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Jambudvipe pracaramanah :
The Circulation of Mahayana Sutras in India

Peter Skilling

The fact —or better, perhaps, concept—of the circulation of Mahayana
sutras in India was expressed in some of the suitras themselves by the
verb pra-car, used with a locative, in many cases with “Jambudvipa”.
The usage is consistent in the Samghatadharmaparyaya, Saddhar-
mapundarika, Suvarnabhasottama, and Astasahasrika-prajnapa-
ramita. The Tibetan translation is spyod or rab tu spyod.' The usage is
not recorded in Edgerton’s Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, and
it seems appropriate to offer a brief note on the topic in this volume
dedicated to the memory of Hirakawa Akira, who devoted his life to the
study of Indian Buddhism and the rise of the Mahayana.

1 T take this from the lexicons: Edward Conze, Materials for a Dictionary of the
Prajnaparamita Literature, Tokyo: Suzuki Research Foundation, 1967, p. 268;
Yasunori Ejima et al.,, Index to the Saddharmapundarikasutra-Sanskrit,
Tibetan, Chinese, Fascicle VII, Tokyo: The Reiyukai, 1990, pp. 654-655; Johannes
Nobel, Suvarnaprabhasottama-sutra, Das Goldglanz-Sitra, ein Sanskrittext
des Mahayana-Buddhismus, die tibetischen Ubersetzungen mit einem
Worterbuch, Zweiter Band, Worterbuch Tibetisch-Deutsch-Sanskrit, Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1950, p. 132. The single occurrence of the verb in the Sukhavativyuha
is in a different context: na ca tani ratnani loke pracaranti, yani sukhavatyam
lokadhatau samuvidyante, in Atsuuji Ashikaga (ed.), Sukhavativyuha, Kyoto:
Librairie Hozokan, 1965, p. 30.6.

— 198 —


https://core.ac.uk/display/290124465?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

T4 Jambudvipe pracaramanah (Skilling)

1. Samghata-nama-dharmaparyaya’

The Samghata-sutra was translated into Khotanese by the first half of
the fifth century. It was translated twice into Chinese: once in 538 and
again by Danapala in 1001 (Taisho 423, 424). It was translated into
Tibetan in the ninth century. Seven Sanskrit manuscripts, in varying
degrees of completeness, were found at Gilgit; they have been dated by
von Hiniiber to the sixth to seventh centuries. Sogdian fragments are
preserved in the Turfan and St. Petersburg collections.

Canevascini, who published the Khotanese fragments, Sanskrit

text, and English translation has the following to say about the text:*

No special aspect of the Law is therein treated at length as the
main concern of the authors seems to have been the glorification of
the sitra itself: the narratives, parables, and similes extensively
used by the Bhagavat in his answers are essentially aimed at illus-
trating the intrinsic saving virtues of the Law, and particularly of
this book on the Law, for him who believes in it.

The text is studded with prodigious events: beings appear, dis-
appear and sometimes levitate, Bodhisattvas emanate animal
forms from their bodies, incorporeal voices are heard in the ether
and so on.

The setting of the dharma-paryaya is Mount Grdhrakiita near

2 Giotto Canevascini, The Khotanese Sanghatasiutra: A critical edition,
Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 1993. The Sanskrit published by
Canevascini is from the unpublished Habilitationsschrift of Oskar von Hintiber
(Mainz, 1973). My translations gloss over the grammatical problems in the
Sanskrit.

3 Canevascini, p. iX.
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Rajagrha. Bodhisattva Mahasattva SarvaSira asks the Blessed One:*

asti bhagavam saddharma-paryayo yam Srutva sarva-sattvanam
pamcanantaryant karmani niravaSesena ksayam gacchamte,
tathanye ca karmavaranah kstnabhavisyanti, ksipram canuttaram

samyaksambodhim abhisambuddhyamte?

Is there, Blessed One, a Saddharma-paryaya hearing which the
five deeds of immediate effect of all beings will be eradicated with-
out remainder, other karmic obstacles will be obliterated, and
[those beings] will swiftly awaken to unsurpassed true and full

awakening?

The Blessed One answers in the affirmative:

asti sarvasura samghato nama dharma-paryaya; etarhi jambudv-
ipe pracarisyati. yah kascit sarvaduremam samghatam dharma-
paryayam Srosyati, tasya pamcanantaryani karmant pariksayam
yasyanti, avaivartikas ca bhavisyanty anuttaraya samyaksam
bodheh.

There is, Sarvasira, the Samghata-nama-dharmaparyaya, which
is now to circulate in Jambudvipa. The five anantarya-karma of
one who hears the Samghata-dharmaparyaya will be fully eradi-
cated, and [those who hear it] will become irreversible from unsur-

passed true and full awakening.

4 Canevascini, p. 6.

— 196 —



76 Jambudvipe pracaramanah (Skilling)

2. Suvarnabhasottama Sitrendraraja’

Like the Samghata-sitra, the Suvarnabhasottama is textually well-
represented. It exists in Sanskrit from Nepal. It was translated into
Chinese several times: first by Dharmaksema, who came to China in
414 CE. In 597 Baogui compiled a new version based on earlier transla-
tions, some now lost, but Yijing’s translation, published in 703, eclipsed
the earlier translations and was itself rendered into Tibetan, Sogdian,
Tangut, and Uighur. There are altogether three Tibetan translations
and at least two Khotanese translations.’

In Chapter 6 (Caturmaharaja-parivarta)of the Suvarna-
bhasottama, the Four Great Kings address the Buddha:’

ayam bhadanta bhagavan suvarnabhasottamah sutrendrarajo
‘nagate ‘dhvani yatra gramanagaranigamajanapadardastrara-
Jjadhanisu pracarisyati | yasya yasya manusyarajnas ca visaye

‘nuprapto bhavisyati | yah kascid bhadanta bhagavan manusya-

5 For an English translation of the Sanskrit see R.E. Emmerick, The Sitra of
Golden Light, being a Translation of the Suvarnabhasottamasutra, London:
Luzac & Co., 1970. As Emmerick (p. ix) notes, “any work concerning the
Suvarnabhasottama Sutra must owe a great deal to Johannes Nobel (1887-
1960), who devoted much of his life to its study”.

6 See Emmerick, pp. ix-xii.

7 Johannes Nobel, Suvarnabhasottamasutra, Das Goldglanz-Sutra, ein
Sanskrittext des Mahayana-Buddhismus, nach den Handschriften und mit Hilfe
der tibetischen und chinesischen iibertragungen herausgegeben, Leipzig: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1937, p. 69.15. For Tibetan see Johannes Nobel (ed.),
Suvarnaprabhasottama-sutra, Das Goldglanz-Siitra, ein Sanskrittext des
Mahayana-Buddhismus, die tibetischen iibersetzungen mit einem Worterbuch,
erster Band, Die tibetischen Ubersetzungen, Leiden: E.J. Brill/Stuttgart: W.
Kohlhammer, 1944, pp. 52-53.
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raja bhaved yenanena devendrasamayena rajasastrena rajatvam
karayet | asya suvarnabhasottamasya sutrendrarajasya Srota
bhaven manayita va bhavet pujayita va bhavet tas ca
sutrendradharaka  bhiksubhiksunyupasakopasikah — satkuryad
gurukuryan — manayet — pujayet  satatasamitam — suvarna-
bhasottamam sutrendrarajanam Srnwyat |

... [70.11] yatra gramanagaranigamajanapadarastrarajadhanisu
upasamkramayisyamah | tatrayam  suvaranabhasottamah
sutredrarajah pracarisyati | tesam ca manusyarajham asya
suvarnabhasottamasya sutrendrarajasaya Srotrnam manayitrnam
pujayitmmam araksam karisyamah paritranam parigraham parip-
alanam dandapariharam Sastrapartharam Santim svastyayanam

karisyamah |

Sir, Blessed One: in future, wherever this Suvarnabhasottama
Sutrendraraja circulates—in villages, cities, towns, regions, coun-
tries, and royal capitals—in the realm of whatever human king it
is available, whatever, Sir, Blessed One, human king rules accord-
ing to the Treatise on Royal Statecraft lentitled] Devendrasamaya
, he will be one who listens to, venerates, and worships the Suvar
nabhasottama Sutrendraraja. He will respect, honour, venerate,
and worship the monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen who hold
the Lord of Sutras, and will constantly listen to the Suvarnabha
sottama Sutrendraraja.

... Wherever, in the villages, cities, towns, regions, countries, and
royal capitals that we visit, there the Suvarnabhasottama
Stutrendraraja will circulate. And those human kings who listen
to, honour, and worship the Suvarnabhasottama Sutrendraraja,

we will extend protection to them ... and offer peace and security.
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3. Saddharmapundarika-dharmaparyaya

The Saddharmapundarika is not only well-attested textually but well-
known up to the present day. It was translated into Chinese by
Dharmaraksa in 286, by Kumarajiva in 405/6, and by Jaanagupta and
Dharmagupta in 601/2. Kumarajiva’'s translation has remained the
perennial favourite. The sitra was translated into Tibetan and many
Central Asian languages, and is now available in modern translations
into many of the world’s languages.

Pra-car is used three times in the Saddharmapundarika, in all

cases with the phrase “in this Jambudvipa” (asmin jambuduvipe):*

[420.12] tasmat tarhi naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijna
anuparind-amy  aham  imam  sarvasattvapriyadarsanasya
bodhisattvasya mahasattvasya purvayogaparivartam — yatha
paScime  kale paScime samaye paScimayam — pancaSatyam
vartamanayam asmiii jambudvipe pracaren nantardhanam
gacchen na ca marah papiyan avataram labhen na marakayika
devata na naga na yaksa na gandharva na kumbhanda avataram
labheyuh. tasmat tarhi  naksatrarajasam kusumitabhijna

adhitisthamimam dharmaparyayam asmin jambuduvipe.

(The Buddha to Bodhisattva Naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijna)
Therefore, Naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijna, I entrust this
Purvayoga-parivarta to  the  Bodhisattva  Mahéasattva

Sarvasattvapriyadar$ana in order that in the last age, in the final

8 References are to H. Kern and Bunyiu Nanjio, Saddharmapundarika, St.
Petersburg: Imprimerie de I’ Académie Impériale des Sciences, 1912 (Bibliotheca
Buddhica X).
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period, when the final five hundred years are passing, it will circu-
latein Jambudvipa, and it will not be lost; Mara the Wicked One will
have no opportunity [to do harm], and deities of Mara’s realm,
nagas, yaksas, gandharvas, kumbhandas will have no opportunity
[todoharm]. Therefore, Naksatrarajasamkusumitabhijna, I em-

power this dharmaparyaya in this Jambudvipa.

[477.7] ayam ca bhagavan saddharmapundariko dharmaparyayo
smifi  jambudvipe pracaramdano yesam  bodhisattvanam
mahasattvanam hastagato bhavisyati tair bhagavandharmabha-
nakair evam veditavyam | samantabhadrasya bodhisattvasya
mahasattvasyanubhavena yad asmakam ayam dharmaparyayo
hastagatah samantabhadrasya bodhisattvasya mahasattvasya

tejasa |

(Samantabhadra Bodhisattva to the Buddha) Blessed One, when this
Saddharmapundarika-dharmaparyaya circulates in Jambudvipa,
the Bodhisattva Mahasattvas into whose hands it falls, those
dharma-bhanakas should know this: It is by power of the
Bodhisattva Mahéasattva Samantabhadra that this dharmaparya
ya has come into our hands, by the might of the Bodhisattva

Mahasattva Samantabhadra.

[479.7] tasmat tarhi bhagavann aham api tavad imam dharmapary-
ayam adhisthasyami yatha bhagavan mamadhisthanenayam

dharmaparyayo ’smifi jambudvipe pracarisyati ti.

(Samantabhadra Bodhisattva to the Blessed One) Therefore,
Blessed One, I empower this Dharmaparyaya in such manner that

by my empowerment this Dharmaparyaya will circulate in
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Jambudvipa.

4. Astasahasrika-prajiaparamita

In Chapter 10 of the Astasahasrika, the verb is used in a passage that
is often cited with regard to the geographical origin and spread of the

Prajnaparamita;’

ime khalu punah Sariputrasat paramitapratisamyukta sutrantas
tathagatasya atyayena daksinapathe pracarisyanti. daksinapat-
hat punar eva vartanyam pracarisyanti, vartanyah punar
uttarapathe pracarisyanti. navamandaprapte dharmavinaye.
saddharmasyaantardhanakalasamayesamanvahrtaste sariputra
tathagatena kulaputrah kuladuhitaras ca. tasmin kale ya imam
prajaaparamitam  udgrahisyanti dharayisyanti vacayisyanti
paryavapsyanti pravartayisyanti deSayisyanty upadeksyanty
uddeksyanti svadhyasyanti antaso likhitva pustakagatam api
krtva dharayisyanti, jnatas te Sariputra tathagatena, adhisthitas
te Sariputra tathagatena, drstas te 3ariputra tathagatena,
vyavalokitas te sariputra tathagatena buddhacaksusa.

Sariputra aha iyam apt bhagavan prajhaparamita

9 P.L. Vaidya (ed.), Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita with Haribhadra’s
Commentary Called Aloka, Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate
Studies and Research in Sanskrit Learning, 1960 (Buddhist Sanskrit Texts No.
4), p. 112.1. For discussions of the theory of the southern origin of
Prajhaparamita, see e.g. Etienne Lamotte, Le Traité de la Grande Vertu de
Sagesse de Nagarjuna (Mahaprajnaparamitasastra), Tome I, Louvain:
Bureaux du Muséon, 1944, pp. 24-26; Edward Conze, The Prajnaparamita
Literature, ’S-Gravenhage: Mouton & Co., 1960, pp. 9-12.
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evamgambhira pascime kale pascime samaye vaistariki bhavisyaty
uttarasyam disi uttare digbhage? bhagavan aha ye tatra
sariputra uttarasyam disy uttare digbhage imam gambhiram
prajnaparamitam Srutva atra prajpaparamitayam  yogam

apatsyante te vaistarikim karisyanti.

Moreover, Sériputra, these sutrantas associated with the six
perfections will, after the passing away of the Tathagata, circulate
in the South. From the South they will circulate in the East, and
from the East they will circulate to the North —from the time
when the Dharma-Vinaya is like freshly made cream right into the
period when the good law disappears.” Those sons of the family or
daughters of the family who at that time take up, hold, recite,
master, propagate, teach, instruct in, explain, or chant this
Prajnaparamita, who at the least write it down in the form of a
book and preserve it, they, Sariputra, are borne in mind by the
Tathagata, they are known by the Tathagata, they are seen by the
Tathagata, they are watched over by the Tathagata with the vi-
sion of an Awakened One.

Sariputra asked: “Blessed One, in the last age, in the final pe-

riod, will this Prajnaparamita, which is so profound, be wide-

10 Cf. Edward Conze (tr.), The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines
and its Verse Summary, Bolinas: Four Seasons Foundation, 1973, p. 159:

“Moreover, these Sutras associated with the six perfections will, after the pass-

ing away of the Tathagata, appear in the South. From the South they will

spread to the East, and from there to the North —from the time when the

Dharma-Vinaya is like freshly made cream right into the period when the good

law disappears.” I am not convinced that Conze’s interpretation of navamand-

aprapte ... antardhanakalasamaye is correct, but follow it for now for want of

a better solution.
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spread in the Northern direction, in the Northern region?" The
Blessed One replied, “Those, Sériputra, in the Northern direction,
in the Northern region who listen to the Prajaaparamita and de-

vote themselves to it there will spread it widely.

In Chapter 28, we find Prajnaparamita circulating amongst humans

and in the Tusita Heavens:"

ve hi kecid ananda bodhisattva mahasattvah prajnaparamitayam
carisyanti, nistha tatra gantavya-manusyebhya evaite cyuta
bhavisyanti te thopapannas tusitebhya eva va devanikayebhyas
cyuta bhavisyanti manusyesv evopapanndah. tat kasya hetoh. tatha
hi manusyesu tusitesu ca devesu iyam prajnaparamita vistarena

pracarisyati ti.

One can conclude with certainty, Ananda, that the Bodhisattva-
Mahéasattvas who course in the Prajanaparamita have been reborn
here from [previous lives as] humans, or that or they have been re-
born as humans from [previous lives in] the Tusita Heavens.
Why? Because it is among humans and the Tusita gods that this

Prajnaparamita will widely circulate.

In Chapter 32, the last chapter, the word occurs in a passage of im-

mense significance, the final statement of the entire text, which identi-

1 That Haribhadra, who worked at TriktGtakavihara ca. CE 800, glosses uttare
dig-bhage with cina-des’ adau perhaps reflects the transregionalism of the age:

see U. Wogihara, Abhisamayalamhkar’aloka Prajnaparamitavyakhya, Tokyo:
The Toyo Bunko, [1932] 1973, p. 488.18.
12 Vaidya (ed.) p. 227.2. Cf. Conze (tr.) p. 266.
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fies Prajnaparamita with the Tathagata:®

tasmat tarhi ananda yathaiva tvaya mamaitarhi tisthato
dhriyamanasya yapayato ’smin samucchraye prema ca prasadas
ca gauravam ca krtam, tathaiva tvaya ananda mamatyayad
asyam prajhaparamitayam kartavyam. dvir api trir api te ananda
parindami anuparindami enam prajnaparamitam, yatheyam
nantardhiyet, yatha nasyam tvam anyah purusah syah. yavad
ananda iyam prajhaparamita loke pracarisyati, tavat tathagatas
tisthati ti veditavyam. tavat tathagato dharmam deSayati ti
veditavyam. avirahitas te ananda sattva buddhadarsanena
dharmasravanena samghopasthanena ca veditavyam. tathagata-
ntikavacaras te ananda sattva veditavyah, ya enam
prajnaparamitam  Srosyanty — udgrahisyanti  dharayisyanti
vacayisyanti  paryavapsyanti pravartayisyanti deSayisyanty
upadeksyanty uddeksyanti svadhyasyanti likhisyanti satkarisyanti
gurukarisyanti  manayisyanti  pujayisyanty — arcayisyanty
apacayi-syanti puspadhupagandhamalyavilepanacurnacivaraccha-
tradhvajaghantapatakabhih, samantac ca dipamalabhih, bahu-
vidhabhis ca pujabhir iti.

Therefore, Ananda, just as at present you have acted with love,
faith, and respect towards my body while I have lived, stayed, and
continued, just so, Ananda, after my passing you should act to-
wards this Prajaaparamita. A second time, a third time, Ananda,
I entrust and I bequeath to you this Prajnaparamita, that it will

not be lost ... This should be known: As long, Ananda, as this

13 Vaidya (ed.) 260.25. Cf. Conze (tr.) p. 300. Here Conze renders the phrase
“be observed in the world”.
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Prajnaparamita circulates in the world, so long the Tathagata re-
mains, so long the Tathagata teaches the Dharma: this should be
known. It is to be known that those beings, Ananda, will not be de-
prived of the sight of the Buddha, the hearing of the Dharma, the
serving of the Samgha. Those beings, Ananda, are to be known as
in close range of the Tathagata, who listen to, take up, hold, recite,
master, teach, instruct in, explain, chant, write down, honour, re-
vere, and worship this Prajnaparamita, with flowers, incense, per-
fumes, garlands, ointments, aromatic powders, robes, sunshades,
banners, bells, streamers, and from all sides with lamps and gar-

lands, and many types of offerings.

II

These passages point to a self-consciousness and a concern for circula-
tion amongst the individual textual communities of the sutras, and the
sharing of a common vocabulary by the different communities. How
did the texts circulate? Orally, or as books? The answer is, most proba-
bly, both, and in fact the two need not be separated. Manuscripts were
not sent by post or as attachments: the journey of a text was a process
involving recitation, explanation, and adoration.

The frequent use of the term dharma-bhanaka in important
Mahéayéana sutras suggests that these “reciters of the Dharma” played
a central role in their dissemination. Dharmabhanakas are to be pro-
tected, cherished, and worshipped —indeed, the dharma-bhanaka was
to be seen as the Buddha himself. The Saddharmapundarika devotes an
entire chapter to them (Sanskrit Chapter 18, Dharmabhanakanusamsa
-parivarta). The same text repeatedly lauds the merits of writing the
dharmaparyaya down or having others write it down. The merit of the

worship of the dharmaparyaya as a book (pustakagatam va satkuryad
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gurukuryat, etc.) and of carrying the manuscript of the dharmaparyaya
on one’s shoulder (ya imam dharmaparyayam pustakagatam krtva
amsena parivahati) is also applauded.” The manuscript of the
Saddharmapundarika functions as a relic.

Dharma-bhanaka does not seem to have been a vocation as such,
and the satras use other terms, for example “the bhiksu who holds this
sutra”.® A revealing passage at the Dbeginning of the
Anumodanapunyanirdesa-parivarta (Saddharmapundarika Sanskrit,
Chapter 17) points to attempts to propagate the dharmaparyaya
throughout society, by male and female monastics, by lay men and

women, and even young men and women, down to the family level:"

yah kascid ajita kulaputro va kuladuhita va tathagatasya
parinirvrtasya imam dharmaparyayam desyamanam
prakaSyamanam Srnuyad bhiksur va bhiksuni va upasako va
upasitka va vijhapuruso va kumarako va kumartka va Srutva
cabhyanumodet | sa ca tato dharmasravanat utthayya prakramet
| sa ca viharagato va grhagato va aranyagato va vithigato va
gramagato va janapadagato va | tam hetums tani karanani ca
dharmam yathasSrutam yathodgrhitam yathabalam aparasya
sattvasy’ acakset matur va pitur va jhater va sammodikasya va
samstutasya va anyasya va kasyacit so ‘pt yadi Srutva ‘numodet |

anumodya ca punar anyasmai acaksen so ‘pi tam Srutva

4 Haruaki Kotsuki (ed.), Saddharmapundarikam: Sanskrit Lotus Sutra
Manuscript from University of Tokyo General Library (No. 414), Romanized
Text, Tokyo: Soka Gakkai, 2003 (Lotus Sutra Manuscript Series 5), p. 165.3 and
165.19, respectively.

15 Saddharmapundarika (Kern & Nanjio) p. 421.5, evamriapam sutrantadha-
rakam bhiksum.

16 Saddharmapundarika (Kotsuki) p. 169.9.
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anumoded anumodya ca so 'pi aparasmai acakset so ‘pi tam Srutva
‘numodet ity anena paryayena yavat pancasat paramparayall atha
khalu  ajita  yo ’sau  pancasattamah  puruso  bhavet
paramparaSravananumodakas — tasyapt tavad —aham  qjita
kulaputrasya va  kuladuhitur va  anumodanasahagatam

punyabhisamskaram abhinirdeksami ...

(The Blessed One to Bodhisattva Maitreya) Ajita, a son of the
family or daughter of the family —whether a monk, a nun, a lay-
man, a laywoman, an intelligent person, a young man, or a young
woman — who, after the Tathagata has passed away, hears this
dharmaparyaya being taught and proclaimed, and having listened
to it rejoices, and then leaves that dharma-lecture and returns to
the monastic residence, to the home, to the forest, to the roadway,
to the town, or to the countryside, and announces the causes and
reasons, the Dharma as they have heard it, as they have remem-
bered it, according to their ability, to another being —mother or
father, relative or one who rejoices or praises, or to any one else-
and that person rejoices upon hearing it, and, after rejoicing, pro-
claims it to another; and that person too rejoices upon hearing it,
and having heard it, rejoices, and in this fashion up to a succession

(parampara) of fifty ...

This passage is given as an ideal situation, and is followed by an ex-
travagant simile to explain the vast merit to be gained in this manner.
But it also suggests that a thorough-going ideology of propagation
stimulated the circulation of Mahayana sutras in India and abroad.
The comparative reading of similar passages in  the
Saddharmapundartka and other Mahayana siitras should help us to

understand further the ideologies of propagation, oral and written,
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and thereby contribute to our understanding of the remarkable spread

of Mahayana ideas, practices, texts, and artefacts.
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