
THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 1 (1994) 
 
 

 1 

Mañjuśrī: Origins, Role and Significance (Part 3) 
 
by Ānandajyoti 
 
[original pagination 23] 
Part 3: The Cult of Mañjuśrī1 
 
THE PRESENT ARTICLE examines the question of whether Mañjuśrī gained sufficient popularity for it 
to be possible to speak of a ‘cult of Mañjuśrī’.2 The second article in the series illustrated his role 
and importance in Mahāyāna literature as one of the major Bodhisattvas.3 However, texts are often 
normative, that is, they tend to portray what their composers would like to be the case, rather than 
what is the case. Thus the question of what real religious significance Mañjuśrī had in the lives of 
practising Buddhists in the period covered by the composition of the literature in which he features 
is separate from the question of his importance in that literature. It is not that texts cannot help in 
the assessment of what the actual religious situation was at a given time or place. It is rather that 
they cannot be taken at face value. As with any other form of historical evidence their significance 
has to be assessed.  

The sources for an attempt at discovering where and when Mañjuśrī’s popularity grew in 
India and Central Asia are, at best, fragmentary. There are the records of the travels of the Chinese 
Buddhist pilgrims, in particular those of Hsüan-tsang (journeyed 629–645 CE). There is also 
evidence from surviving iconographic representations of Mañjuśrī and other Bodhisattvas in the 
form of sculptures and murals. There is more substantial evidence for his significance in China, 
particularly in the form of documents preserved in the Taishō canon. Following the pattern of the 
geographical spread of Buddh-[24]ism, I shall consider, in turn, material from India, Central Asia 
and China. 
    
(I) INDIA 
IN HIS STUDY The Indian Buddhist Iconography, Benoytosh Bhattacharyya reports that no image of 
Mañjuśrī has been found from Gandhāra or Mathurā.4 Lamotte adds that there is no trace of him 
either at Amarāvatī or Nāgārjunakoṇḍa.5 Hsüan-tsang mentions only one image of Mañjuśrī in the 
record of his pilgrimage and David Snellgrove comments that in India there is no identifiable image 
of Mañjuśrī, possibly before the sixth century.6 

Evidence such as this leads Paul Williams to state that ‘the iconography of Mañjuśrī is a 
relatively late development’.7 However, though not inaccurate, such a statement may be misleading. 
It is true that Mañjuśrī’s appearance iconographically is later than his appearance in sūtras. Yet the 
evidence, both from the records of the Chinese pilgrims and from surviving images, indicates that 
his iconographic depiction is not especially late in relation to that of other Bodhisattvas. 

Hsüan-tsang notes many images of Maitreya and Avalokiteśvara. Tārā, however, is 
mentioned by him only twice, and the single reference to Mañjuśrī is of a shrine dedicated to him at 
Mathurā.8 Shrines of other Bodhisattvas are referred to without being named. Hsüan-tsang, though a 
Mahāyānist of the Yogācāra school, is particularly interested in sites and legends related to episodes 
in the life or previous lives of Śākyamuni and in the lives of his major disciples. He records these in 
detail. Snellgrove suggests that the reason for the lack of reference to images of Mañjuśrī and other 
Bodhisattvas by Hsüan-tsang is that such figures were not fully distinguished iconographically at 
that time. He argues that commonly accepted iconographic differentiation of Buddhas and 
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Bodhisattvas is likely to occur much later than the appearance of the sūtras that can be seen as 
reflecting their popularity in particular circles. 

Such an account of the evidence from Hsüan-tsang’s diaries is supported by the 
iconographic evidence that does survive. In addition to Gandhāra and Mathurā, Mañjuśrī is 
unknown at Ajantā, where work on the caves contin-[25]ued into the seventh century. He is found, 
however, in Ellora (7th–10th century), along with Tārā, Avalokiteśvara, Maitreya and Sarasvatī 
(cave 10), as well as in the monastic ruins of Ratnagiri in Orissa (6th–12th century). Snellgrove 
points to a period of some five hundred years from the beginning of the second century CE where 
images cannot be firmly classified as either non-Mahāyānist or Mahāyānist. Whereas the early cave 
temples and sculptures at Karla, Bhaja and Bedsa are clearly non-Mahāyānist and the images from 
Nālanda and Ratnagiri are Mahāyānist, the works at Ajantā (where scenes primarily relate to the 
former lives of Śākyamuni) and Nāsik, which fall into the middle period, cannot be clearly 
identified one way or the other. Images of Maitreya, as the Buddha-to-be, would be acceptable to 
both traditions as would those of Avalokiteśvara, according to Snellgrove.9 So, up to and possibly 
including the end of the sixth century, only the following Buddha and Bodhisattva images are 
individually distinguished: Śākyamuni, in various poses as either Buddha or Bodhisattva; 
Dīpaṇkara, the Buddha before whom Śākyamuni vowed to become a Buddha; Maitreya; and 
Avalokiteśvara. Vajrapāṇi is still represented as a yakṣa. Identifiable images of Mañjuśrī and Tārā 
appear towards the end of the period.[– a period that begins with the appearance of the earliest 
images and which is probably approximately contemporary with the earliest Perfection of Wisdom 
sūtras.] [text in square brackets not in origintal printed article] 

So Mañjuśrī’s appearance as a distinctive iconographic form, although relatively late if 
considered in relation to his description as the Bodhisattva of wisdom in sūtras, is not late if 
contrasted with the emergence of the iconographic forms of other Mahāyāna Bodhisattva figures. 
Excepting Avalokiteśvara, he and Tārā are the first to appear. 

This evidence also raises a number of issues concerning the origins and growth of the 
Mahāyāna in India. It calls into doubt the model that proposes a sharp distinction between the 
Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna, with the Mahāyāna tradition becoming increasingly predominant in 
the early centuries of the Christian era.10 

The Yogācārin Hsüan-tsang’s great interest in stories of Śākyamuni and the Arhats suggests 
he was rooted in a general pre-Mahāyāna Indian tradition.11 He recounts traditions he hears as being 
current throughout India, which further suggests that this was the case generally for Buddhists in 
India of his time whether they were Mahāyānist or not.12 There was no separate Mahāyāna 
Vinaya.13 According to Fa-hsien (c. 400 CE) Mahāyāna and non-[26]Mahāyāna monks lived together 
in some monasteries. The iconographic evidence reviewed gives weight to the suggestion that there 
was no very sharp division between Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna in practice. Iconographically 
there appears nothing specifically Mahāyānist until even as late as the sixth century and work on 
epigraphic evidence by G. Schopen14 indicates that inscriptions containing distinctively Mahāyāna 
formulae are not found in India until the fourth or fifth centuries. The Mahāyāna may well have 
been a minority pursuit in India for a number of centuries into the Christian period. Questions about 
possible Indian origins and significance of a cult of Mañjuśrī thus raise wider and more complex 
issues of the overall position of the Mahāyāna in the early centuries of the Christian era. To 
conclude, it would seem that a cult of Mañjuśrī could not have been of much size in India before the 
seventh century, even allowing for the time it would take for a cult to iconographically define a 
figure so that it could then become manifest in history. There is no suggestion of any particular 
place becoming a focus for devotion to Mañjuśrī. The predominant cults were fundamentally non-
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Mahāyānist: those of Śākyamuni and Maitreya. Evidence for the later Indian period is hard to assess 
since from the seventh century onwards there are no surviving wall-paintings such as we have for 
parts of Central Asia and China.15 Evidence from these latter places may help us assess whether a 
cult of Mañjuśrī could have been imported from outside India. 
    
(II) CENTRAL ASIA 
THE CENTRAL ASIAN evidence comes from the cities stretching along the Silk Route between north-
west India and western China. From the beginning of the first century CE, the political situation in 
India and China was such that the two cultures were in immediate contact. The Kuṣāṇa empire, 
based in Bactria (in present day northern Afghanistan), covered much of central Asia as well as the 
whole of north India. In China, the Later Han Dynasty (25–220 CE) dominated most of China, 
including the Silk Route’s eastern end. The resultant political stability allowed the flow of goods 
and ideas from India into Central Asia. Buddhism, in both Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna forms, 
became established in the wealthy Sino-Indian mercantile communities that [27] arose there along 
the trade routes. It was from these communities that Buddhism spread to China. Later, with the 
demise of the Kuṣāṇas and the Later Han, these trade centres became city states in their own right. 
In the present context there are three areas of interest: Khotan, on the southern branch of the Silk 
Route, as it skirts the Takla Makan desert; Kucha and Turfan, on the northern branch; and Tun-
huang at its eastern end.16 

In Khotan the Mahāyāna seems to have taken root, perhaps more so than anywhere else 
along the Silk Route. Some 7th–10th century Buddhist literature in Khotanese survives, as well as 
some Tibetan documents that concern Khotan. This literary material suggests that the cult of 
Śākyamuni remained central and that Maitreya was the most important among the Bodhisattvas. 
There is no evidence that Mañjuśrī was at all prominent though he is mentioned in some legendary 
accounts of the founding of monasteries.17 As with Indian sūtra material, one has to treat the 
evidence of literary material with caution as regards how it reflects what was actually occurring. 
Yet the basic picture it presents is not contradicted by the accounts of Fa-hsien and Hsüan-tsang, 
who both visited Khotan, or by the minimal archaeological remains in the area. 

In the areas of Kucha and Turfan,18 on the northern part of the Silk Route, there are a 
number of different sites. The literary remains here are fragmentary, but there are some very 
impressive surviving murals in cave temples. There are many depictions of Śākyamuni, particularly 
scenes of him preaching, surrounded by monks and lay disciples. Maitreya and possibly 
Avalokiteśvara are present, but there is no sign of a highly developed Mahāyāna, again 
corroborating Hsüan-tsang’s report. Once more, there is no indication of Mañjuśrī having any 
prominence. 

Mañjuśrī is more in evidence at Tun-huang, where there survives a large collection of 
murals spanning a period from the fourth century CE to at least the tenth century. Mañjuśrī, with 
Maitreya, is the most popular Bodhisattva depicted.19 However, the figure of Śākyamuni still 
predominates. Mañjuśrī is most commonly shown together with Vimalakīrti in scenes from the 
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa. This particular image, linked as it is with the narrative of the 
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, does not indicate any cult of Mañjuśrī. Though he has a prominent and 
significant role in this scripture, in the end Mañjuśrī is [28] bettered by the householder Vimalakīrti. 
Towards the close of the T’ang period (618–906 CE) representations of Mañjuśrī appear that could 
be the objects of devotion. In these he is usually depicted on a lion throne, and often paired with 
Samantabhadra, who has an elephant throne. A blockprint and a recently discovered mural portray 
Mañjuśrī on his own, seated on a lion and surrounded by radiant clouds. 
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Overall, the fragmentary evidence suggests a picture of Central Asian Buddhism that is little 
different from that of India: the Mahāyāna not having a high profile; and within the Mahāyāna, 
Mañjuśrī not especially prominent, except in Tun-huang, where until the Tibetan invasions in the 
late eighth century the Chinese influence was strong.20 The earliest paintings were the work of 
Chinese artists and may be said to represent an early phase of Chinese Buddhism.  
    
(III) CHINA 
A NUMBER OF SŪTRAS that contain the name of Mañjuśrī in their titles or in which he plays a 
prominent role were translated into Chinese in the second and third centuries CE. Lokakṣema, 
working in the latter half of the second century, translated the Śūraṃgamasamādhi Sūtra (now lost), 
the Ajātaśatrukaukrtyavinodana Sūtra (T. 626) and part of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra (T. 280). The 
Vimalakīrtinirdeśa (T. 474), perhaps more popular in China than in India, was translated in the first 
half of the third century by Tche K’ien. Other third century translations featuring Mañjuśrī include 
that of the Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra by Nie Tao-tchen and Dharmarakṣa’s translations of the 
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka Sūtra (T. 263) and the Mañjuśrībuddhakṣetraguṇavyūha Sūtra (T. 318). 

In the course of her research on the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa,21 the French scholar Marcelle 
Lalou drew up two lists of sūtras translated into Chinese between the late Han dynasty (25–220 CE) 
and the twelfth century (1127 CE). The lists were compiled on the basis of whether their titles 
contained on the one hand the name Mañjuśrī or, on the other hand, the name Avalokiteśvara.22 She 
discovered that before 557 CE (the end of the Liang dynasty) there were seventeen sūtras whose 
titles contained the name [29] Mañjuśrī, but just two with the name Avalokiteśvara. After 557 CE the 
totals for the two lists become more even, though that of the ‘Mañjuśrī’ list stays in the lead. Lalou 
was responding here to the work of Jean Przyluski. Przyluski had suggested that in the 
Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa the sections where Mañjuśrī has a central place pre-date those where 
Avalokiteśvara is important.23 Lalou’s count of names in the titles of translated sūtras seemed to 
suggest that the same relative importance of the two Bodhisattvas was to be seen in early Chinese 
Buddhism. Lalou pursued her investigation of the significance of Mañjuśrī in China by examining 
current archaeological evidence. She found that in the seventh to eighth century inscriptions of the 
Lung-men caves Mañjuśrī is not mentioned at all. Avalokiteśvara, on the other hand, is named in 
eighty inscriptions. Neither is Mañjuśrī mentioned at Che-kou-sseu, where the inscriptions span the 
period from 531–867 CE. The same is true for the late sixth century inscriptions at Tsien-po-
shan.24 On the basis of this evidence Lalou concluded that ‘the cult of Mañjuśrī was little practiced 
in Chinese Buddhism during the period that these caves were excavated’.25 She argued that the 
reason for the predominance of sūtras concerning Mañjuśrī being translated into Chinese during 
this period is to be accounted for by the cult of Mañjuśrī having precedence in India over that of 
Avalokiteśvara, and those sūtras thus having sufficient authority in the eyes of the Chinese 
Buddhists to be translated. This model would square with Przyluski’s analysis of the roles of 
Mañjuśrī and Avalokiteśvara in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa. 

Yet as we have seen, the Indian iconographic (as distinct from textual) evidence suggests 
that figures of Avalokiteśvara were earlier, and in this period more numerous, than those of 
Mañjuśrī. More recent research has shown that Lalou is also wrong in her conclusions concerning a 
cult of Mañjuśrī in China. The work of Paul Demiéville, Etienne Lamotte, and Raoul Birnbaum 
shows that Mañjuśrī became a very significant figure in Chinese Buddhism during the T’ang 
dynasty (618–906 CE).26 By the end of the eighth century Mañjuśrī’s cult, centred on a five-peaked 
mountain complex called Wu-t’ai shan (‘Mountain of Five Terraces’), was one of the most 
important in China. [30] 
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Wu-T’ai Shan 
WU-T’AI SHAN LIES in the province of Shansi in north-eastern China. Here, during the fifth century 
or perhaps even earlier, a cult of Mañjuśrī became established. The mountain was seen as the 
earthly abode of Mañjuśrī. Reports of his presence there, as revealed in numerous stories of his 
miraculous appearances, spread beyond the confines of China so that by the mid-T’ang period it 
had become an international pilgrimage centre. 

Wu-t’ai shan possessed a number of features that made it eminently suitable as a dwelling 
for Mañjuśrī. Its flat-topped peaks were five in number,27 it had a lake near its base, and it was 
thought to be a residence of immortals. Though not especially high, the tallest peak being a little 
less than ten thousand feet, it was renowned for its cool rivers, fragrant herbs and natural sights.28 It 
would be an ideal setting for Mañjuśrī and the five hundred rṣis of Mt. Gandhamādana in the 
Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra.29 

An important source of evidence for the cult of Mañjuśrī at Wu-t’ai shan is the large body of 
anecdotes concerning his miraculous appearances there. The Taishō canon preserves three ' 
‘Wu-t’ai shan chronicles’ that contain many such stories.30 another important document, also in the 
Taishō Canon, is the ‘notes on the tradition of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra’ by Fa-tsang, the third 
patriarch of the Hua-yen tradition.31 In Japanese, the diary of Ennin, a monk who made a pilgrimage 
to Wu-t’ai shan from Japan in 840, is a further source of such accounts.32 In this literature Mañjuśrī 
is recorded as appearing in a number of forms: as a beggar, child, or old man; as a glowing cloud, or 
globe of shining light.  

One of the earliest these stories, and also one which rapidly became of the most famous, 
concerns the Kashmiri monk Buddhapalita who visited Wu-t’ai shan in 676 CE hoping to see 
Mañjuśrī. Arriving at the mountain he prostrates himself on the ground and makes a supplication to 
Mañjuśrī. On rising he sees an old man coming towards him. The old man asks whether he has 
brought the Buddhoṣṇīṣa-vijaya-dhāraṇī with him. Only this scripture can help remove the evil 
committed by the Buddhists of China. Buddhapalita confesses that he has not brought this text with 
him, to which the old man replies that if he wants to meet Mañjuśrī he will have to return to India to 
get it. Then he will surely see Mañjuśrī. Happy in his heart, Buddhapalita bows [31] his head in 
respect. when he looks up, the old man has disappeared! After returning to India, Buddhapalita 
arrived back at Wu-t’ai shan with the text of the dhāraṇī in 689 CE. He met Mañjuśrī (again) who 
showed him the mountain and its secrets.33 

One of the most important of the stories of the appearances and visions of Mañjuśrī 
preserved in the ‘Wu-t’ai shan chronicles’ of the Taishō Canon deals with the experieces of a monk 
called Tao-i. his visions were compelling enough to lead to the building of the Golden Pavilion 
Monastery (Chin-ko ssu), one of the principal monasteries to be erected on Wu-t’ai shan.   

Tao-i, a Ch’an monk, arrived at Wu-t’ai shan in 736 CE. He had travelled with another 
monk, and on arrival they stayed at Ch’ing-liang ssu, a monastery on the central peak of the 
mountain complex. Raoul Birnbaum summarises the story of Tao-i’s experiences when he sets off 
alone on foot hoping to meet Mañjuśrī. The events are of enough interest and influence to give, at 
some length, part of Birnbaum’s summary: 

[Dharmarājā Tao-i] was convinced that he had become a monk in the age of the end of the 
Dharma; only at this mountain would there be the possibility of seeing the sacred 
manifestation of the Bodhisattva. He reflected that he had experienced no difficulties in 
travelling to these sacred precincts, and attributed his good fortune to the gracious protective 
forces of the Bodhisattva.  
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Thinking such thoughts, he suddenly saw on the path before him an aged monk riding upon a 
white elephant. After mutual salutations, the monk spoke, indicating that he was aware of 
Tao-i’s origins and worthiness. After remarking on the numinous nature of the mountain 
precincts, the old monk suggested that Tao-i return the following dawn, for at that time he 
would he would gain a vision of Mañjuśrī. As Tao-i thanked him and took his leave, the 
elephant vanished like the wind, leaving behind a fragrance of incense in the air. 
The next day at dawn he set out alone from Ch’ing-liang ssu towards the western peak. 
Ascending the peak in a cold wind, he had visions of various objects – a glowing light, an 
unusual stūpa. Continuing onwards, he again encountered the old monk riding an elephant. 
The [32] monk urged him to continue, and Tao-i went on, in the midst of this wild terrain 
suddenly coming upon an assembly of monks eating at a place of worship. Gazing with 
wonder, he continued on, retaining in his mind the focused wish to see the true form of 
Mañjuśrī.  
A few paces further, he suddenly saw a youth, about 13 or 14 years old, who identified 
himself as Perceives Unity. He said: ‘O monk, you are at the Golden Pavilion Monastery’. 
Tao-i followed the youth some two or three hundred paces to the northeast, over a golden 
bridge to the monastery buildings, all of which were made of gold.  
As he was led through the various sections of the monastery by the youth, all these sections 
filled with objects made of gold, Tao-i encountered once again the aged monk who had been 
riding the white elephant. At this point he realized that the old man was in fact Mañjuśrī.34  

Not surprisingly, Tao-i is overwhelmed. Recovering himself, he and Mañjuśrī talk: Mañjuśrī 
enquires about the state of the Dharma in the region that Tao-i comes from; Tao-i asks about the 
esssence of the Dharma. Food is then provided for Tao-i, and when he has eaten Perceives Unity 
gives him a tour of the monastery. Later, taking his leave of Mañjuśrī, he walks away from the 
monastery. After a hundred paces he turns around: it has disappeared. 

Tao-i reported his experience to the emperor, Hsüan-tsung, who, it seems, was struck 
enough by the story to fund the initial construction of an actual Golden Pavilion monastery on the 
site. The building was finally completed by the end of the eighth century, in large part through the 
efforts of the Indian monk Amoghavajra, who obtained a further grant from the emperor Tai-tsung 
in 766 CE.35 

The Japanese monk Ennin made his pilgrimage to Wu-t’ai shan in 840 CE. He stayed for two 
months and his diaries describe the experiences he had there. On a number of occasions, on days 
when the sky was otherwise completely clear, he and others saw brighly coloured luminous clouds. 
On one occasion he had the following experience: [33] 

Early in the night, in the sky above a ridge across a valley east of the [southern] terrace, we 
saw that there was a holy lamp. The group of us [ten monks] saw it together and worshipped 
it. The light of the lamp at first was as about as large as an alms bowl, but later it gradually 
grew as large as a small house. The crowd was greatly moved and with loud voices chanted 
the name of the Great Holy One [Mañjuśrī]. There was another lamp which appeared closer to 
the valley. It, too, at first was like a straw rain hat [in size] but later grew gradually larger. 
The two lights, when seen from a distance, were about a hundred feet apart and blazed 
brightly. Just at midnight they died out and became invisible.36 

Ennin also describes some of the monastic establishments and shrines on the mountain, including a 
famous image of Mañjuśrī at the monastery of Ta Hua-yen: 
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The figure riding on a lion fills the five-bay hall. The lion is supernatural. Its body is majestic, 
and it seems to be walking, and vapours come from its mouth. We looked at it for quite a 
while, and it looked just as if it were moving.37 

According to the monk in charge of the shrine, the image had been successfully cast only on the 
seventh attempt. Previous attempts had failed, with the sculpture cracking. Concluding there was 
something wrong with his work, the sculptor had prayed to Mañjuśrī to show him how he should be 
represented. Ennin recounts the story: 

When he finished making this prayer, he opened his eyes and saw the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī 
riding on a gold-colored lion right before him. After a little while [Mañjuśrī] mounted on a 
cloud of five colors and flew away up into space. The master, having been able to gaze on 
[Mañjuśrī’s] true appearance, rejoiced, [but also] wept bitterly, knowing then that what he had 
made had been incorrect.38 

This story is significant also since it describes an image of Mañjuśrī with its origins in Wu-t’ai shan 
that seems to have become a standard in China. Mañjuśrī rides on a lion, appearing within radiant 
clouds. There is an early tenth century mural of him in cave 220 at Tun-huang, which was hidden 
until 1975, where he is depicted in this way. There are two similar tenth [34] century blockprints, 
one also from Tun-huang, the other discovered in 1954 inside a Chinese statue of Śākyamuni in 
Kyoto. In these blockprints Mañjuśrī holds a discussion wand (the ju-i, also a staff of authority) 
rather than a sword, and is accompanied by two attendants, one of whom is a Chinese youth whose 
hands are held together in salutation. The other is dressed in Central Asian clothing and holds a rein 
attached to the lion’s neck.  

As well as the corpus of anecdotes describing Mañjuśrī’s miraculous appearances at Wu-t’ai 
shan, there are sūtra passages that associate him with the mountain. Paul Demiéville39 has drawn 
attention to the association of Mañjuśrī with Mt. Ch’ing-liang in Buddhabhadra’s translation of the 
Avataṃsaka Sūtra in the first quarter of the fifth century (418–420 CE). It is described as his 
residence and is the north-easterly mountain in a list of eight mountains placed at the eight points of 
the compass. Ch’ing-liang shan was an alternative name for Wu-t’ai shan. The same identification 
between Mañjuśrī and Ch’ing-liang shan is found in the translation of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra made 
by Śikṣānanda in the closing years of the seventh century (695–699 CE). However, Lamotte has 
shown that the assertion is an interpolation of the translators and not in the original. He suggests 
that the interpolation was the work of Śikṣānanda, made at a time when the Hua-yen 
school,40 centred on the Avataṃsaka Sūtra, had become popular, and that he altered the equivalent 
passage in the earlier translation of Buddhabhadra.41 Nevertheless, in combination with the 
documents concerning Buddhapalita’s visit in 676 CE, it demonstrates that in China, by the end of 
the seventh century, Wu-t’ai shan was firmly considered to be the residence of Mañjuśrī. 

This material also suggests that the increasing popularity of the Avatsaṃsaka Sūtra may 
have been one of the factors that promoted a cult of Mañjuśrī at Wu-t’ai shan. Mañjuśrī has a 
prominent role in the Avataṃsaka Sūtra, especially in the final section, the Gaṇḍavyūha, where he 
functions as the spiritual friend (kalyāṇamitra) of the merchant’s son Sudhana, talking to him and 
advising him in an immediate and practical way. To have Mañjuśrī actually resident in China would 
be quite a coup! It would put China firmly on the Buddhist map. As Birnbaum put it, ‘By this event, 
China was transformed-in terms of Buddhist cosmology-from a distant borderland of Jambudvīpa 
into a land blessed with authentic teachings’.42 [35] 

The influence of the Hua-yen tradition with respect to the cult of Mañjuśrī is underlined by 
an examination of Fa-tsang’s Notes on the Tradition of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra. In a section of this 
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document Fa-tsang (643–712 CE) gives an account of the history of Wu-t’ai shan.43 He says that the 
Emperor Hiao-wen Hong (towards the latter part of the fifth century) built a monastery there. If this 
is the case it is probably the first Buddhist building on the mountain. He also refers to an episode in 
this period of a prince who searched for Mañjuśrī on Wu-t’ai shan, burning his own body as an 
offering. And he states that during the time of Pei Ts’i (550–577 CE) there were more than two 
hundred monasteries (saṇghārāma) on the mountain, and that Mañjuśrī was said to be always 
preaching the Avataṃsaka Sūtra there. The figure for the number of monasteries is likely to be an 
exaggeration: in the Wu-t’ai shan chronicle, the Kuang Ch’ing-liang chuan, written in 1060 CE, 
seventy two establishments worthy of note are listed (though there could well have been a decline 
after the T’ang period).  

However, the Avataṃsaka Sūtra is not the only scripture to link Mañjuśrī and Wu-t’ai shan. 
Another work, The Sūtra on the Dhāraṇī of Mañjuśrī’s Precious Treasury of the Dharma,44 
translated into Chinese by Bodhiruci in 710 CE, contains a prophecy connecting him with the 
mountain. In this sūtra the Bodhisattva Vajraguhyaka asks Śākyamuni to elaborate on what will 
happen when his Dharma has disappeared from Jambudvīpa. Śākyamuni answers, 

After I have passed away, in this Jambudvīpa, in the north-east quarter there is a country 
named Mahā Cīna. In the centre of this country there is a mountain named Five Peaks. The 
youth Mañjuśrī will roam about and dwell there, expounding on the Dharma at the centre of 
the mountain for the sake of sentient beings. Countless devas, nāgas, spirits, rākṣasas, 
kiṃnaras, mahoragas and other creatures human and not human encircle him, reverently 
making worship offerings.45 [36] 

It is not possible to ascertain whether this is an interpolation into an Indian original since no 
Sanskrit version survives and the work has no known Tibetan translation. However, as with the 
corresponding material in the Chinese translations of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra, the passage indicates 
that by the beginning of the eighth century some Chinese saw Mañjuśrī as not only resident at Wu-
t’ai shan, but as teaching and being worshipped there.46 Sūtra passages such as these can also be 
seen as giving scriptural authority for Mañjuśrī’s presence at Wu-t’ai shan. If, as is likely, they are 
interpolations, they are a means of providing legitimacy for an existing held belief that Wu-t’ai shan 
was the residence of Mañjuśrī, a belief that the anecdotes indicate as already having some 
considerable momentum. 

There is a further factor that may have been significant in reinforcing the cult of Mañjuśrī at 
Wu-t’ai shan. Belief in his presence there coincided with the belief that the age of the termination of 
the Dharma had been entered. At such a time ignorance, suffering, strife, and wrong teachings 
increase, whereas occasions for making spiritual progress decrease and become harder to obtain. In 
such times, Wu-t’ai shan, as the residence of Mañjuśrī, could provide a rare if not unique possibility 
of having direct contact with an enlightened being. This feeling that Wu-t’ai shan represented a 
special opportunity in a time when the Dharma was in decline is seen in the diaries of pilgrims such 
as Ennin and in the Wu-t’ai shan chronicles. In the Sūtra translated by Bodhiruci, cited above, 
Śākyamuni says that when Mañjuśrī dwells in China, in the period when the Dharma is no longer 
present, he will have a special teaching appropriate for that time.47 

During the late T’ang period the cult of Mañjuśrī reached its height at Wu-t’ai shan. That 
Mañjuśrī resided in China became a belief of the whole Mahāyāna Buddhist world. I-tsing, 
travelling in India in the late seventh century, wrote, 



THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 1 (1994) 
 
 

 9 

… the people of India said in praise [of China], ‘The wise Mañjuśrī is at present in Ping 
Chou, where the people are greatly blessed by his presence. We ought, therefore, to respect 
and admire that country’.48 

Further evidence of this belief is found in the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa. Speaking of China (mahācīna), 
one verse declares, [37] 

And in this land there presently dwells, in the form of a youth, the Bodhisattva Mañjughoṣa, 
of great self-possession [and] of great splendour.49 

Though this stanza is found in the surviving Sanskrit, it is not in the Chinese translation. This is 
significant insofar as it means that, in this case, the link between Mañjuśrī and China cannot be a 
Chinese interpolation.  

By the late seventh century Wu-t’ai shan had become an international centre of pilgrimage. 
As we have seen, Buddhapālita travelled there from Kashmir in 676 CE. In the eighth century, 
Vimalamitra, whose Tantric teaching had an important influence on early Tibetan Buddhism, is said 
to have visited,50 and Ennin made his pilgrimage from Japan in 840 CE.51 At Tun-huang, in cave 61, 
there is a huge mural that depicts the various sights of Wu-t’ai shan in the tenth century: the 
landscape with its buildings, temples and pilgrims.52 Later literature attests to Mañjuśrī’s continuing 
residence at Wu-t’ai shan: a biography of Padmasambhava, probably dating from the fourteenth 
century, describes him going to Wu-t’ai shan to learn the secrets of astrology from Mañjuśrī;53 and 
the Nepalese accounts of Mañjuśrī’s creation of the Kathmandu valley and subsequent 
establishment of Buddhism there describe him as coming from Wu-t’ai shan (pañcaśīrṣa), 
accompanied by a number of disciples.54 As a pilgrimage centre it continued to be important 
through to modern times. The famous monk and teacher Hsü-yün’s thousand mile pilgrimage to 
Wu-t’ai shan in the late nineteenth century took three years to complete: every three paces he 
stopped to make a full prostration on the ground.55 
   
Amoghavajra  
IF ONE FIGURE had to be selected as being central to the promotion of the cult of Mañjuśrī in China 
it would be that of the Indian tantric teacher Amoghavajra (705–774). Amoghavajra’s biography 
reveals the international nature of Mahāyāna (and tantric) Buddhism in the eighth century. Born 
into a merchant family in north-west India (possibly Samarkand), at the age of twelve he was 
travelling with his uncle in Java. There he met the tantric teacher Vajrabodhi (671–741) whose 
disciple he became and whom he accompanied [38] to China. After Vajrabodhi’s death, he went 
back to South East Asia and studied the tantra further in Śrī Laṇka with Nāgabodhi. In 746 he 
returned to China where he remained until his death some twenty eight years later.56 

Raoul Birnbaum assesses Amoghavajra’s significance in the following terms: 

Amoghavajra was one of the most extraordinary figures in the history of Chinese Buddhism: 
charismatic speaker and passionate teacher, tireless translator and effective writer, ritual 
master and magican, advisor and preceptor to three emperors, builder of major temples, 
transmitter and consolidator of tantric teachings in China.57 

Amoghavajra is perhaps best known for his part in the introduction of the Yoga Tantras into China. 
Building on the work of Śubhākarasiṃha (637–735) and others (especially that of I-hsing), he 
translated an abridged version of the basic Yoga Tantra, the Sarvatathātgatatattvasaṃgraha, where 
for the first time tantric methods – the use of mantras, mudrās, maṇdalas etc. – are enlisted to help 
achieve enlightenment, rather than as a means of gaining secondary and material ends. 
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A remarkable collection of Chinese documents show that another of Amoghavajra’s 
concerns was the promotion of the cult of Mañjuśrī. These documents, which are preserved in the 
Taishō canon (T. 2120), consist in a collection of Amoghavajra’s writings made in the late eighth 
century by the monk Yüan-chao, a disciple of Amoghavajra. They contain letters to two emperors 
(accompanied in some cases by their response) as well as his will and death-bed instructions. This 
material forms the basis for Raoul Birnbaum’s fascinating account of Amoghavajra in his Studies 
on the Mysteries of Mañjuśrī. I shall give a brief summary of his findings. 

As we have seen, it was Amoghavajra who was responsible for finishing the construction of 
Golden Pavilion Monastery (Chin-ko ssu) by obtaining a grant from the emperor Tai-tsung in 766 
CE. At appears that Amoghavajra, through the patronage of the emperor, was able transform 
Mañjuśrī from being the Bodhisattva resident at Wu-t’ai shan to also being, remarkably, a national 
protector. In 770 CE he successfully requested the emperor Tai-tsung to promulgate an edict making 
Mañjuśrī the main deity in all the mo-[39]nastic refectories in China, replacing the Arhat 
Piṇḍola.58 In the letter of request, he says of Mañjuśrī that, ‘at present he guards on [Wu-]t’ai shan’. 
This emphasis on the protective role of Mañjuśrī is reflected some eight months later when a temple 
for the worship of Mañjuśrī is built, at the suggestion of Amoghavajra, at T’ai-yüan, the ancestral 
home of the T’ang emperors. Finally, in 772 CE, Tai-tsung takes the extraordinary step of issuing an 
edict, again at the request of Amoghavajra, for the establishment of special shrines to Mañjuśrī in 
the grounds of every Buddhist monastery in China. In each of these shrines, monks were employed 
to recite sūtras that would have the effect of protecting the nation. in the capital, where 
Amoghavajra’s translation and teaching activity was centred, the Mañjuśrī shrine was named 
‘Pavilion of the Great Holy Mañjuśrī to protect the nation’. 

There is not the space to discuss in any detail Amoghavajra’s motives in promoting 
Mañjuśrī in this way. One could easily see his actions cynically, in terms of gaining power and 
prestige, either for himself or for the Buddhist establishment. Birnbaum, however, suggests that 
Amoghavajra saw the T’ang emperors as potential universal kings (cakravartin), figures who could, 
through their position, promote the Dharma and thereby alleviate suffering. Since Mañjuśrī dwelt at 
Wu-t’ai shan, it would seem clear to many that he had a special link with China. He would, 
therefore, be an obvious candidate for the role of national protector.59 

Another element among the factors that allowed this expansion of status is the incorporation 
of Mañjuśrī into tantric ritual in China. it was, notably, a dhāraṇī that Mañjuśrī requested 
Buddhapālita to bring back from India when he visited Wu-t’ai shan in 676 CE. by the late eighth 
century the Chen-yen school, which systematised the tantric teachings from India, had become well 
established. Its rituals could be performed for the direct soteriological goal of enlightenment. They 
could also be performed for secondary ends, including that of protection (from ill weather, famine, 
sickness etc.). There survive Chinese tantric ritual manuals from this period that describe the 
procedures for invoking the protective power of Mañjuśrī.60 

To summarise, there was by the end of the seventh century a well established cult of 
Mañjuśrī at Wu-t’ai shan, which was already attracting pil-[40]grims such as Buddhapālita from 
abroad. A few years later, new translations of sūtras revealed that the Buddha himself had 
prophesied that Mañjuśrī would dwell in China at Wu-t’ai shan. It is hard to estimate how long a 
cult with such a momentum would have taken to develop. If we accept the reports of Fa-tsang, a 
cult of Mañjuśrī was established at Wu-t’ai shan perhaps during the fifth century or even earlier.  
Texts such as the Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra and the Avataṃsaka Sūtra,61 which could well have 
promoted the early phase of the cult, were translated into Chinese as early as the third century. The 
negative findings at other sites reported by Lalou need not be troublesome. Textual evidence points 



THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 1 (1994) 
 
 

 11 

to the existence in early Mahāyāna of competing cults centred on different Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas linked with specific sūtras and meditative absorptions. Such groups are likely to 
become associated with particular geographic locations. Thus a Bodhisattva or Buddha might well 
be eminent in one particular place or region yet not necessarily so elsewhere. 

A fuller account of Mañjuśrī’s role in China in the early and T’ang period is beyond the 
scope of the present discussion, though he was not the only figure of significance. In the earliest 
sūtras translated into Chinese it is Amitābha and not Mañjuśrī who appears as an object of 
devotion.62 However, recent research based on archaeological evidence suggests that a cult of 
Maitreya developed in China before that of Amitābha or any other Buddha or Bodhisattva, apart 
from Śākyamuni. The study of surviving images shows a large shift between the sixth and seventh 
centuries. In the sixth century there are fifty images of Śākyamuni, thirty five of Maitreya, but only 
nine of Amitābha. In the second half of the seventh century, in contrast, there are twenty images of 
Śākyamuni and Maitreya, but one hundred and forty four of Amitābha and Avalokiteśvara.63 It 
seems unlikely, therefore, that any significant cult of Amitābha developed in China much before the 
seventh century. 

In conclusion, the locus for the origins of a cult of Mañjuśrī is to be found in China rather 
than India or Central Asia. His figuring in the murals of Tun-huang can be seen as reflecting a 
Chinese rather than Central Asian popularity. In India, nothing equivalent to the cult at Wu-t’ai 
shan devel-[41]oped. In any case, by the late seventh century China was the accepted dwelling place 
of Mañjuśrī throughout the Buddhist world.  
    
Ānandajyoti (Anthony Tribe) is currently teaching at the University of Missoula. 
© copyright retained by the author 
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JIABS  The Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 
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MmK  Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa 
MPS  Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra 
T  Taishō canon 
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Notes 

1 This is the third (and final) article on the Origins, Role and Significance of the Bodhisattva 
Mañjuśrī. For the first two parts see ‘Mañjuśrī: Origins, Role and Significance (Part 1 – Origins)’, 
The Order Journal 2, 1989, pp.15–26; and ‘Mañjuśrī: Origins, Role and Significance (Part 2 – 
Mañjuśrī in Mahāyāna Literature)’, The Order Journal 3, 1990, pp.13–26 [reproduced together in 
Western Buddhist Review Volume 2 (1997)]. The present essay has grown considerably since it was 
originally written some years ago (1987–8) as part of a first degree dissertation. The conclusions are 
not significantly different, though recently published work has enabled a more vivid picture to 
emerge, particularly in relation to the role of Mañjuśrī in Chinese Buddhism. In what follows there 
is no research contribution on my part. My basic intention in writing also has not changed, namely, 
to give an account of material that bears on the question of a possible ‘cult of Mañjuśrī’, adding 
comment when appropriate. However, I have been aware, sometimes acutely, that in dealing with 
this material I have certain short-comings. Firstly, I am not a historian, yet the present subject 
centres on the assessment of historical data. I hope that my lack of formal training in the problems 
and methods of historical analysis has not produced any major error of judgement. Secondly, 
Chinese Buddhism is not my field. As a result I hope those whose field it is will forgive me for any 
omission of detail or perspective. Also, I have not used the Hanyu pinyin system of transliteration 
of Chinese characters as adopted by the Beijing government. The scholarly works that I consulted 
used earlier systems and I have adopted (nearly always) the most recent of those. Finally, though 
written from the perspective of the scholar, I hope that the material is of some interest to 
contemporary sādhakas of that ever-young Bodhisattva of wisdom, Mañjuśrī.  
2 Though the word ‘cult’ can have negative overtones in contemporary usage, its primary sense 
implies devotion to a person or thing without indicating anything more about the nature of that 
devotion. In the present context I use the word simply to indicate a substantial following at a 
particular place or time. 
3 See note 1, above, for details of the first two articles in the series. 
4 Bhattacharyya, 1958, p.100. 
5 Lamotte, 1960, p.4. 
6 Snellgrove, 1987, p.314. 
7 Williams, 1989, p.240. 
8 See Beal , 1884, I. p.180. For the following account I have also relied on David Snellgrove’s Indo-
Tibetan Buddhism (1987, pp.312–7). 
9 Snellgrove 1987, p.313. 
10 The sort of view I am thinking of can be found in the work of Lamotte (e.g. 1984, pp.90–94) who 
sees the Mahāyāna as essentially a lay-inspired break-away movement. However, more recent 
research suggests that the early Mahāyāna was a monastically based, non-unitary phenomenon 
embedded in non-Mahāyāna traditions. Its formation did not involve schism of the Saṃgha 
(saṃghabheda) and doctrinally it did not possess any views that were not prefigured by the non-
Mahāyāna. See Williams (1989, pp.1–33) for a résumé of this work. 
11 ibid. p.312. 
12 It should be remembered that Hsüan-tsang’s account is of what he saw and how things were 
explained to him. It cannot necessarily be taken as a straightforwardly objective account.  
13 ibid. p.305 for I-tsing’s late seventh century account. 
14 Schopen, 1979, pp.1–19. 
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15 During the later period of Indian Buddhism (7th to 12th century CE), which becomes increasingly 
dominated by the Tantra, Mañjuśrī continues to be an important figure in the texts. He is well 
represented in the different categories of Tantra. A number of rituals and maṇḍalas are centred on 
him in the large Kriyā Tantra work, the Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa. In the [Mañjuśrī] Nāmasaṃgīti, which 
enumerates the ‘Names’ of Mañjuśrī as non-dual Knowledge or Awareness and was classified as a 
Yoga Tantra, he is described as “The Knowledge-Being Mañjuśrī, the Knowledge-Body of all the 
Tathāgatas” (sarvatathāgatajñānakāyasya mañjuśrījñānasattvāsya ... nāmasaṃgītiḥ, Davidson, 
1983, p.61). Some indication of the enormous influence of the Nāmasaṃgīti is seen in the fact that 
in the bsTan-’gyur, the collection of Sanskrit commentaries and other secondary texts translated 
into Tibetan, 129 works are classified as being related to the Nāmasaṃgīti, ranging from substantial 
commentaries to shorter sādhanas and offering rituals. In the Yogottara Tantras (the Father division 
of the Anuttara Tantras) Mañjuśrī, under the name of Mañjuvajra, is one of the two central deities 
of the Guhyasamāja Tantra.  

The Tibetan historian Tāranātha (born 1575) describes an incident in the life of 
Candragomin that involves a statue of Mañjuśrī. It occurs at the time of Candragomin’s debate with 
the Mādhyamika Candrakīrti at Nālandā. Before the debate starts they enter the gates of Nālandā in 
ceremonious procession. The story is that the statue of Mañjuśrī, which Candragomin and 
Candrakīrti follow, each to one side, turns its head towards Candragomin as if to favour him 
(according to Tāranātha, Candragomin wins the debate). If this Candragomin is the 7th century 
grammarian, then the story could indicate that Mañjuśrī had considerable importance at that time, at 
least at Nālandā. But Tāranātha has almost certainly conflated the 7th century Candragomin with a 
later (possibly 8th century) tantric Candragomin, the author of a number of commentaries including 
one on the Nāmasaṃgīti. Bu ston also tells the story that once, when Candragomin chanted a praise 
of Mañjughoṣa the head of a statue of the latter bent down to listen (Obermiller, 1986, pp.132–3). 
Enjoyable though they are, these stories are not able to be historically placed with any reliablility.  
16 See Snellgrove’s, section ‘Traces of Buddhism in Central Asia’ in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism (1987, 
pp.324 –62). Von Hinüber, 1984, also gives a good short account of Central Asian Buddhism. For a 
discussion of the artistic remains, mostly discovered during this century, see Bussagli, 1979. 
17 Snellgrove, 1987, pp.331–43. 
18 ibid. pp.343–9. 
19 ibid. pp.349–50. 
20 ibid. p.356. 
21 The Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa (“The Root Ordinance Concerning Mañjuśrī”), a voluminous work 
subsequently classified as a Kriyā Tantra, survives in Sanskrit, as well as in Tibetan and Chinese 
translation. See Śāstri (ed.), 1920–5.  
22 Lalou, 1930, p.11 (using the Nanjio catalogue). 
23 Przyluski, 1923, pp.301–68. 
24 Lalou relied on Mission archeologique dans le Chine septentrionale, Chavannes, E. Paris, 1913. 
25 “Le culte de Mañjuśrī etait peu pratiqué dans le bouddhisme chinois à  l'époque où ces grottes ont 
été aménagées.” op. cit. p.12.  
26 See Demiéville, 1952; Lamotte, 1960; Birnbaum, 1983. Roaul Birnbaum’s excellent monograph 
on Mañjuśrī in T’ang China, Studies on the Mysteries of Mañjuśrī, builds on the work of Demiéville 
and Lamotte, particularly in relation to the role of Amoghavajra (705–774 CE) in promoting the 
cult of Mañjuśrī in China.  
27 pañcaśikha. ‘Five-crested’ or ‘five-peaked’. Mañjuśrī has a number of affiliations with this term. 
He is associated in the Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra with Mt. Gandhamādana (‘The mountain which 
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intoxicates with its perfumes’), one of a chain of five mountain peaks in the western Himalayas. It 
is also an epithet (closely linked with pañcacīra), possibly descriptive of how Mañjuśrī wears his 
hair; and finally, Pañcaśikha is the name of a gandharva who shares a number of qualities with 
Mañjuśrī. For further discussion of Mañjuśrī’s association with the term pañcaśikha, see pp.16–19 
of the first article in this series (‘Mañjuśrī: Origins, Role, and Significance (Part 1 – Origins)’. The 
Order Journal 2, 1989, pp.15–26). 
28 For an evocative description of a journey to Wu-t’ai shan in the early 1930’s see John Blofeld, 
1972, pp.114–155. Raoul Birnbaum suggests that Wu-t’ai shan was the first mountain in China to 
be associated with a Buddha or Bodhisattva, and that the establishment of sacred Buddhist 
mountains signifies an important step in the development of a distinctively Chinese form of 
Buddhism (Birnbaum, 1983, p.10). As well as Wu-t’ai shan, three other mountains became sacred 
to Buddhists in China: O-mei in the west, sacred to Samantabhadra; Chiu-hua in the south; and P’u-
t’o, a mountain island off the Chekiang coast in the east, sacred to Kuan-yin (Avalokiteśvara). P’u-
t’o was identified with Avalokiteśvara’s mountain of Potalaka, which is often located in the south 
of India. André Migot (1954, pp.29–40) descibes a visit to O-mei in 1947. Mary Mullikin & Anna 
Hotchikis (1973) give an illustrated account of their pilgrimage in 1935–6 of the nine sacred 
mountains – five Taoist and four Buddhist – of China. See Dudjom Rinpoche (1991, I, plate facing 
p.596) for a photograph of contemporary Wu-t’ai shan.  
29 The Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra, translated into Chinese in the third century, describes Mañjuśrī 
as living in the Himālayas and converting five hundred sages (rṣi) to Buddhism. For the benefit of 
beings he performs a Parinirvāṇa, and his remains are taken to the summit of Mt. Gandhamādana. It 
is stated that those who are devoted to Mañjuśrī will surely see him, either in a vision or in a dream. 
The Mañjuśrīparinirvāṇa Sūtra is discussed in the two previous articles on Mañjuśrī: see The Order 
Journal 2, 1989, p.19; The Order Journal 3, 1990, p.16.  
30 T. 2098–2100. T. 2099 is the Kuang Ch’ing-liang chuan, written in 1060 CE by Yen-i.  
31 T. 2073. Part of Fa-tsang’s Notes on the Tradition of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra has been translated 
into French by Lamotte (1960, pp.55–60). 
32 This has been translated into English by Edwin Reischauer (1955). 
33 In recounting this story I have relied mainly on Lamotte (1960, pp.86–88) who translates (into 
French) a preface attached to the Chinese translation of the Buddhoṣṇīṣa-vijaya-dhāraṇī (T. 967) 
made in 689 CE. The preface gives the story of Buddhapalita’s visit to Wu-t’ai shan. It is also the 
subject of the twelfth chapter of the Wu-t’ai shan chronicle, the Kuang Ch’ing-liang chuan (T. 
2099) (see Birnbaum, 1983, p.104, note 6).  
34 Birnbuam, 1983, pp.14–15. 
35 See Birnbaum, 1983, p.30. 
36 Reischauer, 1955, p.260, cited in Birnbaum, 1983, p.18. In the summer of 1937 John Blofeld 
witnessed a very similar event, again on the southernmost peak. Staying just below the peak at the 
highest temple, Blofeld and a number of other pilgrims were roused from sleep shortly after 
midnight by a monk who, lantern in hand, entered their sleeping quarters with a cry of “The 
Bodhisattva has appeared!”. They hurriedly dressed and climbed the hundred feet to a tower built 
on the very top of the peak that had a window looking out into empty space. Blofeld describes what 
happens: 

As each one entered the little room and came face to face with the window beyond, he gave a 
shout of surprise, as though all our hours of talk had not sufficiently prepared us for what we 
now saw. There in the great open spaces beyond the window, apparently not more than one or 
two hundred yards away, innumerable balls of fire floated majestically past. We could not 



THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 1 (1994) 
 
 

 16 

 
judge their size, for nobody knew how far away they were, but they appeared like the fluffy 
woollen balls that babies play with seen close up. They seemed to be moving at the stately 
pace of a large, well-fed fish aimlessly cleaving its way through the water; but, of course, 
their actual pace could not be determind without a knowledge of the intervening distance. 
Where they came from, what they were, and where they went after fading from sight in the 
West, nobody could tell. Fluffy balls of orange-coloured fire, moving through space, 
unhurried and majestic – truly a fitting manifestation of divinity! (Blofeld, 1959, pp.149–50)  

37 Reischauer, 1955, p.232, cited in Birnbaum, 1983, p.18. 
38 Reischauer, 1955, pp.232–3, cited in Birnbaum, 1983, p.18. 
39 Demiéville, 1952, p.372. 
40 Hua-yen (‘Flower-garland’) is in fact the term the Chinese used to translate Avataṃsaka.  
41 See Lamotte, 1960, p.60f. 
42 Birnbaum, 1983, p.12. 
43 Fa-tsang also worked with Śikṣānanda, the translator of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra containing the 
interpolations connecting Mañjuśrī and Wu’tai shan. We should, therefore, perhaps treat his claims 
with caution. See Lamotte (1960, pp.55–60). 
44 Wen-shu shih-li fa pao-tsang t’o-lo-ni ching (T. XX, 1185A/1185B) which Lamotte retranslates 
into Sanskrit as Mañjuśrīdharmaratnagarbhadhāraṇī Sūtra (Lamotte, 1960, p.85). 
45 Quoted from Birmbaum, 1983, p.11. 
46 There are reasons for doubting whether this passage ever had a Sanskrit original. Bodhiruci was 
not only affiliated to the expanding Hua-yen tradition, which would give him a motive for 
promoting Mañjuśrī, but he was also involved in Śikṣānanda’s translation of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra. 
He may have been party to the interpolation of the identification of Wu-t’ai shan with Mañjuśrī that 
is found there.  
47 Birnbaum, 1983, p.12. 
48 Takakusu, 1896, p.169.  
49 bodhisattvo mahādhīro mañjughoṣo mahādyutiḥ / tasmin deśe tu sākṣād vai tiṣṭhate bālarūpiṇaḥ 
// (MmK 36.568). Cited by Lamotte, 1960, p.85 (my translation). 
50 Vimalamitra is said to have gone to China and to Wu-t’ai shan after his thirteen years in Tibet 
(Dudjom Rinpoche, 1991, I, p.555). According to the Tibetan historian Bu ston, the seventh century 
Tibetan king, Srong-brtsan sgam-po also visited Wu-t’ai shan where he founded 108 monasteries 
(Obermiller, 1931 - 2, II, p.184). Paul Demiéville is sceptical about the historical reliability of this 
account (Demiéville, 1952, p.188, note 1). 
51 Lamotte, 1960, p.89. 
52 This mural has been studied by Ernesta Marchand (1976). 
53 Mañjuśrī is associated with astrology in the (pre mid-eighth century) Indian text, the 
Mañjuśrīnāmasaṃgīti. Verse 103 descibes him as “glorious, possessing the circle of the lunar 
mansions” (śrīmān nakṣatramaṇḍalaḥ) (See Davidson, 1981; Wayman, 1985, for two translations 
of the Nāmasaṃgīti). It was in China, however, that this association seems to have been elaborated 
and Mañjuśrī seen freeing one from the negative influences of the planets (see Birnbaum, 1983, 
p.92ff). The story of Padmasambhava’s visit to Mañjuśrī reveals an ambiguity of feeling towards 
the use of astrology within a Buddhist context. The following account is adapted from the 
translation of Padmasaṃbhava’s biography edited by Evans-Wentz (see Evans-Wentz, 1954, pp.134 
- 6): 
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Padma’s next great guru was the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī, residing on the Five-Peaked 
Mountain, near the Sītāsara river, in the Shanshi Province of China. Mañjuśrī’s origin, like 
that of Padmasaṃbhava, was supernormal: 
The Buddha once went to China to teach the Dharma, but instead of listening to him the 
people cursed him. So he returned to Grdhrakūṭa, in India. Considering it to be useless to 
explain the higher truths to the Chinese, he decided to have introduced into China the 
conditional truths, along with astrology. Accordingly, the Buddha, while at Grdhrakūṭa, 
emitted from the crown of his head a golden yellow light-ray which fell upon a tree growing 
near a stūpa, one of the five stūpas, each of which was on one of the peaks of the Five-Peaked 
Mountain. From the tree grew a goitre-like excresence, whence there sprang a lotus blossom. 
And from this lotus blossom Mañjuśrī was born, holding in his right hand the sword of 
wisdom and in his left hand a blue lotus blossom, and supporting the book of [the perfection 
of] wisdom; and the people spoke of him as having been born without a father and mother. 
From Mañjuśrī’s head there issued a golden tortoise. The tortoise entered the Sītasara river, 
and from a bubble there came forth two white tortoises, male and female, which gave birth to 
five sorts of tortoises.  
At about this time the Lord Buddha emitted from the crown of his head a white light-ray 
which fell upon the goddess of Victory. The goddess went to Mañjuśrī; and he, taking in his 
hand the golden tortoise, said, “This is the great golden tortoise”. Then he instructed and 
initiated the goddess in seven astrological systems. 
When these astrological teachings, known as the teachings which issued from the head of the 
most holy Mañjuśrī, had spread all over the world, the people gave so much attention to them 
that the Dharma of the Lord Buddha was neglected. So Mañjuśrī placed all the texts 
containing the teachings in a charmed copper box and hid it in a rock on the eastern side of 
the Five-Peaked Mountain. Deprived thus of astrological guidance, mankind suffered dire 
misfortunes: diseases, shortness of life, poverty, barrenness of cattle, and famine. Upon 
learning of these misfortunes, Avalokiteśvara went to Padmasaṃbhava and said, “I have 
renovated the world thrice; and, thinking that all beings were happy, returned to Potāla. But, 
now, when I look down, I behold so much suffering that I weep”. And Avalokiteśvara added, 
“Assume the guise of Brahmā; and, for the good of the creatures of the world, go and recover 
these hidden treasures [of texts]”. 
Having assumed the guise of Brahmā, Padma went to Mañjuśrī and said, “Although not really 
part of the Dharma of the Lord Buddha, astrology is, nevertheless, of vast benefit to worldly 
creatures. Therefore, I beg you to take out the hidden texts and instruct me in them”. And 
Mañjuśrī took out the hidden texts and instructed and initiated Padma in all of them. 

54 This legend is found in the Sanskrit Svayaṃbhū Purāṇa. A summary is found in Mitra (1981, 
pp.249–258). See also my ‘Mañjuśrī pt.1: Origins’, pp.21–2 for some comments on this material. 
The Svayaṃbhū Purāṇa also contains an account of an (Indian?) monk, Dharmaśrīmitra who is 
described as wanting to learn the meaning of the twelve vowels of the Mañjuśrīnāmasaṃgīti. In his 
quest for an answer he starts on the long and dangerous journey to China to ask Mañjuśrī himself 
their meaning. On his way he passes through Nepal and meets Mañjuśrī in the Kathmandu valley. 
Mañjuśrī answers his queries and Dharmaśrīmitra is saved the trouble of his journey to China (see 
Mitra, 1981, p.255). The story, while recognising Mañjuśrī’s abode in China, can be read as 
suggesting that Mañjuśrī is also available in the Kathmandu valley itself, thereby giving status to 
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Buddhism in Nepal in the same way that the Wu-t’ai shan legends did to Buddhism in China. It has 
been pointed out to me that the story could also be interpreted as an act of kindness on the part of 
Mañjuśrī towards those who were not able to make the long and dangerous journey to China to see 
him. An equivalent of this sort of account is the tradition that for those too old or ill to climb the 
many steps to the great Svayaṃbhū stūpa, circumambulating the Kathesimbhu stūpa in central 
Kathmandu (a large but scaled-down replica of Svayaṃbhū), produces the same merit.  
55 Welch, 1967, p.307; Luk, 1988, p.14f. 
56 I have taken these biographical details from Birnbaum (1983, p.25). The early part of his 
biography is less than certain. Lamotte’s account (1960, p.89) differs slightly. Both Birnbaum and 
Lamotte rely on Chou Yi-liang’s ‘Tantrism in China’ (1944–5), which I have not been able to 
consult. This study contains an annotated translation of the standard Chinese biography of 
Amoghavajra and a discussion of its problems. 
57 Birnbaum, 1983, p.25. 
58 For material on the Arhat Piṇḍola, see Strong (1979–80). 
59 Birnbaum also points out that from another perspective it could be said that Mañjuśrī himself was 
promoting his cult, since for the Buddhist world of that time it was indisputable that he was 
appearing again and again to visitors to Wu-t’ai shan (Birnbaum, 1983, p.36). 
60 See Birnbaum, 1983, pp.68–90. 
61 The Avataṃsaka Sūtra was partially translated into Chinese in the second and third centuries by 
Lokakṣema (T. 280), Tche K’ien (T. 281), and Dharmarakṣa (T. 283, 285, 288, 291, 292). 
62 A corpus of eleven texts translated were in the second century CE. These have been the focus of 
analysis by Paul Harrison. See Harrison, 1987, pp.79–80. These findings give further weight to the 
view that, at least textually, Mañjuśrī’s role as an object of devotion is subsequent to and dependent 
upon such a role being adopted by Buddha figures such as Amitābha. 
63 I take these figures from Williams (1989, p.258) who cites Weinstein (1987) and Tsukamoto 
(1985). Significantly, the increase in the images of Amitābha and Avalokiteśvara ocur during the 
lives of the first three Chinese patriarchs of the Pure Land tradition, T’an-luan, Tao-ch’o and Shan-
tao. 
 


