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The mandala of the sarira of the buddha’s finger in the Tang Dynasty
under-ground palace of Fa-men Temple

HAN Jinke

Fa-men temple Museum, China

In the 15" year of Xiantong (a.0. 874), emperor of Tang Dynasty greeted Sakyamuni Buddha’s
sarira of finger for the last time. As this sarira was the supreme sacred being in the Buddhist world,
Emperor Yizong and Emperor Xizong, under the guidance of the tantric acaryas Zhi-hui-lun,
offered several thousand pieces of peerless treasure, and completed the highest council of Buddhist
offerings —the mandala world to enshrine sarira of the Buddha’s finger in the Under-ground Palace
of Fa-men Temple. Sanskrit word “mandala,” translated as “altar,” means “Completeness of the
wheel,” it also has the meaning of “illuminating,” and “containing cream.” According to the records
of tantrism, Mahavairocana preached the Mahavairocana-sutra and the Vajra-sekhara-sutra for
those boddhisattvas who had reached the realm of dasabhumi (the tenth stage), therefore two
doctrines of tantrism, viz, Garbh-dhatu (material world) and Vajra-dhatu (spiritual world) came
from the outside and the inside of the South Indian Iron Tower respectively. In 7* century A.D., the
two doctrines were handed down respectively to Indian renown monks Subhakasinha and
Vajrabodhi. Subhakasinha and Vajrabodhi came to Chang-an of China with their disciple
Amoghavajra (so-called “three masters of Kai-yuan) in Kai-yuan year of Tang Dynasty. They set
up mandala and preached doctrines of tantrism to each other, which was called “mutual preaching.”
Since then, two doctrines of tantrism exchanged mutually. Later, they imported the doctrines to
Indian monk Amoghavajra and Chinese monk Yi-xing. Thus each of them received two doctrines,
which was called “unity of sect with within one person.” Amoghavajra handed down the two
doctrines to Chinese monk Hui-guo. Yu-xing and Hui-guo became the most intelligent masters
knowing two doctrines at that time. Yi-xing formerly was a master of Tian-tai Sect and laid
emphasis on Garbh-dhatu (material world). The contemporary of Mahavairocana-sutra, written by
him, was the basic tantric abhidharmain Garbha-dhatu. The work was taken as an “original text,”
called “Mahavansa” (The Great Commentary), and he was considered as the real founder of Tendai

Sect by Japanese Tendai Sect. Hui-guo, a “royal master” of three emperors (Daizong, Dezong and
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Shunzong) of Tang Dynasty, coverged the two doctrines and laid emphasis on Vajra-dhatu
(spiritual world). The vajra-mandala and vajra-mantra (incantation) created by him, provides
fundamental basis for comprehending the Vajrasekhara-sutra. Their contents combined with
traditional Chinese culture, and established tantric system of Buddhism of Tang Dynasty which
inherited the essence of Indian tantrism but somewhat differed from it, and promoted the process of
indigenization of Buddhist tantrism in China. Therefore, Shingon Sect considered Hui-guo as their
first patriarch. From Hui-guo of Qing-long Temple to Zhi-hui-lun of Da-xing-shen Temple, after
Japanese monks Kukai and Saicho returned to their homeland and established Shingon Sect and
Tendai Sect, the tantric system of Tang Dynasty continued growing, though suppressed by Emperor
Wu-zong. In the Under-ground Palace of Fa-men Temple, there were paintings, sculptures and
altars which were combined with Confucian code, the sarira of the Buddha’s finger was enshrined,
thus two kinds of mandala, viz., Vajra-mandala and Garbha-mandala, were set up, which
illuminated and formed the tantric world with all manifestations of nature. The development of
Buddhism had passed three stages, i.e. Hinayana, Mahayana and Tantrayana which is the highest
stage. In this stage, gathered all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, contained the perfect and supreme
achievement of teaching and ritual of both the secret sect and the expressed sect. The emperors of
Tang Dynasty greeted the sarira of the Buddha and “set up mandala under the tower”. They hoped
that in this highest dharma-world, the country and people were blessed, Buddhism prospered, and
peace lasted forever. Unfortunately, while Kukai and Saicho established Shingon Sect and Tendai
Sect in Japan, which have been spreading up to now, in China, when tantric Buddhism of Tang
reached the new stage of unity of vajra-mandala and garbha-mandala, due to the close of the Under-
ground Palace of Fa-men Temple, this solemn and splendid mandala-world had kept unknown for
over one thousand years.

In 1994, Chinese scholars of social sciences and Buddhist masters finally completed their whole
interpretation of tantric mandala of Tang in the Under-ground Palace of Fa-men Temple. Now it is
clear that the Under-ground Palace was arranged as a design of tantric mandala when it was closed.
The whole place of the under-ground was a great mandala to enshrine the sarira of the Buddha’s
finger. Worship of sarira of finger was considered as samaya mandala; the other Buddhist
instruments and utensils to offer sarira and the ritual were called dharma-mandala; performing
Buddhist ceremonies to worship sarira was karma-mandala. Mixture of six elements, four kinds of
mandala, and the attainment of three secret constitute the whole system of Tang mandala in the
Under-ground Palace of Fa-men Temple. There are one corridor, five gates and four rooms in the
Under-ground Palace, which constitute the ritual manual of Homa (sacrificial ceremony). Incense,
flower, and lamp were offered there. The design or arrangement of the under-ground reflected the
unity of Vajra-dhatu (spiritual world) and Garbha-dhatu (material world) as well as the highest
reality (middle way)of Mahavairocana. The four rooms represented four Buddhas in four quarters,
thus constituted two mandalas. An eight-layer case containing the first “shadow sarira” of the
Buddha was enshrined in the back room, which symbolized the samata (primitive equality) of
Garbha-dhatu (material world) — the world of reason (tathata-dhatu) — five great elements (mahat)
— matter (rupa) — lotus — cause — East Mandala. Statues of Buddha in Garbha-dhatu were
engraved on the wall. A five-layer containing the second sarira of the Buddha was enshrined in
esoteric niche, which denoted the different stages of practice of Vajra-dhatu (spiritual world) —
vijnana-dhatu (conscious world) — citta (mind) — candracakara (wheel of moon) — phala (result)
— West Mandala, fourty-five statues of Buddha of Vajra-dhatu were engraved in the niche. The
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offerings in the Under-ground Palace were arranged according to the ritual manual of tantric
Buddhism. A statue of bodhisattva was enshrined in the middle room of the Under-ground Palace.
This statue was offered by Emperor Li-xian of Tang Dynasty, on purpose to honour the second
sarira of the Buddha’s finger. The statue of bodhisattva represented the unity of the two mandala,
which is a special statue of conjoint-body of vajra-garbha with Chinese style of tantrism of Tang
Dynasty. In this treasured and illuminated world of the Under-ground Palace, there are the abode
from non-abode, the born from the unborn. Offerings and mandalas, as bright as moon, were in
proper position and arranged in good order. Under-ground Palace coverges the cream of tantrism of
Tang Dynasty and manifests the boundless world of Buddhism and the essence of things in the
universe. The organizer and designer of this magnum work of historic significance is master Zhi-
hui-lun, a Chiese tantric acarya who lived in late period of Tang Dynasty and was a Royal Master
during three emperors’ reigns. In the meantime, Buddhist instruments in Qing-long Temple and Da-
xing-shen Temple prove that monks of the two temples also joined in the construction of mandala
in the Under-ground Palace. Some monk’s name, such as Zhi-hui-lun of Da-xing-shan Temple and
Yi-zan and Hui-yun of Qing-long Temple, are carved on Buddhist instruments and offerings of the
Under-ground, which indicate that worship of sarira of the Buddha is the highest Buddhist event of
tantra-sect of Tang Dynasty.

The discovery of Mandala world in the Under-ground Palace of Fa-men Temple is very
important to explore the historical culture of Fa-men Temple. Its value and result are equal to the
excavation of the Under-ground Palace of Fa-men Temple. It is a great achievement of Chinese
Buddhism and archeology in this century, which opens the mysterious door of tantric culture of
Tang Dynasty, exhibits the real feature of mandala world and fills the gap in the history of tantra-
sect in late period of Tang Dynasty. With the discovery of mandala world in the Under-ground
Palace, some questions of Shingon and Tendai Sect are resolved and the pedigree of tantra-sect
became clear. It indicates that Fa-men Temple used to be a center of tantrism, reveals the important
position of three great temples of tantra-sect in Chang-an and their relations with Shingon Sect and
Tendai Sect of Japan. It also turns over a new leaf of cultural exchange of Buddhism between China
and Asian cultural circle of Buddhism (in which Japan is center, including Korea, India, Indonesia
and other Asian countries). The great traditional Chinese culture of Tang Dynasty glitters once
again.



