyage, he correctly predicted a change in the direc-
tion of the wind, an encounter with pirates, and other ominous events. This fore-
knowledge is attributed to the fact that he was a ‘non-returner’ (Skr. anagamin), so he
had been endowed (jiizii L&) with the gift of premonition.*®

Taking this into account, how does one explain the special powers of monks
who were not especially virtuous or even broke the precepts? One such monk was
Baozhi {£zE (418-514) who ‘did not settle at any specific place, ate at improper
times, and had hair several inches long’ (& IFfEE - ELEMET » S2R8~f; GSZ,

31 Of course, prognostication based on dreams is a cross-cultural phenomenon (see Stevens
1997). This also plays an important role in the GSZ and XGSZ. Even more significantly, in these
sources, future events are often explicitly revealed in dreams and so do not necessarily need reinter-
pretation. For a detailed discussion of monastic dream interpretation in the GSZ and XGSZ (with
a specific focus on hermeneutics), see Jensen 2018: 119-123.

32 This probably refers to the practice of reaching pdnzhou sanméi {f&f =8, a contempla-
tion in which one visualises being together with the present Buddha (pdnzhou means ‘present’).

33 Sheényi 1% (lit. ‘divine anomaly”).

3% Fotuobatuolud (EELEIEEE (358/359—429), a famous translator as well as a Vinaya and
meditation master.

33 See, e.g. the Chanmi yaofd jing TEWELELR: ‘When one successively cultivates and at-
tains the four fruits of a Sramanera, “three insights” and the “six supernatural powers” will all be
provided’ (KFEEIUVDFIE » =BH ~ 7Nl &K HE; CBETA: T15, no613, p244a29).
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14 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

p394al18). As such, he fell far short of the monastic ideal.*® Nevertheless, he was able
to predict the future. The GSZ attempts to resolve this apparent paradox by stating
that he gained this ability through vigorous practice in previous lives. So, despite his
unorthodox behaviour during his current lifetime, he displayed great confidence at
the time of his death, announcing: ‘I, the bodhisattva, am about to leave’ (ZJEEZ=;
GSZ, p394c22)! He is also said to ‘have exposed his true form [to his disciples], with
a glow like the one of bodhisattva statues’ (AEIRE @ CAHUNEEGSLE,; GSZ,
p394c19). Hence, he revealed his true nature to his followers based on his previous
achievements.

Although this ‘self-power’ based on strict adherence to Buddhist practice is the
most important factor in the acquisition of prognostication (and other supernatural
gifts), the GSZ and XGSZ sometimes credit other agents, such as ghosts, mediums,
and deities, with similar abilities. In addition, predictions are often accompanied by
other unusual and supernatural occurrences.”’

3.1. Topics of Predictions

3.1.1. Predictions relating to the Lives of Eminent Monks

Important events in monks’ lives are the most prominent topic of prognostication in
the GSZ and XGSZ. These texts contain numerous predictions relating to individual
monks’ gestation, birth, death, and rebirth, in addition to narratives concerning key
achievements in their lives, spiritual attainment, and enlightenment.

3.1.1.1. Gestation and Birth

The narratives concerning the conception and birth of Sakyamuni are elaborately
described in the Buddhist literature in order to show that he was a superior being
from the very beginning. They include his mother’s dream of a white elephant, his
entry into the womb, his birth from his mother’s side, and other stories. Likewise, the
Chinese Buddhist biographies of eminent monks abound with descriptions of unusual
events that either preceded or coincided with their birth.

A mother’s dream often foretells an auspicious birth.*® For instance, in Xuan-
g30’s Z 5 (402-444) entry, his mother dreams of ‘Indian monks (fanseng (%)
who scatter flowers, filling the room’ (BFfUEEERZE; GSZ, p397a8), while the
mother of Huiyué £:4 (452—-535) dreams of a ‘tall person lifting up a golden image
and causing her to swallow it’ (B AZE&GSHE Y, XGSZ, p468b23-24). The
mother of Huiyong Z:55 sees ‘herself climbing up a Buddha-stipa, getting hold of

**On ‘deviant’ monastics, see the discussion of ‘meat-eating, wine-drinking monks’ in
Kieschnick 1997: 51-63.

37 On the Chinese worldview that ‘supernatural” occurrences form part of the natural world,
see the discussions in Campany 1996: 205—272 and Sharf 2002: 77—133.

38 For a detailed discussion of the logic and poetics of conception dreams in the GSZ and
the XGSZ, see Jensen 2018: 149-219.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 15

two golden bodhisattvas’ (B35 EE » J&E 4 5E, XGSZ, p478a24), while Zhiydn’s
#3B% mother ‘ascends the pagoda of Tongxuan monastery,”” climbs up the sign of the
wheel,”’ and takes a seat there’ (B2F}4E 2058 » BARERTIAL; XGSZ, p531c4—5).
Finally, Lingrui’s 2825 mother dreams of an ‘alms bowl made of the seven treasures
dropping down from a tree and flying into her mouth’ (B #AFMETEETTRAR AL
XGSZ, p539c15). Such accounts, replete with Buddhist symbols, occur frequently in
Buddhist historical texts.

Specific elements of Chinese culture are also sometimes woven into the
dreams, such as in the dream of the mother of Tandi =& (347—411). She meets
a monk who ‘entrusted her with a fly-whisk and two iron-engraved paperweights’
(F—ERHEEEE M, GSZ, p370c26—-27). A fly-whisk is also mentioned in
Zhiwén’s 37 mother’s dream: ‘An Indian monk took a branch from a pine tree and
gave it to her, saying, “If you thereafter give birth to a boy, bestow a fly-whisk on
him” (REGIEFAREITT - H @ TNZERES > BLSEERE 5 ; XGSZ, p609b8—9). The
zhiuwéi BEE (‘fly-whisk’) featured prominently in gingtdn ;535 (‘pure talk’) debates
at the imperial court during the Six Dynasties period.

Zhizang’s %4, (458—522) mother dreamed that ‘meteors fell on the ground,
she grabbed and swallowed the debris; because of this, she fell pregnant and gave
birth to [Zhi]zang; at a young age, he was already very bright’ (G2 EHEY M
&2 RMARE » kARt - /DmEE&; GSZ, p465c11-12). Meanwhile, the
mother of Cizang 2&ji (?—?) dreamed of ‘a star falling down and entering her, and
because of that she became pregnant’ (EB% A% - [REIFE; XGSZ, p639a16).*

Other signs—such as changes in the mother’s mental or physical disposition—
could also predict the birth of an eminent monk. For example, during her pregnancy
with the famous translator Kumarajiva (344—413), his mother reportedly had ‘extraor-
dinary realisations’® (&52WifE#EM% - %% H; GSZ, p330al9). Similarly, when

% This monastery (now Baogn-si ##/&3F) is situated in present-day Siizhou City, Jiangsi
Province. Its history can be traced back to the Three Kingdoms period, when it was established by
Emperor Siinquan f4## of the Kingdom of Wi 5 in honour of his wet nurse (see Jigjing Wiiyi zhi
w=IEREE 16, in Tianyi gé cang Ming-dai fangzhi xudnkan xubian: 1153).

0 This refers to a sign in the form of a wheel or a circle that was placed on top of a pagoda.
A wheel sign on the feet of a cakravartin was also one of the marks of a great man. See Jensen
2018: 197-201.

*! When answering a question, a debater would raise his fly-whisk. When unable to answer,
or to admit defeat, he would lower his whisk (see Assandri 2009: 25). Before long, the implement
also started to feature in Buddhist rituals. By the end of the Tang, it signified the power of Chan
masters, who would brandish fly-whisks when addressing the assembly or teaching students. On
the sexual imagery of Zhiwén’s mother’s dream and its thematic relationship with other conception
dreams in the GSZ and the XGSZ, see Jensen 2018: 197-201.

2 Secular Chinese historical texts also address the topic of astral bodies causing pregnancy.
For instance, see Shiji 5220, fasc. 49 (p1975), which records that the mother of Emperor Wi of Han
(GEE77 ) dreamed that the sun entered her and thereafter she gave birth to her son. For the signifi-
cance of this astral imagery in the GSZ and the XGSZ, see Jensen 2018: 186—193. For additional
examples from roughly the same historical period, see Lippiello 2001. For a later discussion of this
oneiric imagery in Chinese historical texts, see Strassberg 2008: 108—114.

# The motif of psychological change in the mind of the mother probably originated in an
account of the birth of Sakyamuni’s famous disciple Sariputra. The Da zhidi lim K&y (Maha-
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16 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

Falang JAEH (507—-581) dwelled in his mother’s womb, her ‘four limbs felt “light and
unreal”, different from regular days, and because of that she abstained from the vari-
ous flavours of the five pungent roots’ (PUREISE - HEEH » 73N - RIER
B, XGSZ, p477b5—6). The theme of abstaining from the five pungent roots (wiixin
F3%)* during pregnancy is also found in the biographies of Huibi Z£E%, Lingrui,
Huijin 23 (401-485), and Kongzang 25 .

Supernatural phenomena during and after birth often indicate the arrival of an
extraordinary person. For instance, ‘clouds and vapours filled the room’ (5,35 & i
% ; XGSZ, p463c14—15) at the moment of Fayun’s j£3E (467—-529) birth. Similarly,
the entry on Zhitud £ (541-607) relates: ‘In the beginning, on the evening of his
birth, a divine light radiated through the room, and during a period of ten days, a dried-
up spring gushed forth by itself” (#5245 - tiOEHI= - AJHZ[H » MR EH;
XGSZ, p498c3—4). The XGSZ offers an explanation of such phenomena in the fol-
lowing story:

His mother, Ms. Zhang, on the first day of her pregnancy, ascended the
pagoda of the Tongxuan Monastery in a dream, and in the distance she
saw emptiness approaching (yudn shi lin xii #2{7EEHE). However, she
never showed any expression of fear. The superior omens (sheng zhao
§5JK) of attaining the way and transcending life are the supreme myste-
rious features of a teacher of men.

BEIERA - I - STHELYE - BRI - R
e IS o B S EEE 2K o ABTE b2 B
(Zhiyan Z'E: entry, XGSZ, p531¢6; emphasis added)

Hence, there was no need for a mantic specialist to interpret these auspicious phe-
nomena,’ because they were, by default, indications of the advent of a saintly person
(even prior to his enlightenment) in the world.

prajiaparamita-sastra, attributed to Nagarjuna) states: ‘Because of this child, the mother was also
[highly] intelligent and had great skills in debates. When the younger brother Jichilué 5748 en-
gaged in dispute with his elder sister [i.e. the mother of Sariputra], each time he was outwitted and
proven inferior to her. Thus, he knew that the child she was bearing certainly had great wisdom’
DLE-8 > BRTRBEHT - KRatsmafk - HAOHaiEE - BubsGn - SEA > AT OREE
(CBETA: T25, 101509, p137c11-13).

* There are various lists of these items, but the term usually refers to roots of the onion fam-
ily (e.g. leeks, scallions, garlic, chives, etc.). These roots were thought to arouse the minds of prac-
titioners, causing passion and distracting them from their spiritual quest. See, e.g. the Fanwdng jing
42X, which lists dasudn Kir, gécong BEA, cicong 274, lancong BE7Z., and xingqu FI3E
(CBETA: T24, nol484, p1005b14—16); or the Pusa jieyi shi EER FRER, which lists suan 3,
cong 7, xingqu BL3E jin JE, and xié 7 (CBETA: T40, nol1811, p575a25-26).

# See Jensen 2018: 119—123 on the distinction between dream interpretation and dream
exhortation in the GSZ and the XGSZ. See also the discussion on early medieval Chinese omens
and omenology in Lippiello 2001: 25-79.
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3.1.1.2. Supernatural Phenomena relating to Death

In Buddhist hagiographical sources, eminent monks are frequently portrayed as being
in complete control of the time and circumstances of their death. They are rarely
caught by surprise and often announce their passing well ahead of time. This is well
illustrated in the GSZ’s biography of Daoli 17 (?—?):

Later, he followed [Dao]an and entered the Pass, and lived concealed on
Mt. Fizhou,*® dwelling in solitude on a mountain peak of Mt. Fuzhou,
not receiving any offerings. Whenever he was immersed in contempla-
tion and entered meditation, he would not arise for an entire period of
seven days; and he had already practised that for several years. Later, in
the beginning of summer, he suddenly left the mountain and gathered
(jiji WE%E) an assembly of monks to lecture them personally on the
Great Chapter [i.e. Mahaprajiiaparamita siutra]. When someone en-
quired about the reason for this, he answered: ‘It is possible for me to
stay until autumn arrives, and I wish to eliminate the unrefined [i.e. im-
purities] that I [still] harbour.” Several days after he had performed a re-
pentance ritual (zizi %), he finally passed away without sickness.
The people of his time referred to him as somebody who knew his fate
[destiny].

L AR > BEAL - BEER > A2itE - BEEAE 3
THAE » DEEE S - REVRLL - BERE - 5 B#ER
mn o BCRAHE - B THRIEF B > BASPTEEEEZE - o 8
R H - REEMES - B AGHAmHE S -

(GSZ, p356b20—24; emphasis added)

According to this passage, Daoli had foreknowledge of his impending death (as is
indicated by the term zAi ming %14 in this context) and therefore left the mountain
to address unfinished business.

In addition to eminent monks’ prior knowledge of the exact moment of their
passing, there are countless references to supernatural phenomena at the time of
death. This theme appears frequently in the GSZ and XGSZ, with death signalled by
unusual odours (yi xiang ) filling the room, unusual sounds, bright lights or
colour changes, strange behaviour among animals, earthquakes, strong winds, the
sudden disintegration of an item (e.g. a monk’s bowl, a carriage axle, a tree branch,
a flagpole, etc.), meteor showers, dry rivers and ponds, and so on. Furthermore, the
impending death is often foretold in dreams in which Indian monks, Buddhist assem-
blies, Buddhist statues, or heavenly creatures or deities either welcome the dying monk

46 Several mountains in China share the name Fuzhou-shan Z5§3111. However, in this in-
stance, this may be an error. The mountain in question is more likely to be Fuché-shan ZZH L[],
which is situated approximately 30 /i southeast of Lantian in modern-day X1’an City (see Léi bian
Chadng’an zhi: 166).

7 Repentance rituals were usually performed after the end of the summer retreat.
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18 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

or lead him to a Pure Land. Several of these phenomena frequently occur simultane-
ously to indicate the monk’s passing.

3.1.1.3. Knowledge of One’s Place of Future Rebirth

In the GSZ and XGSZ, there are often correlations between the appearance of
auspicious signs prior to death and the destination of rebirth. For example, the biog-
raphy of Huitong ££3 states:

He was constantly praying for the Pure Land, and he wished to rest his
soul in that land.”™® When he was slightly ill, he envisioned in his medi-
tation a man approaching; his appearance was very handsome, and he
told [Hui]tong: ‘The excellent time*’ has arrived [i.e. to die and be re-
born in a Pure Land].” In an instant he saw [in his contemplation] the
nimbus™ of the Buddha of Immeasurable Life [i.e. Amitayus] radiating.
Because of this, [Hui]tong awoke from his state of dhyana and gave
a full account of what he had seen to his fellow students. After telling
them, he transformed [i.e. died].

BT TR » TIAREE - GO R B A TR
B S ¢ U RBSES - 5 A0 AR AL - R
- BEFSAE  SaE -

(GSZ, p398c9—-13)

In this story, there is a clear relationship between Huitong’s wish to be reborn in
Amitabha’s paradise and his vision prior to passing away. Similarly, Zhitud’s Zfi
(541-607) biography records:

Before passing away, he dreamed of a youth who held a lotus flower
in his hand, saying: ‘Sakra Devanam-Indra has sent me here to request
you to lecture [for him].” On the day when his life was about to end, he
saw this sign [apparition] once more.

RUZH] B—ET - FPEEL © T RFREREHE - 5 L
ZH > R -
(XGSZ, p499b23—24)

Interestingly, there are also instances of monks engaging in vigorous practice and con-
sequently receiving predictions of future rebirth, but ultimately experiencing ‘last-
minute’ changes. For example, Linggan 285 (535—612) seemingly passed away after
suffering a severe illness. However, his disciples were reluctant to bury him, because

his heart still felt warm. Indeed, the eminent monk eventually woke up”' and informed

8 Inyang 773% and bi gué {5 are alternative terms for the Pure Land of Amitabha.

4 On liang shi EH%, see Nakamura 1975: 1447b.

0 Guangxidng Y¢AH (Skr. avabhdsa) is the light that emanates from the body of a buddha.

1 On this trope in medieval Chinese hagiography and miracle tales, see Campany 1990:
91-125.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 19

his devotees that he had visited Tusita Heaven and encountered the famous Dharma
master Huiyudn ££7% (334-416), who had informed him that he was destined to be
reborn there, too. However, Linggan had declined Huiyuén’s ‘offer’, because his main
focus of devotion and study was the Avatamsaka siitra, so he wished to be reborn
in the Lotus Treasure World (lidnhud zang shijié 3EZE e 1 Fil—the Pure Land that is
described in this sitra). Later, he lost consciousness again and saw himself sitting on
a wheel-shaped flower that was floating on water. On the basis of this auspicious
omen, the original prediction of rebirth in Tusita Heaven was ‘corrected’ to the Lotus
Treasure World (XGSZ, p518b14—c¢27).>

3.1.1.4. Achievements in a Monk’s Life

In addition to prophecies relating to the birth or death of eminent monks, the GSZ
and XGSZ both contain predictions of monastics’ spiritual accomplishments, such as
enlightenment, and other personal achievements. For example, the biography of Dao-
héng #E1H (346—417), a disciple of the famous translator Kumarajiva, includes the
following forecast:

Daohéng was a person from Lantian. At the age of nine, he was playing
on the road when the hermit Zhangzhdong saw him and said: ‘This s young
boy has the features of an extraordinary person (chirén 44 A);> if he
remains in worldly life, he will certainly have the achievement of assist-
ing the task of the government; if he resorts to the Way, he will certainly
have the ability to reveal the Buddha-dharma. I regret that [ am already
old and will not be able to witness this.’

FRETE - A » FIURET RS > RESRTEAMBES - P/
ﬁu”j)\Zﬂ‘E T—fﬂﬁ\ﬁ%ﬁzlﬂ BB MRE YA o IREE
2o fNMgRZ -

(GSZ, p364b23-26)

This passage clearly alludes to predictions that were made following the birth of
Sakyamuni,”* such as whether he would choose to pursue a position of great worldly

52 In addition to the three cases cited above, the GSZ contains accounts of predictions of
rebirth in a Pure Land for Sengji 477 (?—?), Zhu Sengxidn =888 (222-321/322), Falin 723k
(572 640), and Huijin. The XGSZ records similar predictions for Shanzhou 2% (550-620), Dao-
jié EE (573-627), Dao’ang iE R, Mlngshan HABE (565-633), and others Moreover, there are
details of predictions of Xuanzang’s 2% (602—-664) rebirth in Tusita Heaven, Zhenyu ] E}_ ?-
?) in the Pure Lotus Buddha Land (jing lidnhud fégud 7FEEE[RE), and Lingrui’s & (565—
647/648) at the palace of Avalokite§vara Bodhisattva in the Southern Sea. There are also predic-
tions of rebirth in the realm of the gods (fiandao “K3&) for Huishao Z4f (424-451/452) in the
GSZ, and for Bioyi B & (367-431), Bioqiong B (504-584), and Tanyan Z{7 (503—581) in
the XGSZ. Finally, the latter text includes a prediction that the monk Huiléng Z£f% (?—?) will be
reborn at the court of King Yama in the netherworld.

>3 A person whose capabilities exceed those of ordinary people.

> On a similar prediction associated with the childhood of the famous monk Zhiyi 5%,
see Shinohara 1992: 118. This topic is also addressed in Jensen 2018: 208—215.
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20 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

power or become an enlightened saint. It is also significant because it involves a ‘non-
Buddhist’ medium—the hermit Zhangzhong (f&-+5& &), who was a Daoist practitio-
ner of considerable renown.”> Non-Buddhist mediums and physiognomists appear
several times in the GSZ and XGSZ, although their prognostications sometimes
prove incorrect and have to be revised. It seems that the compilers of the Buddhist
historical works used this device to underline the superiority of Buddhist prognosti-
cation over non-Buddhist/Daoist fortune-telling.>®

Béoqiong’s g (504—584) outstanding monastic career is predicted when he
is still a young monk:

In the beginning, when [Béo]qiong entered the capital, he was about to
approach the Dharma-seat [i.e. the place where monks gather to prac-
tise], but since nobody recognised him, he was not allowed to dwell in
the monks’ quarters. Thereupon he asked the superintendent Huichao if
he might lodge at the Nanjian Monastery; [Hui]chao listened to him,
but did not allow it. [When] seeing him, [however,] he said in surprise:
“This young talent will carry on my current position, and the Dharma-
gate [i.e. the teaching] will be entrusted to him. How could I venture®’
not [to let him stay] in the monks’ quarters?’

¥ - WA - FHEER > BRI AGR AT EE o JRE IESEE
FORE - BRERE - RimzHE - T REEESA 0 JEMR
it 0 (EIESS - 4

(XGSZ, p479b22-26)

As we have seen, it was assumed that famous monastics had foreknowledge of the
time and circumstances of their own death. In addition, the GSZ and XGSZ contain
several accounts of monks trying to exert control over their future destination of re-
birth. Moreover, predictions relating to those destinations could be modified in order
to correlate more closely with a monk’s religious achievements and preferences dur-
ing his lifetime.

3.1.1.5. Enlightenment and Spiritual Progress

The attainment of enlightenment and future buddhahood is the most important topic
of prediction in translated Buddhist texts, where it is usually expressed as shouji (see
above). However, as such predictions are typically made by a buddha (in Indic Bud-
dhist literature, usually by either Sakyamuni himself or—especially in the jataka nar-
ratives—a previous buddha), this term scarcely features in either the GSZ or the XGSZ.

=837

Indeed, it appears only once, in the entry on the monk Tanréong =% (555-639):

> On Zhangzhong, see, e.g. Sandong qunxian lin =FAEHIE, fasc. 10 CELIEE » kFE
PIRRTZL - RREZ  SMREEE - BTV UE  BELIPANUE » RS - B 2).

> More generally on this issue and the widespread belief in spirit mediums in medieval
China, see Campany 2012: 40 and Jensen 2018: 334—-355.

7 Iriya and Koga 1991: 16-P29.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 21

[Tan]rong practised in the Fazhu Monastery of the provincial capital the
‘method of vast [universal] repentance’ (fangdeéng huifa 75515:5).
On the 4th day of the 7th month, there was a certain Sengding of that
monastery who was very energetic in the practice of the prohibitions, and
he saw a bright light in the place of religious practice [ddochdng &
#2:% probably, here, a simple reference to the monastery], originating
from within a five-coloured [rainbow] with the seven buddhas [of the
past] in the middle, [all of them equipped with] extraordinary auspi-
cious signs. [One of the buddhas] addressed Séngding and said the fol-
lowing: ‘I am Vipa$yin Tathagata [i.e. one of the former seven buddhas],
not attached to anything, and of perfect universal enlightenment.*®® Since
you already have extinguished your sins, I came here to witness for you,
but since I am not your original teacher, I will not make the prediction
of buddhahood to you (showji).” The other six buddhas uttered the same
words to him. The last buddha told him the following: ‘I am your origi-
nal teacher Sakyamuni, and since your sins have been extinguished,
I came here to make this prediction to you. Tanrong is the good cause
that you have extinguishing your sins, and he will be a buddha called
Piining %Z2{# in the “Good Aeon” [i.e. Skr. bhadra-kalpal; your bodily
vessel is [likewise] pure and thereafter you will [also] become a buddha
by the name of Pliming 3%HH.

EIEEFEFTAERE - 2EAFUE - AARFAFIEE
% ATRRIE > 7 Ef?ﬁ?ﬂ%ﬁﬁ‘é% AR LT o EWE
T MATIEE > BT ¢ TIRENET WK - EATE - 2
H %EE Lx/étsisfé HOR Fyag » ZRIEAHN » RNEBIZEC - 5 A0
BN BRI - BR—hn 0 TERELARRNEST -
LIRS 3&%?%& ° %%%5#5@6%’% R& » WEEIhAT =R - %
SEEF  REIEM > RS -

(XGSZ, p589b28—c8)

Here, then, Séngding’s devoted Vinaya and repentance practice, under the tutelage of
Tanrdng, results in a prediction of buddhahood for both monks from Sakyamuni
himself. This probably reflects the view of the compiler of the XGSZ, who himself
was a renowned Vinaya specialist. However, it is the only occasion when Sakyamuni
(or any other buddha) makes such a pronouncement in the text.

%8 A more common term for this practice is fangdeéng chanhui 755 #HF, which comprises
a meditation during which the practitioner focuses on the hindrances caused by the six sense or-
gans.

%% On the term ddochdng, see DDB (http://www.buddhism-dict.net/cgi-bin/xpr-ddb.pl?q=%
E9%81%93%E5%A0%B4).

0 Zhizhen déng zhéngjué EE%IF usually refers to the enlightenment of an arhat (Skr.
arhan samma sambuddhah) or a buddha.
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22 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

There is no specific forecast of buddhahood in Qitnabamé’s R EES
biography, although his entry does include a prediction that he will attain a stage of
spiritual development that will enable him to follow the path to buddhahood in the
future. In this case, the predictor is not a fellow monk, but rather a prognostication
specialist who makes a prediction that is similar to the one given to Sakyamuni after
his birth. Interestingly, the passage ends with Qiunabamo’s personal evaluation of his
spiritual progress:

When he reached the age of eighteen, a prognostication specialist
(xianggong 1H7Y) saw him and said the following: ‘At the age of 30
you will rule a country [i.e. Kashmir] and become an honoured person
facing south [i.e. a king/emperor]; [but,] if you do not yearn for worldly
fame, you will attain the saintly fruit [i.e. enlightenment]’ [...] On the
18th day of the 9th month of that year, he had not yet finished his mid-
day meal when he got up and returned to his room, his disciples follow-
ing behind. Thereupon, he passed away at the age of 65. Before his death
he had in advance composed a commemorative text in 36 lines, explain-
ing himself his life events (yinyudn [K4%) and mentioning that he had
already attained the ‘second fruit’ (érguc —.52).%

et A RTEE | TEES S AR - TS 5
FELE  FHER - o EENH A UH  PRARR -
R R TRE - GATK . BHONTAT - REZHITHE
BBE= 1517 EREE SR

(GSZ, p340a25-27; p341b9—13)

As we have seen, then, the GSZ and XGSZ contain many predictions relating to key
events in eminent monastics’ lives, including their spiritual accomplishments. Indeed,
a monk’s progress on the Buddhist path is often clearly defined, and—as exemplified
above—may even culminate in a prediction of buddhahood.

3.1.2. Predictions relating to the Fate and Significance of Buddhism

3.1.2.1. The Flourishing and Decline of Buddhism and the Buddhist Teachings

From the Northern and Southern Dynasties (and especially Northern Wéi) period on-
wards, anxiety over the decline or even disappearance of the Dharma (mofa K;%)
became a recurring theme in Buddhist discourse. This is also reflected in the GSZ
and XGSZ, in which predictions relating to the future of Buddhism are incorporated
within a number of the monks’ biographies: in the GSZ, Hui’an Z77 (354-424),
Tanshi =44 (?-7?), Xudngao 215 (402—444), and Sengzhou £ & (?-?); and in the

8! The Kashmiri monk *Gunavarman (367—431) who translated key Vinaya texts during the
Liu Song 27K period (420—479). He was also a member of the Kashmiri royal family and as such
a potential successor to the throne.

%2 That is, he had attained the realisation that would make him a ‘once-returner’.
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PROGNOSTICATION IN THE GAOSENG ZHUAN AND THE XU GAOSENG ZHUAN 23

XGSZ, Huist Z & (515-577/578), Huizht £ F (541-629/630), Daomi E% (564—
659), Shétisina EEEEHTAL (7560—2656), Mingdan BHEE (?560—?656), and Séngming
B (?—?). The narrative is especially dramatic in the case of Xudngao, who passes
away but is then summoned back from the dead by his disciples and asked to make
a prediction on the future of the Dharma. After acknowledging that the teaching is on
the wane, he declares: ‘After you [his disciples] have died, the Dharma will flourish
again’ (4018 A E T H; GSZ, p398a22).

Occasionally, the prognostication does not concern the Buddhist teaching in its
entirety, but rather the development of specific Buddhist schools of thought. One ex-
ample is the ‘Consciousness Only’ (wéishi Miz5) thought that was promoted by the
translator Paramartha (Zhéndi E.&; 499—-569). According to the XGSZ, his philoso-
phy and the scriptures he translated were initially disregarded and even criticised by
court officials during the Chén [ Dynasty (557—589). Nevertheless:

Paramartha pointed with his finger to the northwest and said: ‘In this re-
gion there is a great country, which is neither close by nor far away;
after we have passed away, [my teaching] shall flourish and spread
there. But we will not witness its rise, and this I regard as greatly regret-
table [lit. “to make a great sigh”].’

DI FHEFEIEE © TITERE - JERIRE - BE% 0 B
T oo HAREEE > DB KEE - 5 ¢
(XGSZ, p430c11-13)

Predictions based on the main tenets of Buddhist teaching feature in a number of the
biographies. For instance, Boyudn’s F 32 (206?—-305?) entry in the GSZ contains ex-
plicit references to the power of one’s actions (yé Z; ‘karma’) and the way in which
good and bad deeds determine one’s destiny:

[B(’)yua“m]65 unexpectedly addressed the followers of the path and the
disciples, saying: ‘In a few days, the [karmic] response [to my actions]
will arrive.”® Then he took his leave [...] The following morning, he
visited the high official [Zhang]fui and talked to him, then suddenly
disagreed with one of the official’s suggestions, and the official issued
a punishment. The entire assembly was bewildered and sighed in regret.

 The Emperor Tai Wit A& of the Northern Wéi ordered Xudngdo’s execution in 444.
Prior to his death, on several occasions the monk reportedly predicted the persecution of China’s
Buddhists between 446 and 452 and the consequent decline of the Buddhist Dharma (see GSZ,
p398al-8; and Lidai sanbdo ji FEfL=24C; CBETA: T49, n02034, p85a27-b3). For more on
Xuéngao, see Lai 2003: 143—-161.

6 According to the XGSZ, Paramartha’s teaching only gained popularity during the Sui Dy-
nasty, when it was promoted by the monk Téangian Z3& (542—607), among others. Tanqian fled to
the south during the Northern Weéi suppression of Buddhism, came into contact with Paramartha’s
Mahayana-samgraha (She dashéng lim ff A FE:R), and eventually settled in Chang’an in 587.

% This monk is also known as the ‘Dharma Patriarch B6’ (B6 fazu ELH).

 Here, dui ¥} is used in the sense of bdoying HZJE: that is, retribution for actions per-

formed during one’s lifetime. Indirectly, this indicates his impending death.
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24 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

Dharma Patriarch [Bo] (52:tH) said: ‘As for my encountering this final
response to my actions, those from the previous lives are already con-
cluded, and are not today’s matter.” He then called out for the Buddhas
of the Ten Directions, and said: ‘As for the causes of the sins of my pre-
vious rebirths, I would like to finish their karmic effect [by being killed
now].67 And I vow that from now on, I will regard [Zhang]fli as a good
friend [i.e. teacher], and not let him receive the sin of killing me.” Con-
sequently, he was whipped 50 times and died immediately.

REBEARB TS 0 TREHEEZR - 5 F&Eh] e - BH =551
HEE > RYFRIE > WU ATET o FUSCEER - tHE ¢ TEKILE
¥ phrEd S 0 JESEL - 57 TETE 0 THEETS 3RS
B B o FRIEIEDAR - BAEH R RIa - oA Z SR © 4 &
(i A+ > EAREEE -

(GSZ, p327a28—b6)

In another story featuring the monk Zhizang 2 (458—522), there is an account of
a woman who excelled in physiognomising.”® She predicted that Zhizang’s

brightness and rhetorical skills will spread throughout his generation,
and his fame will circulate around the world. But, unfortunately, his life-
span will not be long, and he will reach only the age of 31.

Jarpstt » R MA% - BIRFEGA R 2 =+—% -
(XGSZ, p466a24—26)

On hearing this, Zhizang

exhausted his energy to practise the Way, and took the great vows [of
a bodhisattva]; satisfied with that, he did not try to go out of the gate
[i.e. did not engage in teaching others]. He then explored the canon of
scriptures, and attained the adamantine wisdom [i.e. the Diamond Prajia-
paramita sitra), which he memorised and recited, and revered until the
end of his life.

VEAEIEIE 0 AERE - BRI - B - SIS 0 2
B BaE L e
(XGSZ, p466a26—28)

As a result of his reverence to and study of this scripture, Zhizang escaped the fate of
dying at a young age and finally passed away at 65. This passage neatly illustrates
the power of Buddhist scriptures because Zhizang’s engagement with a single text
ultimately modifies a prognostication relating to his lifespan.

7 That is, B6 uses the official to end the negative karmic influence of his former lives. As a
consequence, Zhangfi, despite killing Bo, will not receive any negative retribution for the deed.

8 See Campany 2012: 40 and Jensen 2018: 334—355 on non-Buddhist diviners, such as
spirit mediums and physiognomists, in Buddhist historical literature.
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3.1.2.2. Buddhist Material Culture

Predictions concerning Buddhist scriptures, monasteries, and images feature regu-
larly in the GSZ and XGSZ. For example, in Fayi’s j£& (?—?) biography, there is
a prediction of the destruction and restoration of the Yanxian ZEE Monastery:

[Fayi built the Yanxian Monastery.] Later, [the monk] B&idu left and
came to this monastery, saying: ‘This place will soon experience all
kinds of anomalies; afterwards, this should change for the better; the
place [i.e. the location of the monastery] is facing the “heavenly halls”
[i.e. probably, an easterly direction],” [and] it is easy to perform meri-
torious actions here.” And unexpectedly [the monastery] was [indeed]
burned by wild fires. Later, Qi Xié, Zhang Yin, and others relied on the
guidance of Bidu, as is recorded in the Biography of [Béi]di,”" and
they went together with [Fa]yi to the mountains and wished to restore
[the monastery].

BIMEERIT > = 0 THHESFAHHES - RIFET  #HERE
Gy RAB3E o o BUREPKATEE - BT ERIRESE  #MEZ 5 0 58
TR - THEL ST - HAKIE T -

(GSZ, p411a26-29)

Predictions relating to the restoration or rebuilding of monasteries are also found in the
entries for Huili Z77 (?-?; GSZ, p410al7-b10), Chan Master Fotuo {#fEZ (439-
531; XGSZ, p551b10—-13), Acarya Cén (Cén shéli ZFEFL; 2-2; XGSZ, p661ad—
11), and others.

Daoji’s 7EF& (568—636) biography includes a reference to a large but unfin-
ished statue of the Buddha. After receiving a request to complete the statue, the monk
has a dream:”

% This famous monastery is located in Jiankang 7EE¢ (modern-day Nénjing F§57), the
capital of the Eastern Jin and the Southern Dynasties. It was founded at the beginning of the 5th
century and continued to prosper until the end of the Southern Dynasties period (see Ndnchdao si
kao FEAFF%; CBETA, B14, no86, p650a10—651al).

" Di dui tianting ¥R probably has a geographical meaning here, with tianting
(‘heavenly hall’) not referring to a structure in the imperial palace, but more generally to an auspi-
cious location in geomancy. According to the Dili xinshi HrEE¥rE, it may denote an easterly di-
rection. However, this interpretation is based on later sources (e.g. Xi xiii siku qudnshii, ce 1054: 89)
and may not necessarily reflect the intention of the compiler of the GSZ. As such, the precise mean-
ing of the passage remains uncertain.

"' In Beidu’s biography, he tells Qi Xié and the others: ‘In this year there will be a major
disaster, you should ardently cultivate meritorious deeds. The monk Fayi is a man of great virtue,
you should go to him and rebuild the destroyed monastery in order to avert disaster’ (=5 A »
AJRIELESE - AREAEAR > aEREEIEE - DK A, GSZ, p392a25-27).

2 For a discussion of this episode that explores the dream imagery from the standpoint of
traditional Chinese oneiromancy, see Jensen 2018: 208.
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26 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

The evening he received the request, he dreamed that there were two
lions at the side of a precipice, and next to a large statue they spit out
precious pearls one after the other, continuing without interruption.

ZiEZY 0 BEEGR AT o ARG BAER - AR -
(XGSZ, p696b3—4)

Daojt interprets his dream as follows:

The king of hunting [i.e. the lion] is sovereign [i.e. independent]; this
expresses that the Dharma is flowing without impediment; the precious
pearls gushing forth by themselves is a metaphor for the donations
being inexhaustible. The mysterious activity is secretly revealed],
which means that] there will be success this time.

FEBE > AIRERER AR - XImif i f g - EEE
B > DHRCHTE -
(XGSZ, p696b5—6)

As these examples clearly show, predictions could be made about material objects and
Buddhist institutions as well as human destinies and accomplishments.

3.1.3. Predictions relating to Chinese Topics and Methods—Involvement with Politics
and the State

Initially, at least, Buddhism was a foreign religion in China, so practitioners had to
rely on support from the secular powers in order to gain acceptance and spread the
teaching. The relationship between Buddhists and the state intensified during the
Northern and Southern Dynasties period, so, understandably, the GSZ and XGSZ con-
tain many predictions relating to the fortunes of rulers and their realms. In Kumara-
jiva’s biography, for example, there is a passage on Lii Guang =% (338-399), an
emperor of the Later Liang &5 Dynasty. The famous translator warns the King of
Kucha that L{i Guang is about to invade his kingdom and recommends submission to
his powerful army:

‘The fortunes of the state are about to decline, and there will be a strong
enemy coming from the east in a few days, and you should receive
them respectfully, do not resist their vanguard.’ [Bai]chtin did not heed
his advice and fought the army, and [Li{i]guang subsequently destroyed
Kucha and killed [Bai]chun.

TR SRR T AT > BERKZ > T - 4
AAGETTE - SCRR LA -
(GSZ, p331b29—cl)

The entry for Hui’an 2727 (a monk who was active during the 4th century) includes

a prediction that the Early Qin Z& Dynasty (351-394) of the Fa 1+ family will flourish.
Huian obtained a staff originally owned by an Indian monk that was inscribed with
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Indic letters. No one was able to decipher the inscription until it was shown to Kuma-
rajiva, who translated it as follows:

Originally born in Salavana of India. When there is disorder in the
southern region, ‘cdo fir’ {5 will rise, and later ensure that the teaching
of the Dao [here: Buddhism] of Kumara[jiva] will prosper.

RAERZZEEM - BTRALR B - RIGETEEE -
(GSZ, p370a27-28)

If one combines the upper part of the character 5L (i.e. the ‘grass radical’) with the
character {7, the resulting character is Fi {5f—a reference to the founder of the Early
Qin Dynasty, Fa Jian {7 (317-355), who adopted the title Gaozu 5{H on becom-
ing emperor. As such, Kumarajiva predicts the family’s rise to power and, conse-
quently, the dissemination of his own teachings.

Huiyi’s 225 (372—444/445) biography addresses Lia Yu’s 2 (363-422)
founding of the Lia Song ZI7R Dynasty (420—-479), which superseded the Jin £ Dy-
nasty. In this entry, a monk by the name of Fachéng j£fH (?—?) from Jizhou ZJ| in-
forms his student Pliyan ig; that he has recently encountered a benevolent spirit:

The spirit of Mt. Song said the following: ‘In Jiangdong there is a gen-
eral Lia who will certainly receive the Mandate of Heaven; I take 32
jade rings” and one plate of zhen gold as a token of faith [in this pre-

diction].’
s DTHRARRE - EZRey 0 BU=1 T8 e
—H 0 BelE e o

(GSZ, p368c6)

Further references to the establishment of new dynasties include Sénghan fi&
(416—484) foretelling General Lia Jun’s %ZE (430—464) accession to the throne”
(GSZ, p370b25-28) and Fasht ;% (586—701) predicting that General Xiaoxi & £t
(583-621) will become the King of Baling FE[% (in the eastern part of Sichuan;
XGS%S, p663c27-28). There are also several predictions pertaining to revolts and
wars.

In addition to predictions relating to the personal destinies of monks and secu-
lar rulers, prognostications of events that will affect whole regions, such as natural
disasters, feature prominently in the GSZ and XGSZ. For instance, Zhu Fahui’s

73 The figure 32 probably hints at the duration of the dynasty.

™ Lit Jun ruled as Emperor Xiao Wi Z of the Song 7K.

> The GSZ contains predictions of revolts in the entries for Kumarajiva, Gunabhadra
(394-468), Xuanchang Z5 (416—484), Fotichéng {BEE (?-348/349), Biozhi Rzt (418—
515), and Fayuan JAFH (414—500/501). The XGSZ has similar predictions in the entries for Zhuan-
ming §EHH (?7-?), Jidyi Ei% (518—610), and others. On predictions relating to impending wars,
see, e.g. the GSZ entries for Kumarajiva, Fotachéng, and Fajin JA#E (?-?).
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S EEE (287?7-3447) biography includes a prediction of a major flood occurring as a
consequence of his death:"®

‘Three days after my death, there will be violent rainfalls.” When that
time came, there was indeed flooding; at the city gate the water stood
one zhang deep, and the inhabitants were floating and submerged in it,
and many of them died.

TEI®R=H » REREW - 5 EHRIE > WPTKE— BRE
G R -
(GSZ, p389b4—5)

Likewise, we are told that a series of natural disasters followed Hui’an’s £= (533—
623) death. However, it is unclear whether the monk’s foreknowledge of these disas-
ters prompted him to commit suicide, or whether they were triggered by his passing:

In the 6th year of the Wiidé era (623), [Huian] suddenly repeatedly cried
bitterly and was unable to control himself, saying: ‘“Who could tolerate
seeing such things?’ Based on that, he submerged himself in a lake and
sought death, but the [members of the] assembly attempted to enter the
lake in order to save him. However, [Hui’an] sat on the bottom of the
lake and had already passed away [when they reached him]. In the year
he died, there was a severe drought and no harvest, and those who died
due to epidemics were numerous.

RERE » BB A EEEZE - | 0 THERE RUENE 7 5 FRIZAKOK

58 BRANFAKIFEZ > TilmtKIREZE - 2648 - HAETTRARUL

FESERR S -

(GSZ, p664al6—18)

Hence, the death of a famous monk can resonate throughout the cosmos and cause
nature to ‘mourn’ and initiate potentially dangerous and sometimes even disastrous
consequences for those left behind. This correlates perfectly with contemporary think-
ing relating to the demise of high-ranking laypeople, such as emperors. It is probably
no coincidence that the compilers of the Buddhist history texts drew on these notions
to emphasise the significance of eminent monastics.

3.2. Traditional Chinese Prognostication Methods in the GSZ and XGSZ

3.2.1. Prognostication Based on the Zhouy! 85}

In general, as the previous examples have demonstrated, there is no mention of mantic
techniques when the GSZ and XGSZ introduce the subject of prognostication. Rather,
the texts tend to present predictions as ‘by-products’ of eminent monastics’ outstanding

78 This correlates with ancient Chinese beliefs relating to the stimulus—response cosmology.
On the notion of the ‘readable cosmos’ as a trope in early Chinese historiography, see Li 2007.
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virtue and insight, which grant them a superior form of knowledge. That said, there
are occasional references to specific techniques.

One type of ];rognostication is based on the Zhouyi &5} (i.e. the Yijing ZH&%;
Book of Changes),”’ which in its current form consists of two parts. The jing 4% part
consists of 64 hexagrams (gua ) and 384 lines (ydo 7). Each hexagram has a name,
an image, a divinatory explanation of the hexagram itself, and another explanation of
the lines attached to it. The so-called ‘commentary’ (zhuan {&) section, which is tra-
ditionally attributed to Confucius’s disciples, contains further comments on the hexa-
grams and lines. During divination, the practitioner should

first use milfoil stalks in order to seek a number (shu ), and obtain a
number in order to determine the lines (ydo), and multiple lines then
form a hexagram (gua); based on the hexagram, a ‘sentence’ (cf &) is
produced.

FFELUORE  RHUE S > BMECEN - INEPLIAREE -
(Zhouyi zhéngyi 8 55 1F3, Shisan jing zhiishii: 13)78

References to milfoil divination occur quite frequently in the GSZ and XGSZ. For
instance, in the biography of Zhti Fatai 2343k (320—387/388),” two of his disciples
are said to have received ‘extensive training in the meaning of the sitras, while also
excelling in the Ldozi and Yijing CKeBT-2— - & » ifHGEE » NEEG;
GSZ, p355a13—14). Similarly, Fayuan’s ;EFH (414-500/501)

family originally served the spirits, and he himself practised drumming
and dancing [i.e. shamanistic rituals], various worldly skills, prognosti-
cation with milfoil stalks (shivdo &), and physiognomising; all [of
his skills] were utterly remarkable.

FAREM > BEGHE > R REX - HH BfFEHY -
(XGSZ, p417al -2)

Nevertheless, milfoil prognostication is only ever mentioned in a generic way, and
neither text elaborates on the theme.

T Zhéuyi jijie; on that work, see, e.g. Karcher 2002 and Davis 2012.

78 Specifically, one should take fifty stalks of milfoil, then, after a threefold calculation
process, one can determine the nature of the lines (whether they are yin or yang). One hexagram
consists of six broken (yin ydo [& X)) or unbroken (ydng yio % 3%) lines, so the calculation has to be
performed six times in order to arrive at a hexagram. The auspiciousness or inauspiciousness of an
event is determined on the basis of one’s interpretation of the ‘sentence’ associated with the hexa-
gram and the lines.

7 Zhti Fitai was active during the Eastern Jin period (second half of the 4th century). Origi-
nally a fellow student of the famous Dao’an #E%7, he became a specialist in early Chinese prajiia
philosophy (GSZ, p354b29, 354c21-23).
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3.2.2. Physiognomising (xiang)

Physiognomising, which involves making predictions on the basis of a person’s fea-
tures (xiang rén shu F8 A7), seems to have been a common practice in medieval India
(see above) and China. There are certainly ample references to the technique in pre-
Buddhist Chinese sources.”® However, whereas passages relating to xiang rén fg A
(‘physiognomising persons’) in the Buddhist translated literature tend to focus strictly
on phg/swal features, the Chinese sources suggest that the colour of the face, the
voice,” and even aspects of a person’s behaviour, character, and mental state could
also be taken into account when making predictions. There are several references to
monastics employing physiognomising techniques in the GSZ and XGSZ.*

3.2.3. Topomancy

Topomancy—that is, prognosticating on the basis of the physical environment or par-
ticular topographical features—had been practised in China since time immemorial.
For example, the Zhouyi & 5 states:

In ancient times, when Pao X1 ruled the world as king, he looked up to
observe the patterns in Heaven, and he looked down to observe the rules
on Earth; he observed the patterns of birds and beasts, and how these
fitted with the Earth [...] Subsequently, he created the Eight Trigrams.

EEEMRZ R > INPRRTK - [FUNETH - WSS
I3 G ZEH e L TR /\FH -
(Shisan jing zhushii: 86)

It was thought that the natural environment played a crucial role in the well-being of
its inhabitants, and that it could determine the success or failure of their endeavours.
From the Han Dynasty onwards, topomancy focused on foretelling fortune or
misfortune on the basis of the location and architectural features of a person’s home.
For example, the Lunhéng Zwf#r (Chapter Si hui VUEE) insists that a western orienta-
tion is inauspicious.

80 See, e. g Zuozhudn /= {8, which records the official Shiifui ffF physiognomising the two
sons of Gongsiin Ao A\ F4EL (Shisan jing zhiishii: 1836).

81 Cf. Xiinzi: ‘When [he] physiognomised the bodily features (xingzhuang FiR) and facial
colour/features (ydnsé §E@) of a person in order to know whether their fortune would be good or
bad, auspicious or 1nausp1010us >(FEAZIEHR ~ BRI E T X ~ #K1F; Xinzi &1 Chapter Feéi
xiang FEHE; Xiinzi jijie: 72). The Xiang shii $H2E mentions physiognomising of the eyes, nose, ears,
and other parts of the body. In addition, prognostications could be made based on a person’s way of
walking, the timbre of his voice, and so on (Ming kanbén Yimén guangdu, cé 9).

% See, e.g. the biography of Zhiming % (529—-621; XGSZ, p683al5).

8 Linhéng jidoshi: 968. In the Zhdijing T (Class1c of residences), edited by Zhou Liijing
fEJEUE during the Ming Dynasty, this idea is rationalised as follows: ‘Therefore, the residence is
the “origin” of a person. A person makes a residence his home, and if his dwelling there is peaceful,
then the [subsequent] generations of his family will be prosperous; if it is not peaceful, then his clan
will decline. The same is true for graves in terms of their situation at rivers and on mountains.’
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Our historical sources suggest that many monks excelled in the art of topo-
mancy. In the GSZ and XGSZ, topomantic prognostication centres on identifying un-
derlying patterns in the local ecosystem. For instance, in Jingyuan’s 2k (543-611)
biography, his teacher Lingyu E4 (517-605) attempts to identify a topographically
auspicious location for a new temple:

[Ling]yu prognosticated (b [) the northwestern hill, and called it ‘bliss-
ful land’. It is not only that the group of mountain hermits [i.e. monks]
will succeed each other; it will also mean that the donations will not de-
cline. [Jing]yuan then directly followed his advice. This is the very foun-
dation of the monastery today. More than 50 years have passed since
that time [when the monastery was constructed]. Some inauspicious
years have occurred during this period; however, donations to the mon-
astery have continued without interruption.

1 PR R > AR o JRMELLDPAE ST > TR Ak o Bl
;ﬁé% » SZSFHRE - HRES TR > XIFEEK o ST A

(XGSZ, p511c18-21)

In Daobian’s 7} (?—?) biography, an unidentified person asks the monk to choose a
suitable place for his grave, whereupon Daobian

inspected the hills and plains, and, pointing at one location, said: ‘[ You
should] install your grave mound here, [as this will cause your descen-
dants to] have sufficient food and riches.’

WFIRR > mE—Fr > B 0 T Ihp%E s B8l -,
(XGSZ, p662b23-24)

3.2.4. Observing Celestial Phenomena

In the GSZ and XGSZ, a number of monks make significant predictions after observ-
ing celestial, meteorological, or atmospheric phenomena.** For example, An Shigao
ZEtH S (GSZ, p323a26), Kumarajiva (GSZ, p330c10), Kang Senghui FE{E & (GSZ,
p325a16—17), Gunabhadra (GSZ, p344a7), Senghan (GSZ, p370b14—15), Tankgjia-
lud Zfu[7i4E (*Dharmakala; GSZ, p324¢17—18), Tanguang =5t (GSZ, p416b15—
16), Sengfan & #3 (XGSZ, p483b21-22), and Shanhui Z££ (XGSZ, p688b8) are all
credited with this ability. When Daobian notices that the moon is approaching the
Well Constellation (jing si 7:75),” he says: ‘There is an event in the Western Chii;

WEF  NZK - NPLERS » JEE%  IRAESE  BA% » BIFTEER - EE) IR - 36
[E2&s4 o (Yingyin Wényuan gé Siku quanshii, cé 808: 8).

84 These phenomena also play an important role in non-Buddhist literature (see e.g. Chapter
Yiwén zhi 3075 in the Hanshii: 1763—1765).

8 The Well Constellation, also known as the ‘Eastern Well’ (dongjing ¥H), one of the
seven constellations of the south, is often associated with floods in traditional Chinese astron-
omy/astrology (see e.g. Shiji: 1302). For astrology and divination in ancient China, see Cullen 2011
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32 YANG GANG AND CHRISTOPH ANDERL

one should inform monastics and laypeople that they should prepare for flooding’
(TH HEEHE - (Fx 0 THIErERE - nl&Es - BE/K M, ; XGSZ, p662c12-
13). Furthermore, he predicts that the Han River will rise rapidly and inundate the
city of Xiang, and that the dry moat (hudng [&) under the city wall (chéng ) will
soon be full of water.

In another passage, we learn that meritorious deeds can overturn the perni-
cious influence of celestial phenomena. The Emperor Jidnwén f§3Z (320—372) of the
Eastern Jin % Dynasty (265—420) asks Zht Fakuang “=AH% (327-402) about some
seemingly ominous stars and is told that practising virtuous government will trans-
form impending disaster into good fortune (GSZ, p356c21-24).

Monks also foretell the future through observation of atmospheric phenomena,
such as clouds and wind. Kumarajiva, for example, predicts a rebellion after feeling an
inauspicious wind (RNfEZ B » HH 7%89; GSZ, p331c17-18). This technique was
deeply rooted in traditional Chinese culture.®

3.2.5. Selecting Appropriate Times

In China, the timing of important events and actions had long been viewed as critical
for their success. The Lunhéng explains this concept in detail:

When commencing a project, moving home, engaging in rituals, funer-
als, work tasks, assuming office, marrying, if one does not select an aus-
picious day, and does not avoid the [inauspicious] spirits of the year and
spirits of the month, then one will encounter demons and meet spirits,
and during these turbulent times [i.e. when men and spirits meet], one
will be hurt by them. Therefore, one will meet with disease or generate
misfortune, get entangled with the law and be indicted with a crime, to
the extent of being killed and [seeing] one’s family exterminated; all
[because] one does not value caution and makes the mistake to have
contact [with spirits] during the taboo days.

BT BAE S  WEEE - TIE A % FESH TR
ok~ Ao BRE > THGHE o SERAE o EAASE B
T B - BAEE - UESEE - ZFTE -
(Lunhéng jiaoshi: 1008)
Therefore, it was deemed imperative to consult a lipi FEEL (‘calendar chart) prior to

scheduling any major event or undertaking. There is an early reference to a lipu in
the Hanshii (Chapter Yiwén zhi B30 8):

As for [using] the calendar chart, [one] arranges the four seasons in the
right order, confirms the solar terms of equinox and solstice, and calcu-

and 2017, and Pankenier 2013. For Buddhist astrology during the Tang Dynasty, see Kotyk 2017a.
For the relationship between Indian/Iranian and Chinese astrological techniques, see Mak 2014 and
2015, and Kotyk 2018.

8 See Chapter Chiingudn zongbé BB 521 in Zhouli (Shisan jing zhishit: 819—820).
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lates the confluence of the sun, the moon, and the five stars [of Metal,
Wood, Water, Fire, and Earth] in order to investigate the effect of cold
and heat and of death and life. Therefore, the sagely king carefully cal-
culates the calendric numbers in order to fix the regulation of the colours
of the vestment of the Three Reigns (san tdong =%%), and in order to
investigate the confluence of the five stars, the sun, and the moon. Griev-
ance over inauspicious failures and joy over auspicious successes [as
well as] the art [of predicting them] all come out of this [i.e. selecting
times according to the calendar chart].

JERLE - U 2 fir » By~ 228 FHALEZIR - B
SREYE - WETENEREY > DE=gRE 2§ 5 XN
BHHZE NEZE  SEZE > HitEHs -

(Hanshii, juan 30: 1767)

The GSZ and XGSZ contain occasional references to monastics’ ability to select aus-
picious dates.*® For instance, Qiunapidi sKH[EEHtr (*Gunavrddhi; 403—502)% report-
edly excelled in this technique (GSZ, p345a27), as did Shanhui (497-569; XGSZ,
p688b8) and Fayun ;£7# (567-627; XGSZ, p664a20).

3.2.6. Manipulating the Cosmic Board (shizhan T,/55)

Along with predictions based on milfoil, manipulation of the shizhan =[5 (‘cosmic
board’) was one of the main methods of prognostication in medieval China.”” How-
ever, this was not a uniform technique; rather, a square board that symbolically repre-
sented the cosmos was manipulated and interpreted in a variety of ways.

It seems that shizhan prognostication was closely related to astronomical and
calendrical divination methods. Typically, the upper part (yudnpdn [E|#% ) of the board
depicted Heaven, with the Great Dipper in the centre, surrounded by the twenty-eight
stellar constellations and the spirits of the twelve months. The Earth was depicted in
the centre of the lower part (fangpdn J7#%), surrounded by the Heavenly Stems and
Earthly Branches (tiangan dizhi K1-3#5%) that were related to the calendrical system.

87 Santong =% is a term based on Dong Zhongshii’s # {157 (179—104 BCE) philosophy.
It denotes the three months that can be determined by the initial month of a year (zhéngyué 1= H)
according to the Chinese lunar calendar. In Dong’s system, specific seasons, colours, and other fea-
tures can be correlated with the respective months. Each new dynasty has to determine the appro-
priate be§inning of the year.

8 The Northern Chan monk Yixing —fT (683—727) played a crucial role in propagating
the /ipii in Chinese Buddhism. He composed several works on calendric sciences, especially after
coming into contact with the Indian Esoteric Buddhist master Subhakarasimha, and constructed a
device to measure the movement of the stars. For more information, see Jeffrey Kotyk and Michael
Radich’s entry for /ipii in the DDB and the Xin Tang shii: 1548.

8 A monk from southern India who translated Buddhist texts in the Nanjing area towards
the end of the 5th century. For more information, see Chavannes 1962: Vol. 2, 14—149.

% See Steavu 2018 for a study and schematic illustrations (pp. 200 and 203) of the shi board
in the context of medieval Taoism and Buddhism. See also Li 1993 and Harper 1979.
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The Shiji (p3218), compiled in the 2nd century BCE, mentions the shizhan,
and it was clearly still a common device more than half a millennium later, as the
XGSZ credits several monks—including Lingyou #8t5 (XGSZ, p497c¢24-28) and
Anlin %2 (XGSZ, p480b9)—with mastering its use for divination purposes. How-
ever, it does not feature in any specific stories.

3.2.7. Consulting Apocryphal Texts

The GSZ and XGSZ mention the niwéi [B4& (‘charts and wefts’)’' technique on sev-
eral occasions. This term seems to be synonymous with chénwéi #4% and tichen
%, and usually refers to the so-called ‘apocryphal texts’. Scholars of these texts fre-
quently made predictions based on their interpretations of them. The ideas contained
within the apocrypha were attributed to Confucius himself, so they possessed great
authority. The GSZ and XGSZ report that some Buddhist monks were adept at using
the texts to predict the future. Tankgjialué (*Dharmkala; ?—?), an Indian Vinaya spe-
cialist who arrived in Ludyang in the middle of the 3rd century, supposedly

excelled in the four types of Vedic literature and [predictions based on]
wind, clouds, stars, and the apocrypha; as for a change of fortune, there
was none he did not know thoroughly.

ZEUEE - EE R EEREEE AT -
(GSZ, p324c17-18; emphasis added)

Meanwhile, several other entries include more generic references to these skills in
order to illustrate the supernatural talents of the monk in question. For instance,
Kumarajiva reportedly had ‘exhaustive [knowledge of] yin and yang,’* the stars, and
calculations™ (&5 ~ & ~ EER05E; GSZ, p330c10), while Qiunapidi is credited
with ‘understanding yin and ydng’ (BAf#[2[5; GSZ, p345a27), and Dao’an had a
comprehensive grasp of ‘yin and ydng and the calendar calculations’ (f&f5 ~ B8y -

JRESEEHE; GSZ; p352¢15—-16). A monk is sometimes even accorded equal respect

°! This term also appears in the Hou Hanshii (p3037); see Cullen 2017: 229, 313. On chén-
wéi ‘apocrypha’ and related terms, and their significance in late imperial China, Cullen writes: ‘Typi-
cally, such texts were taken as embodying an esoteric tradition that Confucius and his successors
had not seen fit to include in the received classics, but had handed down by other means. Modern
scholarship holds that such texts were not in fact ancient, but originated around the beginning of the
Common Era, probably in the period of political and ideological conflict from the end of Western
Han, through the rule Wang Mang, to the early Eastern Han. Their titles are usually based on those
of the received classics, and their contents may contain references to the calendar, heavenly bodies,
or matters relevant to astronomical systems, as well as words of prophecy that were clearly meant
as references to current events’ (Cullen 2017: 229). On prognostication in the wéishii {2 litera-
ture, see also Nielsen 2018.

°2 Yin and ydng, the two primordial forces in the cosmos, are often mentioned in the context
of prognostication. If they are not in harmony, disaster might ensue. The hexagrams of the Yijing/
Zhouyi can be divided into those belonging to yin and those associated with yang.

3 Here, sudn and sudnshii are used as generic terms for a variety of techniques involving

calculations (e.g. astronomical, calendric, or those relating to b& [~ prognostication).
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for his prognostication skills and his knowledge of the Buddhist texts, as in the fol-
lowing passage on Fa’ai JA& (?-?): ‘He understood the siitras and the $astras, and
the art of calculation’ (4K :mIFELflT; GSZ, p376¢3).

3.2.8. Prognostication Based on the Sound, Shape, and Meaning of Chinese
Characters

Whereas predictions in texts translated from Indic sources are quite straightforward,
they were sometimes transformed into ‘riddles’ or word games in the Chinese con-
text, frequently based on particular features of the Chinese writing system and the
methods of indicating the sound and meaning of specific characters.” As such, the
meaning may be ‘hidden’ and must be retrieved by tracing the mechanisms through
which it was encoded.

The Chinese language itself, especially in its written form, was sometimes used
to predict the future. For example, during a revolt of the Pi %[ people in Yizhou 75
Province, the monk Sengdu %% was asked to predict the rebellion’s chances of
success:

[Sengdu] took his brush and wrote down two characters, [|/&. The in-
surgents said with delight: “The province (zhou J|) will be passed over
(dit F£) to us, this is certainly auspicious!’

(XGSZ, p657b26-28)

The revolt was crushed, yet Séngdu’s prediction was accurate. The fault lay with the
rebels, as they interpreted YN semantically rather than phonetically. In Early Middle
Chinese J is read as feuw, and & can be read as either do” or dak. When interpreted
as fangie }it}],gs one takes the initial /te/ and combines it with the rime part ak, re-
sulting in fe(i)ak, which is near-homophonous to feiak Bt (‘break; cut off”’). When
using the phrase as reversed fangié (= £ ), the result would be fuw, which is very
close to the reading fow (‘head’). (Indeed, the readings might have been identical in
the local dialect.) As such, the phrase is ‘properly’ interpreted as #4755 (‘to cut off the
head”).”®

In the previous example, the focus is on playing with conventions for express-
ing the reading of a character (fdngie), but in other instances the specific meaning of
a character is ignored and rather interpreted as a homophonous or near-homophonous
word.” Or, occasionally, an omen is misinterpreted on the basis of (false) resemblance.

°* This form of wordplay in the prognostication literature has considerable antiquity. For
some cross-cultural examples (drawn from the context of oneiromancy), see Noegel 2007.

% The fingié system was used from the 4th century to indicate the reading of Chinese char-
acters. The reading was given by combining two characters, with the first representing the initial
(shengmu B H]) and the second the remaining part (the so-called rhyme part, yunmu §8£): + tone).

% This form of interpretation can be traced back at least as far as the Zuozhudn, as dis-
cussed at length in Li 2007.

T The use of phonetic loan characters was an important feature of the pre-modern Chinese
writing system throughout its history, particularly in less formal or vernacular writing.
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For instance, the biography of Lingyu (518-605), a proponent of the Dilun ¥
School, contains the following passage:

The foundations of the hall in which Xué Zhou’® was residing suddenly
turned into jade. [Xu€] Zhou interpreted this as a good omen and
provided a vegetarian meal in order to celebrate it. [However,] [Ling]yu
said: “This [is not jade but] glass [liili TiiF; i.e. a cheap material], and
it is appropriate to be careful and caution against it; it is advisable to
pray to avert [the inauspicious] with good fortune.” [Xu€] Zhou did not
heed his words and afterwards Yéang Liang” launched a rebellion; the
matters [of the omen and the rebellion] were related to each other by
cause and effect, and [Xué Zhou] was consequently banished to a re-
mote area.

B ERZERE - B hSE > B - wH - T
WHH > HEZRZ > TEZLE - 0 BFARES > BGaL
oo BEMG > JIRZER -

(XGSZ, p496c15—19)

Similarly, in Fotachéng’s (?—348) biography:

[Shi]hti used to sleep during the daytime, and in his dream he saw a flock
of sheep carrying fish on their shoulders while coming from the north-
east [i.e. the homeland of the Xianbg&i]. On waking, he consulted with
[Fota]chéng [who said]: ‘This is not auspicious, the Xianb&i will come
into possession of the Central Plain!’

REERE  ZRHFEAMHEILK  BUHE - BH @ TR
> SR EAPETF -
(GSZ, p386b1-3)

In making his prediction, Fétichéng combines the characters for ydng = (‘sheep’)
and yu 4 (‘fish’) from Shihti’s dream in the compound character xian i, as in Xian-
bei fif 5 (*S[a]r-pe)—a Nomadic tribe that invaded northern China and eventually
established the Northern Wéi J£Zf Dynasty (386—534).

Baozhi’s biography includes a story of an official by the name of Hxié &%
falling ill (GSZ, p394b10—13). Asked to cure the official, Baozhi writes the two
characters ming qi BAJE on a piece of paper. Huxié’s fellow officials are unable to
interpret this message (which semantically makes no sense), and Huxié¢ passes away
the next day. Baozhi then reveals the hidden message and informs the officials that
BHJE should have been interpreted as: B H 9L (‘He is going to die tomorrow’).
While the original meaning of J& is ‘bent, crooked’, Baozhi ‘decomposes’ the char-
acter into its two structural parts shi [~ and chi & (i.e. ‘a corpse emerges’).

%8 Xug Zhou EE5 (?—7?) was a high-ranking Sui Dynasty official.
» Yang Liang f555 (575—605) was the fifth son of the Emperor Yéang Jian #5EL of the Suf
Dynasty.
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An even more complex example of ‘character analysis’ occurs in Kumarajiva’s
biography. At the moment when the Emperor Lli Zudn =% (?7-401) of the Liang Ji
Dynasty is about to beat Kumarajiva in a board game (bdyi 1#7F), he jokingly ex-
claims: BTEREYEE (‘Cutting off the head of the barbarian slave!’)—an allusion to the
fact that Kumarajiva hails from Central Asia and as such is considered a ‘barbarian’.
However, Kumarajiva is seemingly not in a joking mood and reinterprets this phrase
as a prediction of the emperor’s fate:

One cannot cut off the head of the barbarian slave, but the barbarian
slave (EF#Y) will cut off the head of a person [i.e. Lii Zuin].

AREWTEAANEE » EROUEHT A GE o
(GSZ, p332a12-13)

No one understood this statement at the time, but Lii Zuin was eventually beheaded
by Lii Zhao = #8, who had launched a revolt against the emperor. The style name of
L{i Zhao was Hunu &4 (lit. ‘barbarian slave’).

3.3. Unorthodox Prognostication Methods

In addition to the mainstream prognostication techniques outlined above, the GSZ
and XGSZ very occasionally mention highly specialised methods. For example, we
learn that Kumarajiva used an unusual technique to determine whether a patient would
recover from an illness:

With a multi-coloured silken thread, he would make a rope, join [the
two ends] together, and ignite it until it had burned to ashes. Then he
would throw it into the water [and observe whether] the ashes appeared
on [the surface]; if it still had the shape of a rope, then the sickness
could not be cured.

DT EERfEM > &5 2R HOR - oK > BEEHK > Bkl
AN A o
(GSZ, p957c27-28)

Other unusual methods in the historical records include Fotichéng {#i[E]& forecast-
ing the auspiciousness of events by listening to the pealing of bells (GSZ, p383b23—
24) and Baoyi making predictions after turning one hundred shells (GSZ, p345al7).
In the entry for the Indian translator Damojidud ##EE% 2% (Dharmagupta; ?—619),
we learn that a monk from Guéngzhdu consulted a scripture with the title Zhancha
shan’é yé bao jing 52235 TEIEHHIE (T17, n0839)'" and predicted events by tossing
two small leather plaques embossed with the characters shan 3 (‘good > auspicious”)

1% This scripture is traditionally attributed to the Indian monk Patideng E$2#% (*Bodhidi-
pa), who was active in China from the end of the 6th to the beginning of the 7th century. However,
the text was probably composed in China.
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and ¢ %= (‘bad > inauspicious’).'"”" However, this method was considered heterodox
and was prohibited by the government (XGSZ, p435c27—436al).

Finally, a few monks are depicted as behaving in peculiar or even foolish ways.
For example, Fixing ;71T shoots bamboo arrows at the walls of Dangyang &[5 after
predicting that bandits will attack the city. However, the citizens misunderstand his
hidden message and are consequently massacred by the intruders (XGSZ, p658b1—12).

Conclusions

The GSZ and XGSZ are important sources for analysing the significance of prognos-
tication/foreknowledge in Buddhist history texts, and the way in which these abilities
were integrated into the biographies of eminent Chinese medieval monks. This paper
has also compared aspects of mantic practices recorded in the Chinese Buddhist
history texts with the Chinese Buddhist translated literature and the ‘Indian’ view on
prognostication they reflect. Furthermore, it has investigated examples of indigenous
Chinese prognostication techniques in the GSZ and XGSZ, and highlighted some dif-
ferences between the two texts.

Foremost among the various prognostication topics in the Buddhist history
texts are the most significant life events of monks, including their gestation, birth,
youth and education, and death. Interestingly, there are significant differences be-
tween the GSZ and the XGSZ with regard to recording events before, during, and
after a monastic’s birth. Whereas the former text contains only three narratives on
birth events, its sequel features no fewer than twenty-nine. This probably reflects con-
trasting degrees of interest in the subject in the eras when the two texts were written.
Indeed, identical tendencies are evident in contemporaneous secular history texts. For
example, little attention is paid to the births of important people in Song shii K2 or
the Nan-Qi shi o= (composed around the same time as the GSZ), whereas the
Lidng shii 22, Chén shii [, and Nan shi F852' (all of which, like the XGSZ,
were written during the Tang period) include frequent references to such events.

In contrast to birth events, the subject of death (and rebirth destinations) plays
a significant role in both of the Buddhist history texts. Overall, 122 prognostication
narratives relate to the end of a monk’s life. This is hardly surprising, since the mo-
ment when an eminent monk dies is viewed as the culmination of his earthly efforts
and a direct outcome of his spiritual practice. These narratives may be divided into
two main types: the monk’s own foreknowledge of his impending death; and accounts
of unusual events preceding or coinciding with his passing. The former passages

11 See Zhuang 1999: 39. For an English translation of the entire passage, see Ng 2007: 88.

12 Edited during the Liang Dynasty.

193 The Ndn shi records special events accompanying the birth of almost every emperor. For
example, the text reports unusual lights filling the room and ‘sweet dew’ (ganlu H &%) descending
when Litt YU (r. 420—422) of the Song and Liu Jun £E% were born, and similarly unusual natural
phenomena coinciding with the birth of the Emperor Taizii A fH of the Qi 75 (see Ndn shi: 1, 55,
88, 97).
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were probably included for didactic reasons: such accounts ‘proved’ that the monk in
question had attained a high degree of spiritual insight, knowledge of the past and
future, and other special powers as a result of his practice.

The number of narratives relating to strange phenomena either presaging or co-
inciding with a monk’s demise increased significantly from the GSZ (sixteen accounts)
to the XGSZ (sixty-nine accounts). Here, once again, the increased emphasis in the
later text may reflect the interests of the target audience. The monks’ spiritual accom-
plishments are presented as so significant that the environment (including nature) par-
ticipates in their ‘resonance’ (gdnying JgE)."* This notion is traditionally Chinese,
but it also echoes nature’s (specifically plants’, animals’, and spirits’) interactions
with the Bodhisattva (i.e. Buddha in his former lives) in the jataka and avadana nar-
ratives. Accounts of these events in the history texts also had the important function
of emphasising that Buddhist monastics possessed greater spiritual power than their
Confucian or Daoist counterparts. This sectarian/propagandist feature is especially
prominent in Daoxuan’s work, which was written at a time when Buddho—Daoist
competition (see Campany 2012: 273-364) was reaching new heights and Buddhists
were facing frequent attacks from Confucian scholars. The compiler’s clear intention
was to protect the Dharma by focusing on the exemplary features and special powers
of Buddhist monastics (hu fa s&%).

Whereas both texts contain frequent references to eminent monks’ foreknowl-
edge and ‘signs’ relating to important events in their lives, there are far fewer accounts
of monastics using specific prognostication techniques: only fourteen in the GSZ, and
only thirteen in the XGSZ. In the earlier text, seven of the fourteen prognosticating
monks fall within the ‘translators’ category. This may be explained by the fact that
the GSZ includes biographies of relatively early translators, many of whom originated
from outside China (primarily Central Asia). In the early period of Chinese Bud-
dhism, before the doctrinal framework, monastic regulations, and institutions had
been firmly established, the local audience might have been most interested in the su-
pernatural aspects of the ‘new cult’, including special techniques (shu i) of predict-
ing the future. Hence, the compiler of the GSZ probably drew on earlier legends and
records concerning the early translators.'®

Although Daoxuan was a Vinaya monk and the foremost authority on the Sifen
lii VU437, "% there is no explicit or even implicit criticism of monastics’ use of super-
natural powers and prognostication techniques in the XGSZ.'" This suggests that pos-
sessing and practising special powers had become an inherent feature of the image of

1% One example is trees turning white when Sengché {78 was on the verge of death (XGSZ,
p595¢13).

195 Kieschnick 1997: 84—87 discusses the tendency of these texts to ascribe thaumaturgical
powers to foreign monks.

1% The Vinaya literature frequently criticizes monks’ use of special powers.

197 Daoxuan’s fascination with other supernatural powers, in addition to prognostication/divi-
nation, is evident in his accounts of famous monks taming wild beasts, causing dry springs to gush
again, communicating with and controlling spirits, reading minds, and causing inexplicable phenom-
ena to occur—to name just a few.
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the ideal monk by the early Tang. At most, and only occasionally, we may detect
certain ambivalence on the part of Daoxuan in his treatment of the topic.

Another important aspect of the Buddhist histories is their inclusion of specifi-
cally Chinese methods of prognostication, even though these are usually mentioned
only in generic terms. The focus on aspects of the Chinese language and script is par-
ticularly noteworthy. Such predictions were not straightforward, but rather ‘hidden’
in riddle-like phrases or convoluted arrangements of Chinese characters. These
‘games’ that played with the sounds, meanings, and orthographical forms of Chinese
words may be traced all the way back to the early Han Dynasty—or even earlier—
and thereafter they appeared in numerous variations and forms in both secular and
religious texts. In later works, the phenomenon is sometimes termed chén £, which
the Sikit qudanshii zongmu VUEE 42E48 H defines as ‘composing “hidden/secret words”
in a wily way in order to predict the auspicious or inauspicious’ (3% @ i AEEE -
TERSE N, Yingyin Wényuan gé Siku qudnshii, cé 1: 158). In China, these yinyii
probably became popular because they enabled secular writers to express politically
sensitive messages discreetly.'” Buddhist writers may well have appreciated the
benefits of adopting a similar approach.

Somewhat paradoxically, although the GSZ and XGSZ criticise ‘Brahmins’ for
practising aberrant forms of prognostication, they suggest that similar special powers
(sanming lintong —HA7538) are natural by-products of rigorous self-cultivation and
the attainment of spiritual insight. Hence, the ability to predict the future is ‘self-gen-
erated’ and usually does not have to be mediated by another thaumaturge or a spirit
(although, in some biographies, spiritual beings do provide monks with information
about future events). Indeed, in contrast to traditional Chinese views on spirits (shén
fH#)—which cast them transcending the mundane world and being generally superior
to human beings'”®—the Buddhist historical texts downplay their significance and
stress the supremacy of human rebirth, even over existence as a deity (tian X.).

As for the subjects and types of prognostication that feature in the GSZ and
XGSZ, the texts present an interesting combination of Indian and Chinese elements.
The emphasis on events relating to birth, spiritual attainment, and death was certainly
inspired by narratives of Sakyamuni Buddha himself. However, as we have seen,
supernatural occurrences at moments of birth and death occasionally feature in non-
Buddhist sources, too. Whereas the revelation of future events in dreams is a recurring

18 An example is the phrase ‘JI&{&{#E KT in the Hou Hanshii (p22). In this phrase,
mdo jin 14 makes no sense at the level of a surface reading. However, these two characters are
structural parts of the graph /it %]. As such, the prediction that Lit Xiu 255 will become emperor
is expressed indirectly.

199 Cf. the famous passage in the Mozi (2B 75 - W ~ ¥ > TSRYTHER K p294). Secu-
lar historical records frequently include accounts of prayers being said to spirits/supernatural beings
to secure their assistance in averting disaster and securing prosperity. Such accounts are very rare in
the Buddhist historical texts. By contrast, there is an emphasis on eminent monks’ ability to mediate
between the human world and the spirits because of their superior knowledge, and they are even
sometimes credited with warding off malignant demons. For a number of interesting examples, see
the long biography of Seéngchou f# in XGSZ, p553b25—-555b25.
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topic in the Buddhist history texts,''” this type of foreknowledge is clearly a cross-
cultural phenomenon. Naturally, the agents and objects in the dreams described in the
GSZ and XGSZ often have specific Buddhist references. Other techniques that fea-
ture in the two texts were widely practised in both Indian/Central Asian and Chinese
contexts, such as physiognomising (with some differences concerning the objects to
be investigated) and prognostications based on astronomical and atmospheric phe-
nomena. Once again, details of these practices (e.g. the constellations involved or the
geographical areas affected) have more specific cultural references.

A few of the techniques described in the GSZ and XGSZ—such as Kuma-
rajiva’s predictions of recovery from disease based on his observation of burned silk
threads, An Shigao’s interpretations of birds’ and animals’ calls, and prognostication
based on counting shells—are unknown in pre-Buddhist Chinese sources. Hence, it
might be surmised that they originated in Central Asia.''' Traditional Chinese tech-
niques are easier to identify due to their clear cultural references, including prognos-
tications based on the Zhouyi, the cosmic board, the apocryphal texts, and the Chi-
nese language and script.

More generally, this analysis has highlighted the great significance accorded to
prognostication—as well as an array of other supernatural powers—in monastic biog-
raphies. Clearly, by the time that the GSZ and XGSZ were composed, these qualities
were viewed as essential characteristics of eminent monks.
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