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Abstract: This article examines four block-printed Mahapratisara dharani amulets from late
Tang to early Song China, highlighting how Sanskrit-script texts circulated in everyday
religious life. Through a philological and visual analysis, it reveals a decentralised dharani
culture shaped by variant bijaksara (seed syllable) arrangements, divergent textual recen-
sions, and diverse ritual uses—from burial and temple consecration to daily wear and cave
enshrinement. Rather than static texts, these amulets reflect dynamic interactions among
sacred sound, material form, and vernacular Buddhist practice, offering rare insight into
non-canonical transmission and popular engagement with Indic scripture.

Keywords: seed syllable; dharant amulets; Mahapratisara Dharani; Buddhist textual
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1. Introduction

Dharani mandala amulets, those circular or square ritual objects inscribed with In-
dic scripts, have long been marginalised in Buddhist textual studies.! Regarded more as
protective charms than as textual witnesses, they have largely escaped serious scholarly
attention—particularly in terms of their Sanskrit content. Rather than offering a single
definitive argument, this article contributes to a broader re-evaluation of Buddhist mate-
rial textuality by drawing attention to these often-overlooked objects and the vibrant mul-
tilingual culture that they reflect.

While the amulets discussed here may not have been typically intended for reading
or chanting and were often produced by craftsmen without formal knowledge of Indic
languages, they nonetheless preserve some of the oldest extant versions of Buddhist dharant
texts in South and East Asia. Their seed syllables, mantra structures, and script choices offer
a unique lens into popular and vernacular engagements with Sanskrit, suggesting that these
objects were embedded in everyday religious life far more deeply than previously assumed.

This article examines four Indic-script Mahapratisara dharani amulets from late Tang
(9th—-10th centuries) to early Song (10th-11th centuries) China. While prior studies have fo-
cused on their iconography and devotional significance, their Indic-script content, ranging
across Siddham, Nagari, and hybrid forms, has not yet received a sustained philological
analysis. This project treats these amulets not only as material culture but also as living
fragments of a multilingual textual tradition and as evidence of ordinary people’s engage-
ment with sacred sound and foreign scripts. It introduces transliterations, comparative
analyses, and readings of dhdrani variants, contributing to the growing field of editorial
and historical studies of Buddhist incantation literature.

A central objective of this study is to investigate whether original Sanskrit texts
(those that are now lost in their manuscript form) might survive in these dhirani amulets.
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While current scholarship often relies on Nepalese manuscript evidence to reconstruct the
Mahapratisara dharani, these Chinese artefacts may represent an alternate and possibly ear-
lier lineage of transmission. By identifying parallels between the Sanskrit content in these
artefacts and known manuscript traditions, this section seeks to clarify how accurately
Sanskrit was copied, how faithfully it was preserved, and whether these texts reflect local
adaptations or a direct link to transregional Buddhist networks.

Therefore, a key argument of this project is that block-printed dharani mandala amulets,
especially those produced in China with little to no Indic literacy, nonetheless preserve
early versions of Buddhist texts now lost in manuscript form. Though these amulets were
not created for reading or chanting and were often carved by printers unfamiliar with
Sanskrit, their fine workmanship and faithful reproduction of older materials make them
unexpectedly valuable textual witnesses. Through a detailed analysis of mantra structures,
seed syllable arrangements, script use, and the visual layout, this study repositions these
artefacts at the centre of Buddhist textual transmission. Some reveal script styles, textual
recensions, or mantric elements found nowhere else, pointing to lost lines of transmission
distinct from canonical manuscripts in Nepal or Tibet.

In doing so, this study also contributes to our understanding of medieval Sino-Indian
cultural exchange. The appearance of up-to-date Nagari script, previously thought to be
absent from Chinese Buddhist materials, reveals that Chinese Buddhists had access to—or
at least knowledge of —contemporary South Asian textual styles. This points to ongoing
scribal exchanges and devotional interactions between India and China during the late first
millennium CE.

By foregrounding the editorial potential of these amulets, this project reimagines their
role within Buddhist textual history. They are not simply ritual accessories, but dynamic
records of textual adaptation, visual creativity, and cross-cultural religious transmission.

The following sections are structured as follows: Section 2 provides the necessary his-
torical and religious background, including the development of dharani literature in Indic
Mahayana and its transmission to China, as well as the evolution of printing and amulet
production in the medieval period. Section 3 presents four case studies—amulets commis-
sioned by Xu Yin, Li Zhishun, the Hangzhou National Archives, and Ruiguangsi— offering
an in-depth textual and material analysis. This section forms the core of the research, show-
casing how close the philological study of these artefacts can illuminate broader networks
of Buddhist textual transmission.

2. Background
2.1. Dharant in Indic Mahayana

This overview clarifies the mantric logic and flexible structure of dhdrani texts, pro-
viding a lens for interpreting their transformation and adaptation in later Chinese mate-
rial forms. Dharanis are texts that emerged within Indic Mahayana from the first century
CE and were transmitted during the earliest stages of the spread of Buddhism to China.
Dharanis are variously interpreted as symbolic or codes to significant teachings or quali-
ties of the Buddha or, in contrast, as nonsensical phrases to encapsulate the ineffability
of reality.

Dharani is the name for a phrase or an element of text found in Mahayana Buddhist
literature, believed to bestow some form of support on the path, access to broader teachings
represented in the phrase, or of protection or power. The dharani may be relatively short,
consisting of a number of syllables, or quite long, often equal to a section within a siitra.
It may stand on its own or be found within a larger text or, if extensive, form a complete
text in its own right, the equivalent of several pages long (around a few hundred short
sentences or phrases).



Religions 2025, 16, 635

3 0f 31

The body of a longer dharani text is often divided into padas (smaller sections) of short
phrases, invocations, and mantras (spells) (Hidas 2020). In brief, dharanis usually consist of
a list of feminine vocatives embedded with some series of literally incomprehensible yet
potent syllables.

The use of incantation of mantra and dharani existed more broadly in Indic religion
and became familiar within the Buddhist monastic community since at least the first cen-
tury of the common era (Davidson 2009, pp. 102, 113). This incantational function of
dharani is a feature that continues from its Indic origin into East Asia. While similar in
function to mantras, the latter are shorter and usually preserved in the formula that begins
with om and sometimes ends with svahd, neither of which has a clear discursive meaning
(Castro-Sanchez 2011, pp. 20-21). Some dharanis have known names. The one that con-
cerns us most here, the Mahdpratisard dharani, is found on amulets discovered in China,
which also usually contain mantras written immediately after the dharani proper.

As noted above, dharani can also be the focus or even content of entire texts —dharani
siitras (incantation scriptures). These siitras are sometimes named with a long title that
encompasses one or more terms denoting power, such as dharani, mantra, and vidya; other
terms like kalpa, pratyangird, and siitra are also applied.”

Given their mantric components and functions, dharani siitras, such as the Mahaprati-
sard dharani siitra, are attributed to a new Buddhist soteriological path within the Mahayana
tradition during the first half of the first millennium —the Mantranaya (Method of Mantras).
This is an early stage of what we now call tantric Buddhism in general, which received its
name for its unique employment of mantras and other potent linguistic phrases for soteri-
ological and practical purposes (Williams et al. 2012, pp. 146-47, 184). Although modern
scholars usually refer to this school as Vajrayana, it is a name received far later than its ac-
tual establishment. This study uses the name Mantranaya for chronological clarity, for it
occurs earlier than the seventh-century appearance of the Vajrayana (the Path of Diamond
or the Diamond Way).?

2.2. Mahapratisard and Transmission (Textual History and Iconography)

The extant versions of the Mahapratisara dharani siitra usually include two dharanis,
four mantras, an introduction to the background, and cause of the nidana (the frame story),
a frame story of the Buddha teaching the dharanis, two kalpas (ritual manuals) for each
dharani, instructions for amulet-making and healing, general sections enumerating the
anusamsah (various benefits), and nine narratives about how the dharanis were used in
the past. Among these nine narratives, six seem to be the original works of this scrip-
ture, while the second, third, and seventh can be found in earlier Buddhist literature
(Hidas 2012, p. 13).

The Mahapratisara dharant siitra was composed probably no later than the sixth cen-
tury, instructing the creation of a protective and wish-fulfilling amulet through the writ-
ing down of the Mahdpratisard dharani with provided rituals (ibid., p. 20). This siitra was
incorporated into a collection of five dharani siitras called the Paficaraksa (Five Protections)
some centuries after its composition.

The first dharani and mantras from the Mahapratisard dhirani Siitra are often inscribed
on physical objects to empower the object and create ‘amulets.” For the sake of convenience,
I'shall refer to this dharani as the Mahapratisara dharant in this investigation. These amulets
may be in the form of paper or silk, fixed onto bracelets, armlets or necklaces. There are
also carved brick amulets inserted into buildings, for example, in temple foundations or
tomb walls.

Baosiwei (Chinese: £ ., d. 721),* a Kashmiri monk, was the first person to translate
the Mahapratisara dharani siitra into Chinese in 693 CE, marking an early phase in the text’s
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transmission.” Almost forty years later, Vajrabodhi from South India deemed this edition
incomplete.® Although the version of Baosiwei’s translation preserved in the Taishd canon
may reflect Vajrabodhi’s corrections, the nature and extent of such revisions remain uncer-
tain.” This ambiguity is significant, as it highlights the fluidity of early textual transmission
and suggests that the dharani found in Chinese amulets may reflect earlier, less systema-
tised variants predating Vajrabodhi’s ritual reforms.

A generation later, Amoghavajra (Chinese: /%%, fl. 705-774), a key figure in Tang eso-
teric Buddhism, produced a more elaborate translation.® His version integrates more devel-
oped Mantranaya ritual frameworks, including supernatural elements such as the moun-
tain of Vajrameru in place of Baosiwei’s more conventional Grdhrakuta setting. Amoghava-
jra’s translation thus marks a turning point in the siitra’s reception, linking it more explicitly
to the growing tantric ritual landscape of eighth-century China.

Several Chinese translations of the Mahapratisara Dharani Siitra have been preserved
in the Taisho Tripitaka, primarily across volumes 18 to 21, offering different versions shaped
by distinct translators and ritual lineages (Giebel 2010; Taisho 2015, T1061, 1153, 1154,
and 1155). The siitra is commonly referred to in Chinese as “KF&K F¢ 4 JE4%” (Da suiqiti
tudludni jing), which may be translated as “The Great Amulet Dharani” or “The Great Wish-
Fulfilling Dharant”. For further discussion on the nuances of the name’s translation and
transmission, see Hidas (2012, p. 22) and Gonda (1937).

In most manuscripts dated after the sixth century, the Mahapratisara Dharani Siitra
opens with a frame story, followed by the Buddha’s exposition on the dhirani’s benefits and
a detailed ritual manual (kalpa) introducing the first dharani.” A sequence of nine efficacy
narratives illustrates its power in various contexts, with four mantras inserted midway.
The siitra then includes instructions for creating protective amulets. A parallel structure
follows in the second part of the text, centred on a second dhdrani and healing ritual. This
dual structure underscores the siitra’s emphasis on both protective and curative applica-
tions (Williams et al. 2012, p. 166; Cruijsen et al. 2014, pp. 76-78).

In addition to this general structuring of the content, one should notice a significant
change and expansion to the scripture at the end of the seventh and start of the eighth
centuries. Hidas points out that the scripture probably had only one kalpa, and therefore
one dharani, when first compiled. One piece of evidence is Baosiwei’s 693 CE Chinese
translation, which includes only the first dharani and kalpa. While the Taisho canon may
have already been corrected by Vajrabodhi, Baosiwei’s translation nonetheless suggests
that there had been refinements of the siitra in the late seventh century to integrate it with
Mantranaya, for its geographical location in the nidana is still the historical Grdhrakita in-
stead of the later Mantranaya setting’s supernatural mountain, the Great Vajrameru, which
appears to be in Amoghavajra’s translation (Hidas 2012, pp. 14, 23).

The Mahapratisara dharani siitra was also translated into Tibetan, Uigurian,m and Mon-
golian from the eighth century onwards (Hidas 2012, pp. 9-10). Most recently, Hidas pub-
lished an annotated English translation of the entire siitra in the same book where he puts

the critical Sanskrit edition. This article primarily consults Hidas’ English translation.!!

2.3. Dharani in China and the Development of Printing

Regardless of their origins, dharanis were ascribed protective powers and became
integral to various aspects of Chinese Buddhist practice. In China, they were used for
longevity, virtue, power, wealth, warding off danger, ensuring a favourable afterlife, and
aiding spiritual progress. To harness these benefits, dharanis were presented in visual form
as amulets, which were inscribed on various materials, such as paper, silk, and bricks. By
the late Tang, the widespread use of printing enabled the mass production of dharanis in
printed form, leading to the dharani amulets examined in this exploration.
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Beyond their amuletic function, dharanis, in their written form, were also regarded as
relics of the Buddha or his teachings. Copies of the dharani have been discovered in small
stiipas (pagodas), a practice still observed in Buddhist communities today. This belief can
be traced to South Asia, as Xuanzang (Chinese: X #, fl. 602-664 CE) reported that people
placed scripture fragments, referred to as ‘dharma relics,” into stiipas in India (Copp 2014,
pp-. 34-35). In China, this belief extended to the practice of writing dhiranis on banners.'?
These varied understandings suggest that the significance of dharanis was not fixed but
continuously reshaped in response to local ritual needs.

The following historical overview is crucial for understanding how the Sanskrit
Mahapratisara dharani siitra was formally transmitted into China and subsequently adapted
across various spheres of popular religious practice. A brief timeline of the develop-
ment and changing roles of dharani is provided in Figure 1 (Braarvig 1985; Cohen 1998;
Copp 2008; Copp 2011; Lamotte et al. 1944; Huang 2006; Orzech 2010; Waddell 1912).
One pivotal development in this process was the connection between dharani dissemina-
tion and the advent of printing. In the second year of Changshou (693 CE),'® a turn-
ing point occurred: in the ninth lunar month, Emperor Wu officially adopted the Bud-
dhist title of Cakravartin (Chinese: 4% 27, “Divine Emperor of the Golden Wheel”)
(Liu 1975, p. 123). That same year, the Kashmiri monk Baosiwei arrived in Zhou and be-
came the first person to translate the Sanskrit Mahapratisara dharani siitra into Chinese in
Luoyang,'* the political centre of Zhou'®.

While the amulets explored here date from the late Tang, some two hundred years
later, they emerged as a direct result of these earlier developments. On the one hand, xy-
lographic amulets were identified as containing the Mahapratisara dharani first translated
by Baosiwei. On the other hand, they were shaped by the emergence of printing under
Emperor Wu and the belief in the power of sacred phrases. These beliefs included the idea
that such phrases encapsulated the qualities of the Buddhas, were relics of the Buddha,
ensured meritorious reproduction, and granted longevity and protection.

Some of the earliest printed works in existence are dharanis, such as the Hyakumanto,
produced during the mid-seventh century under Empress Shotoku in Japan (Kornicki 2012,
p- 43). Tim Barrett has suggested that early developments in printing during the rule of
Emperor Wu Zhao (Chinese: 2, fl. 624-705 CE) were deeply shaped by ritual ideas:'°
Buddhist siitras were seen as relics, and their reproduction was considered a powerful
meritorious act (Barrett 2008). Wu Zhao promoted the mass copying of texts, particularly
dharanis, which were believed to be exceptionally potent, functioning “100,000 times more
effectively” than other scriptures'” (Barrett 2008). These political-religious precedents cre-
ated a discursive and ritual environment in which textual reproduction through print-
ing became a form of devotional participation, laying the foundation for mass-produced
dharani amulets.'8

Around the same time, a significant parallel development occurred in Korea. In 1966,
an early printed copy of the Wugou jingguang tuoluoni jing (MI5¥F6 KL 4 JEAL) was dis-
covered in the Sokkat’ap (FEli}) of Pulguksa Monastery (f##=f). Korean scholars gen-
erally date this print to the first half of the eighth century, prior to its enshrinement in
the pagoda around 751 CE (Song 2019, p. 89). This find offers further evidence that
dharani texts were instrumental to the earliest experiments in printing technologies across
East Asia.
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Dharani
Indic Mahayana
Earliest record of dharani
Dharant as Incantation

Buddhism formally arrives China

3rd Century CE

Translation of the Great Dharani Spirit-Spell
Introducing dharani to Chinese Scripture Spoken by the Seven Buddhas and
Eight Bodhisattvas

A

Dharani as Bodhisattva's Quality

Dharani as Contemplation Device P8

Dharani as Mnemonic Device

Translation of the Bodhisattvabhimi into
Chinese

4th-5th Century CE
Translation of the Treatise on the Great
Perfection of Wisdom to Chinese

Dharant as a Path The rise of Mantranaya

The Compilation of the Mahapratisara dharani
scripture

7th Century CE The rise of Vajrayana <+

Figure 1. Timeline of dharani.

In most studies of Mahdpratisara dharani amulets in China, these amulets are classi-
fied into three types based on their method of production: (1) hand-written, (2) partially
hand-written and partially printed, and (3) fully printed (Copp 2014, pp. 233-37; Ma 2004,
pp- 527-28). Table 1 at the end of this section details the discovery sites, colophons, devo-
tee names, and sources of information where applicable. Moreover, Table 2 outlines a
basic timeline for the development and transmission of the Mahapratisara dharani, tracing
its evolution from early Indic forms to Chinese translations in the 7th-8th centuries CE.
This classification provides insight into the historical development of amulet production
alongside the evolution of printing technology in China.
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While the potency of Buddhist phrases as relics and sources of power contributed to
printing’s spread, all the amulets discussed here date no earlier than the eighth century,
when printing had become widely established. Over time, a trend of increasing amulet
sizes emerged towards the end of the tenth century. Examples range from an amulet as-
sociated with Madame Wei (21.5 x 21.5 cm) (Figure 2) to that of a monk named Xingsi
(44.5 x 44.3 cm), which will be discussed in the next section.!” Though precise dating re-
mains uncertain for most amulets, the earliest ones are believed to date from the mid-
eighth century, coinciding with the second translation of the Mahapratisara dharani siitra.”’
According to Copp, the earliest of these amulets is the one that belongs to Madame Wei
(Copp 2014, p. 75).

Hand-written and partially hand-written amulets tend to be more personalised than
printed ones. They often contain devotee names and Buddhist terms in Chinese characters
alongside Indic scripts, presumably identifying the owners (ibid., p. 75). For instance, the
silk hand-written dharani amulet associated with Madame Wei includes her name in the
sixth circle from the centre (Figure 2) (Ma 2004, p. 530). Similarly, the silk amulet of Jiao
Tie-Tou features his name alongside phrases such as All Buddha’s Heart Spell (— ) #02Jt,
yigie f6 xin zhou), ablution (%3, guan tang),”' and formation of enclosure (% 5%, ji jie).”* This
practice of personalising sacred texts reflects an evolving understandings of sacred lan-
guage, inscription, and devotional engagement.

Conversely, printed amulets were mass-produced and lacked such customisation.
Their standardised scripts reflect broader trends and ‘fashion’ in Buddhist material culture.
The colophons of some printed amulets reveal their commercialised distribution across
China by the ninth century (Ma 2004, p. 542). The most prominent example is an amulet
discovered in a tomb in Xi’an, which took place in Chengdu, some seven hundred kilome-
tres from Xi'an.”> Ma connects this amulet with another Chengdu-printed Mahdapratisari
dharani amulet excavated at the site of Sichuan University. The similarities in the loca-
tion and formatting suggest a shared origin. Since the dating of the Chengdu-discovered
amulet was confirmed to be late Tang (late ninth century), Ma argues that the Xi’an amulet
was likely produced in the second half of the ninth century®*.

The rest of this article focuses on printed amulets, with a close analysis of four xylograph
samples. These include specimens from Luoyang, Dunhuang, Hangzhou, and Suzhou, which
collectively reveal evolving Indic script practices and regional ritual adaptation.

Table 1. List of Indic script Mahapratisara dharani amulets discovered in China (Copp 2014, pp.
233-37; Ma 2004, pp. 527-79; Tsiang 2010, pp. 201-52; Hangzhou Branch of the National Archives of
Publications and Culture n.d., Tang dynasty woodblock print; Weng and Liang 2024)%.

Place of Discover Name of Name of Current Location Estimated Date Handwritten
y Devotee Carver of Creation or Printed?

Turfan (Turfan No case (covered on 5 Early mid-eighth .

72TAM188:5) the corpse) NA NA Turfan? century? Handwritten

Turfan (Turfan No case (covered on 5 Early mid-eighth .

72TAM189:13) the corpse) NA NA Turfan? century? Handwritten
Armlet of

. ld-enameled bronze, . -

Xi‘an (Fenghao Rd gold-enan . ’ . . Shaanxi Provincial Museum . - .

5 B ) 1cmin w1dth, with ) Jiao Tie-Tou NA (8595 5 1 ) Late eighth century? ~ Handwritten
copper box riveted to it,
4.5 x 24 cm

NA NA Madame Wei NA Yale Art Gallery Ninth or Handwritten

tenth century
Xi'an (Diesel Arc-shaped copper WuDe[_] NA Xi‘an? Ninth or Partially

machine factory)

pendant, 4.5 x 4.2 cm

tenth century?
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Table 1. Cont.
. . Name of Name of . Estimated Date Handwritten
Place of Discovery Container Devotee Carver Current Location of Creation or Printed?
Xi'an (Fenghe {57i) Copper tube, 4 x 1 cm Jing Sitai NA NA 2/;3{11?;?) eighth Partially
Hangzhou Branch of the
NA. Previously owned o National Archives of Mid/late eighth .
by Jiuxitang Copper container? NA NA Publications and Culture century? Printed
(HLIH FE KRR AE)
. . - . . Late ninth (post 841)
Sichuan University/Jin . National Museum of China .
River, Chengdu Silver armlet NA NA (o L 5 O ) or very early Printed
tenth century
y g Copper armlet, 9 cm in Monk Shaanxi Provincial Museum . .
Xi'an (Sanqiao =) diameter, 1 cm in width Shaozhen NA (BTG 5 4 ) Late ninth century Printed
NA. Previously .
. . . Ninth or .
owned by Bodhi-nature/ ~ Metallic container? NA NA NA Printed
! . tenth century?
Shanghai auction?
Small tube (dimensions . . .
. Xu Yin, Shi Luoyang Cultural Relics .
Luoyang and material unknown) i IR IH - 926 Printed
found near ear of corpse Monk Zhiyi Hongzhan =~ Work Team (7% FH SC4) L AEBL)
British Museum and
Mogao Cave 17, No case Li Zhishun Wang M}lsge natlonal'des Arts 980 Printed
Dunhuang Wenzhao asiatiques —Guimet
(Pelliot Collection)
Mogao Cave 17 Musée national des Arts

& ’ No case Yang Fa NA asiatiques—Guimet Late tenth century? Printed

Dunhuang . .
(Pelliot Collection)

. . Found in small pillar Monk Suzhou Museum .
Ruiguangsi, Suzhou inside stapa Xiuzhang NA M ) 1005 Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .

Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Xiasha Outlet Xiasha Outlet Ninth or .
Gallery Museum NA NA NA Gallery Museum tenth century? Printed
Table 2. Basic timeline of the Mahapratisara dharani.20 27
Time Name Place
5th Century CE Earlier layers or forms of the MPMVR North India
6th Century CE Mahapratisara Mahavidyaraja North India
Early 7th Century CE  Mahapratisara Mahavidyarajfii, North India
Refinement for integration into the Vajrayana
Late 7th Century CE  (the Diamond Way) and the appearance of the protective NA
goddess Mahapratisara
Chinese translation of the Féshuo suiqiti ji dé dazizai
693 CE e g gl ] Luoyang
tuéluoni shénzhou jing
Early 8th Century CE  (Grouped with the) Paficaraksa Samye
Chinese translation of the Pibian
8th Century CE guangming qingjing zhishéng Xi'an

riyi baoyin xin winéngsheng dasuiqitl tudluoni jing
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Figure 2. Madame Wei (£ K%R)'s handwritten and painted silk, centre image Vajradhara empowering
Wei, Mahapratisara dharani, mid-eighth century (743-758 CE), now in Yale University Art Gallery (1955),
The Hobart and Edward Small Moore Memorial Collection. © Yale University Art Gallery, “Bud-
dhist Amulet with Bodhisattva and Donor”, Hobart and Edward Small Moore Memorial Collection,
Accession No. 1955.7.1.

3. Case Studies
3.1. Introduction

The dharant amulets examined in this section provide a distinctive perspective on the
interaction among Chinese Buddhist artisans, donors, and the broader Sanskrit manuscript
tradition. Rather than indicating that these texts were intended for a Sanskrit-literate audi-
ence, their presence within these objects suggests a connection to Sanskrit textual traditions
through reproduction and adaptation. Rather than focusing on script forms or translitera-
tion, this study examines how these amulets preserve Sanskrit textual material, sometimes
in imperfect yet revealing ways, offering alternative sources for studying Sanskrit dharanis
outside traditional manuscript traditions.
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This investigation, therefore, moves beyond the question of who could read these texts
and instead asks the following: what do these inscriptions reveal about the transmission
of Buddhist dharanis? How do these textual artefacts challenge existing manuscript-based
reconstructions of Sanskrit Buddhist texts? And to what extent do these amulets serve as
material witnesses to Indic scriptural traditions that may no longer survive in manuscript
form? Through a close reading of the amulets’ textual components, this section reexam-
ines the role of script, copying practices, and transmission networks in shaping Buddhist
material culture during this period.

3.2. The Dharani Amulets as Textual Artefacts

The dharani amulets examined in this study offer critical insights into the transmission
and adaptation of Sanskrit Buddhist texts in China. These artefacts, often discovered in reli-
quaries, caves, and private collections, contain intricate combinations of dharanis, bijaksaras
(“seed syllables”), and donor inscriptions that provide valuable context for their produc-
tion and use. Across different examples, we observe the interplay of textual fidelity, artistic
execution, and ritual intention, raising important questions about how these amulets were
copied, transmitted, and perceived by their users.

One of the earliest examples analysed in this study was unearthed in Shijiawan, Lu-
oyang, dating to 926-927 CE (Figure 3). This amulet was commissioned by Monk Zhiyi
(f4%175) of Baoguo Temple, inscribed by Shi Hongzhan (£154#), and ultimately acquired
by Xu Yin (#3f%), whose handwritten addition dates to early 927 CE. The main body con-
sists of a large dharani square on the right, surrounded by sixteen bijaksaras, with a Chinese
inscription running down the left-hand side of the main square. The dharani itself is ren-
dered in Siddham script, whereas the Chinese inscription provides an explanatory passage,
stating that writing down and wearing this dharani would eliminate all bad karma and pro-
tect the wearer from disasters, in accordance with the scriptures. This particular amulet is
significant not only for its meticulous carving but also for the additional layer of textual
engagement provided by Xu Yin's personal annotation, which allows us to trace both its
initial printing (21 May, 926 CE) and subsequent acquisition (12 February, 927 CE).?® The
careful arrangement of eight circular seals, seven square sections of Siddham script, and four
offering bodhisattvas further reflects its role as an object of devotion and ritual efficacy.

One of the earliest examples analysed in this study is an amulet discovered in Mo-
gao Cave 17, Dunhuang, dated to 980 CE (Figure 4). This artefact, commissioned by Li
Zhishun (Z*#1)lH) and carved by Wang Wenzhao (F (i), presents an intriguing combina-
tion of Siddham bijaksaras and Nagari script dating to the 6th-8th centuries. Unlike earlier
dharani amulets, which predominantly relied on Siddham as the standard script for ren-
dering Sanskrit texts in Medieval China, this amulet demonstrates the presence of Nagari
script as an alternative means of writing Indic syllables. The use of Nagar in a Chinese
Buddhist context suggests that Siddham was not the only script employed for transcrib-
ing Sanskrit dharanis, highlighting the more diverse landscape of script usage in medieval
China than previously assumed. Whether this reflects direct manuscript influence, an ex-
perimental variation, or the scribal choices of the block carver remains open to interpreta-
tion. However, this example contributes to a broader understanding of the multiplicity of
Indic scripts in Chinese Buddhist textual culture.
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Figure 3. Xu Yin (#&f%)’s Block Print Paper, Siddham script, Eight-armed bodhisattva Mahdapratis-
ard dharani. After Ling Li (2008), “Dasuiqiu Tuoluoni Zhoujing de Liuxing yu Tuxiang [ KF&ER e &
Je FEEL iRt AT BB 4], [The Popularity and Imagery of the Dasuigiu tuoluoni jing] 152 [Pu men
xue bao] no. 45 (May 2008): 127-167, 138.

A further example, now housed in the Hangzhou Branch of the National Archives of
Publications and Culture, was originally acquired through auction by a private collector,
Jin Liang (Figure 5) (Pan 2021). While its exact date remains uncertain, the museum has ten-
tatively attributed it to the 8th—10th centuries (Museum Label for Paper Block-Print Dasuigiu
Tuoluoni Jingzhou, late Tang dynasty (Hangzhou Branch of the National Archives of Publica-
tions and Culture n.d.). This amulet is largely illegible due to preservation issues and poor
printing quality, making its Siddham script unrecognisable. However, another piece, be-
lieved to have been printed from the same woodblock, is now preserved in the Xiasha Out-
let Gallery Museum. This second specimen is far clearer, with legible Siddham characters
and a handwritten inscription at the bottom of the lotus seat (Weng and Liang 2024, p. 29).
The handwritten addition expresses a wish to be reborn in the Tusita Realm of Maitreya, a
goal that the Mahdpratisard dharani promises to fulfil.”’

The existence of two nearly identical prints from the same block suggests a larger pro-
duction network for such amulets. While the Hangzhou-branch example is too faded for a
detailed textual analysis, its presumed twin in the Xiasha Outlet Gallery Museum provides
key insights into both the textual and ritual dimensions of these objects. Despite uncertain-
ties about its precise provenance, this case further illustrates the continued use of bijaksaras
and dharanis in private devotional practice, reinforcing their role in esoteric Buddhist tradi-
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tions. Further research is needed to clarify its place within the broader landscape of dharani
circulation and transmission in medieval China.

A compelling example of dharani amulets in medieval China comes from the Ruiguang
Stitpa (3ii J6=F3) in Suzhou, dating to 1005 CE (Figure 6). Two copies of the Mahdpratisard
dharani were found in a reliquary on the third floor of the stiipa: one written in swirling
Chinese calligraphy (dated 1001) and the other in 9th-10th century Nagari script (dated
1005) (Singh 1990, pp. 70-100). This latter example, carved by Monk Xiuzhang (¥>["]75 5%)
and donated by Geng|...]Wai (¥k[...]4}), presents a distinct composition. Instead of a stan-
dard bodhisattva icon or an image of devotees, its central figure is the Chishengguang
Buddha (Ji#& ), the Effulgent Buddha, surrounded by nine planetary luminaries and
twelve zodiac signs.’’ As Eugene Wang has shown, this celestial layout mirrors ritual cos-
mograms depicting the Buddhist response to planetary deities, especially those associated
with calamity (Wang 2011, pp. 127-60, 146). The iconography likely functioned to pacify
“evil luminaries” (sida eyao /U K 3EME): Mars, Saturn, Rahu, and Ketu, whose disruptive in-
fluence in astrology was believed to be mitigated through dharani and mantra recitation
(ibid., 148). The inner precincts, encircled by lunar mansions and mantric syllables, sym-
bolise the sanctified enclosure of one’s “life chamber” (benming gong /iy =), within which
celestial forces were ritually harmonized (ibid., 150). By the time this amulet was created,
Chishengguang had come to embody the role of the celestial ruler of the northern pole,
paralleling Ziwei Beiji Dadi (5£74JbA% K 77), and served as the Buddhist Thearch who sub-
jugated unruly planetary spirits (ibid., 152).

Scholars such as Eugene Wang, Katherine R. Tsiang, and Paul Copp have examined
this artefact in detail, noting its fusion of Daoist cosmology and Buddhist ritual imagery.
The association between the astrological deities, such as Chishengguang Buddha and the
Daoist deity Ziwei Beiji Dadi, suggests an ongoing process of syncretic adaptation, in
which Buddhist protective dharanis absorbed liturgical elements from Daoist astrologi-
cal traditions.

Beyond its iconographic significance, the use of Nagari script in this amulet is par-
ticularly noteworthy. While earlier Chinese Buddhist materials primarily employed Sid-
dham script, this amulet, together with Li Zhishun’s amulet, reflects a gradual transition
toward alternative Indic scripts in 10th-11th-century China. The presence of Nagari along-
side Siddham suggests an increasing openness to new calligraphic traditions, possibly in-
fluenced by international Buddhist interactions. This shift may indicate broader develop-
ments in textual transmission, script adoption, and evolving scribal practices in Chinese
Buddhist communities.

Across these case studies, dhdrani amulets functioned not only as ritual objects but
also as markers of textual and artistic exchange. Whether meticulously copied, imprecisely
carved, or infused with new iconographic elements, these amulets reflect the multifaceted
processes of adaptation and transmission that shaped the material culture of esoteric Bud-
dhism in medieval China.
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Figure 4. Mahdpratisard dharani amulet, print on paper, Dunhuang, 980 CE. Museum number:
1919,0101,0.249. © The Trustees of the British Museum. Source: British Museum Collection Online.
(British Museum 1919).



Religions 2025, 16, 635 14 of 31

Figure 5. Mahapratisara dhdrani amulet, paper block-print, late Tang dynasty (8th—10th cen-
tury). Curated by the Hangzhou Branch of the National Archives of Publications and Culture
(WU B FK R A ). Image reproduced with permission. All rights reserved.

Figure 6. Mahapratisard dhirani amulet (BEFT B I & 2 0 AEFEAE JE) discovered in the Ruiguangsi
Stipa (}i):5F#), Suzhou, dated 1005 CE. Suzhou Museum collection. © Suzhou Museum
(FrMEYTE). (Wang 2022).
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3.3. Sanskrit Texts
3.3.1. Amulet of the Hangzhou Branch of the National Archives of Publications
and Culture

The Hangzhou National Archive Museum labels this print as a Mahapratisara dharani.
Although explicit documentation supporting this identification is absent from the Archives’
catalogues, the attribution remains plausible given the estimated date of the amulet and the
widespread tradition of creating and using Mahapratisara dharani amulets during the 8th
to 10th century. Despite the severe damage preventing a conclusive textual identification,
a comparison with the clearer Xiasha amulet—which, although not definitively confirmed
to have used exactly the same woodblock, clearly contains readable Mahapratisara dharani
text in intelligible Siddham script —strengthens the attribution of the Hangzhou amulet as
part of this dharani tradition (Weng and Liang 2024, p. 29).

3.3.2. Xu Yin’s Amulet (926-927 CE)

Xu Yin's amulet features sixteen bijaksaras arranged symmetrically around the cen-
tral dharani. Each bijaksara is seated on blooming lotuses, positioned in groups of
four along each side, and separated by five vajras. These syllables are often under-
stood as esoteric syllabic particles that constitute mantras or symbolise Buddhist deities
(Buswell and Lopez 2013). The reading order follows the standard mantra structure, be-
ginning with “0e” at the bottom left corner and continuing upwards along the square. The
transliteration is as follows (also shown in Figure 7):

(left) oo am tram hah
(top) hrih dham mam ram
(right) kam ham htio vae
(bottom) ah jah hoh sah

The bijaksaras on this amulet appear to have been printed using a different woodblock
from the dharani itself, or possibly added onto the woodblock after the lotuses were carved.
Some of their strokes overlap onto the lotuses, suggesting a possible secondary layer of
carving. This variation raises the question of whether these bijaksaras served as ritual addi-
tions rather than being intrinsic to the amulet’s original design.

Intriguingly, the outermost layer of the amulet’s dharani mandala contains four com-
plete mantras:

om amrta vare vara vara pravara vipujre htim hiim phat phat svaha | |

om amrta vilokini garbhasamrahksani akasini htim htim phat phat svaha ||

om vajraddhana him jah om vimarajayavari amrte httm htim hiim htim phat
phat phat phat svaha | |

ombharabhara sambhara sambhara idriyavisodhani htim htim riirticari svaha | | 31

Given that some sounds from these mantras, such as am from amrta and jah from
the penultimate mantra, correspond closely to certain bijaksaras, it is plausible—though
speculative—that the sixteen bijaksaras might represent abbreviated or symbolic forms of
these four mantras. However, each bijaksara could carry multiple meanings, and thus, iden-
tifying a direct correspondence between specific bijaksaras and individual mantras remains
uncertain without additional evidence.
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Figure 7. Transliteration of the bijaksaras on Xu Yin's amulet.

3.3.3. Li Zhishun’s Amulet (980 CE)

Li Zhishun’'s amulet, unlike Xu Yin's, contains twelve bijaksaras, distributed between its
inner and outer frame boundaries. The transliteration is as follows (also shown in Figure 8):

Outer frame: oe htim r1 trah gah hrih ah ah
Inner frame: traeo gih kre hoh

These bijaksaras on this piece of amulet were first studied by Matsumoto Eiichi, who
suggested that the ones in the inner boundary were the representatives of the four inner
offering bodhisattvas,’” the four at the corners of the outer boundary stood for the outer
offering bodhisattvas,>> and the four remaining ones at the middle of each side resemble
and designate the four Paramiti (perfection) bodhisattvas (Matsumoto 1985, p. 606). He
also provided a diagram to show whom they symbolise (for a translation of this diagram,
see Figure 9). Besides this suggestion, Ma notes that the bijaksaras in the inner boundary are
emblements of Sishén piisa (the Four-body bodhisattva) (Ma 2004, p. 551). This structure
indicates that the bijaksaras on this amulet were not merely syllabic components of a mantra
but also symbolic tokens representing deities, reinforcing their role in esoteric visualisation
and ritual practice.
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Figure 8. Transliteration of the bijaksaras on Li Zhishun’s amulet.

Another notable feature is the Chinese transliteration of Sanskrit mantras found on the
sides of Li Zhishun’s amulet (980 CE). In addition to the symbolic arrangement of bijaksaras,
the Li Zhishun amulet also contains Chinese-transliterated Sanskrit mantras that invoke the
eight tools held by Mahapratisara, the central figure in this amulet’s design. The transliter-
ation and translation of these Chinese-transliterated Sanskrit mantras are as follows:

Right side frame:

WA A G MRAE AR G el T R vk ok

om vajra twice, om vajra twice and sarva twice, om pasa, om khanga
Left side frame:

W 52 JER Al AT P A T JE MR R L R JEE 2 2

om kanthamani, om cakra, om trisula, om maghava34

These mantras are mostly assigned with the name of the powerful object written in
Chinese characters before them (in order):
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chii (club, Skt: vajra), fii (axe), suo (lasso, Skt: pasa), jian (sword, Skt. khanga), bdo
(jewel, Skt. kanthamani), liin (wheel, Skt. cakra), ji (spear, Skt. trisiila), jid (folder).?

This direct association between the mantras and the eight ritual tools, also held in
each of the central figure’s eight hands on this amulet,*® reinforces the idea that Mahaprati-
sara was not only invoked through the dharani but also through her attributes, connecting
textual and visual elements in a structured ritual composition. These findings suggest
that the bijaksaras and mantras functioned as ritual markers within a carefully structured
tantric framework, aligning them with the esoteric Buddhist practice of visualisation and
deity invocation.

froddcs

Gielamds

CArinese

Figure 9. Translation of Matsumoto Eiichi’s diagram.

3.3.4. Comparison and Analysis of the Bijaksaras

The sixteen bijaksaras on Xu Yin’s amulet are placed only along the sides, while the
twelve on Li Zhishun’s amulet are arranged both on sides and corners. Their patterns
differ significantly, sharing only their initial and final syllables. Moreover, the four outer
offering bodhisattvas are already decorated in the four corners of the dharani mandala.>”
Therefore, Matsumoto’s hypothesis linking the bijaksaras on Li Zhishun’s amulet to offering
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and Paramita bodhisattvas is unlikely to apply directly to Xu Yin’s amulet. Any direct
connection would require assuming a rapid change in symbolism within the fifty-three-
year gap separating these two amulets.

Nevertheless, both amulets clearly reflect the concept of ritual space construction as
suggested in Baosiwei’s and Amoghavajra’s translations of the Mahapratisara dharani siitra.
Ma has identified a shift in iconography among Mahapratisara dharani amulets, noting that
earlier Tang-era examples frequently featured mudris and Buddhist power instruments on
their borders, whereas later amulets like Xu Yin's emphasise b7jaksaras instead (Ma 2004,
p- 545). The Tang amulets often included elements such as mudris on their frames—for
example, the Xi'an suburb fragments (eight or ten mudras) (ibid., 531-32), Wu De’s amulet
(ten mudras) (Figure 2),%® the Metallurgy Works amulet (ten mudras) (ibid., 536-37), Jing
Sitai’s amulet (four mudras) (ibid., 538-39), and the Longchi Fang and Baoen Si fully printed
amulet (eight mudras) (ibid., 540, 542). The bijaksaras on Xu Yin's and Li Zhishun’s amulets
could be seen as evolving from these earlier visual mudris, potentially taking over their
ritual function as “seals’ (Ef}, yin) or keys to the dharani-portal, as explicitly prescribed in
the Mahapratisard dharani siitra translations.’” The scripture instructs that multiple seals
should be drawn around the mantra for an amulet to be ritually effective.*’ Each amulet
embodies a ritual altar, visually representing powerful instruments—such as vajras, lo-
tuses, and various offerings—around the central deity. This visual design directly follows
the scriptural instructions, effectively making the amulet a portable ritual space for per-
sonal devotion. Thus, the most plausible theory for the configuration of bijaksaras on Xu
Yin’s amulet suggests that it may stem from an evolution —from mudrds, serving as “seals”
for the “dharani-portal” to control its open and close, to the bijiksaras, the need for “seals”
on each side of the amulet, which form the mantras and dharanis that bridge the profound
knowledge, a power received from a new interpretation of Amoghavajra’s translation.

3.3.5. The Ruiguangsi Amulet (1005 CE)

Unlike Xu Yin’s and Li Zhishun’s amulets, the Ruiguangsi amulet (1005 CE) does
not feature bijaksaras but introduces a Nagari script inscription that closely resembles
9th—10th-century Western Indian inscriptions, as classified by (Singh 1990, pp. 70-100).
This resemblance suggests a possible textual transmission route from regions such as Vi-
darbha, which falls within this classification.*!

A particularly intriguing aspect of the Ruiguangsi amulet is its final invocation, which
differs significantly from earlier dharani amulets. The final mantra on the Ruiguangsi
amulet includes the following unusual phrase:

vidani sulekha

This phrase is particularly interesting because it does not follow standard mantric
structures, which typically begin with om and conclude with hiim, phat, or svaha.*> The term

"43 or “well-written”,

sulekha is the Sanskrit word for “having or forming auspicious lines
which suggests that the phrase may not have been part of the original dharani. Instead, it could
represent a note of praise for the calligraphy or text or perhaps function as a signature-like
attribution by the scribe, affirming the quality or legitimacy of the inscription.

However, the meaning of vidani remains uncertain. One hypothesis is that it repre-
sents a proper noun, possibly the carver’s name. Alternatively, it could relate to Vidarbha,
aligning with the Nagari script’s resemblance to 9th-10th-century Western Indian inscrip-
tions (Singh 1990, pp. 70-100). This hypothesis is strengthened by the fact that Nagari ni
and bhi look very similar. If this was a scribal error and the word should instead be read as
vidabhi, it would closely resemble the name “Vidarbha”, a historical, geographical region
in Western India.**
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These amulets illustrate how dharani practices in medieval China were not static but
adapted dynamically, incorporating new deity associations, evolving script choices, and
developing distinct regional mantra traditions that persisted beyond China into Japanese
esoteric practices. Whether through the invocation of Mahapratisara’s attributes, the adap-
tation of deity-associated syllables, or the integration of newly emerging scriptural formu-
las, these amulets bear witness to a complex process of ritual and textual reinvention.

3.4. The Role of Copying Practices in Buddhist Transmission
3.4.1. Li Zhishun’s Amulet

The Li Zhishun amulet is significant in two primary ways: first, for its refined printing
technology and embellished illustrations; second, for the script of the written dharani itself.
While every character is clearly visible, the script employed diverges considerably from
standard Siddham, rendering it difficult to decipher. The brushwork suggests an influence
from Chinese calligraphy —characterised by predominantly straight strokes with abrupt
turns — contrasting the typical carving patterns of Indic scripts. Despite the familiar iconog-
raphy, this dharani does not match any known versions of the Mahapratisara dharani.

For example, an attempt at transliteration of the innermost circle of the dharani reveals
significant uncertainties, marked here as [?]:

baddhabadhil |[?][?]tatha[ga?]toyalagalja?][?]pra[rro?][?][?]harvahayalidhaga
[ya?]bharayayadha[?]badhilli[?][?]I[?][?][?][?]raksa[?][ya?]dhara[?]tranigabha[?]
sani[ga?][rdha?][?][ga’]

The phrase preceding the first double danda | |” may be buddha-bodhi, while the word
immediately following the dandas is tathigata. However, most Mahdpratisara dharanis (see
Hidas’ transliterations and the one recorded in T1153_.20.0632b01) begin with a veneration
phrase including the term namah (to bow, honour, or salute). If this salutation is missing,
the subsequent phrase still does not appear in any known versions of the Mahapratisari
dharani. Due to these uncertainties, further research is required to establish the textual
basis of this dharani.

3.4.2. The Hangzhou Amulet

A key distinguishing feature of the Hangzhou amulet is the absence of a Chinese
colophon, which is typically crucial for identifying printed dharanis. Despite its blurred
state, the Siddham script provides two important insights regarding the structure and ori-
entation of the dharani mandala:

1. Unconventional Script Orientation: The central circular mandala follows an ‘inside-
out’ writing pattern, whereas the surrounding square-shaped mandalas are oriented
‘outside-in.” This contrast in orientation is not observed in comparable dharani
amulets, such as those by Xu Yin and Li Zhishun or those in the Pelliot Collection
(MG 17689). However, the Xiasha amulet shares this exact script orientation, sug-
gesting that the Hangzhou amulet may belong to the same production tradition or
scribal lineage. This unique layout may indicate regional variation, a specific ritual
function, or the stylistic preferences of the block carver.

2. Esoteric Symbolism and Script Blur: The amulet maker may have viewed the entire
dharani mandala not as a readable script but as a talismanic image designed for divine
interaction rather than human interpretation. The indistinct yet Siddham-resembling
characters suggest an intentional shift towards esotericism in Buddhist dharani tal-
ismans. This conclusion is further supported by the initial blurriness of the print,
which indicates that the printer was likely more concerned with the symbolic and
ritual function of the amulet rather than ensuring the legibility of the text itself.
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3.4.3. Xu Yin’s Amulet

Xu Yin’s amulet presents an intriguing case within Buddhist copying practices. Un-
like the other amulets discussed, this piece appears to have been purchased or received
from Huguosi Temple (#[H=F), yet the exact location of this temple remains uncertain.
While the amulet was discovered in Luoyang, it is possible that it originated from a Hugu-
osi Temple in Yuncheng, more than 200 km away. However, due to the lack of definitive
records, we cannot rule out the possibility that there was a Huguosi Temple in or near Lu-
oyang at the time. This raises broader questions about the movement of dhirani amulets
across monastic networks and commercial exchange within religious institutions.

The fact that Xu Yin’s amulet was initiated by a monk also aligns with patterns seen
in the Ruiguangsi amulet, where monastic figures played a role in producing and circulat-
ing these sacred objects. This suggests that amulet production may not have been purely
devotional but may have also involved an element of commercialised religious practice
within Buddhist monasteries.

3.4.4. The Ruiguangsi Amulet

The Ruiguangsi amulet, found stored inside a stiipa, presents an unusual departure
from the more common wearable format of Mahapratisara dharani amulets. Typically, these
amulets were designed for personal use, in accordance with the dharani siitra’s prescrip-
tion that they be worn on the body for protection. The stiipa placement of the Ruiguangsi
amulet suggests a possible fusion of ritual practices between different dharanis. Notably,
the Sarva Durgati Parisodhana Usnisa-vijaya Dharani, another protective Buddhist spell, was
frequently enshrined in stipas and pillars, yet it also appeared in wearable amulet forms
similar to Mahapratisara dharanis. This cross-influence between dharani traditions may have
contributed to the decision to enshrine this particular Mahapratisara amulet within a stiipa.

The involvement of monastic figures in commissioning both Xu Yin’s and Ruiguangsi’s
amulets further reinforces the idea that Buddhist amulet production was embedded within
monastic economies. Monasteries likely played an active role in facilitating both the devo-
tional and commercial circulation of these sacred objects, allowing dharanis to reach a wider
audience beyond immediate temple communities.

The copying practices observed in these amulets highlight the fluid nature of Buddhist
textual transmission. The significant variations in script styles, orientations, and textual fi-
delity suggest that these amulets were not merely textual reproductions but also ritual
objects shaped by evolving devotional and esoteric practices. Whether through the uncon-
ventional calligraphic influences seen in Li Zhishun’s amulet or the blurred script of the
Hangzhou amulet, these objects reflect the broader landscape of Buddhist textual adapta-
tion and transmission in medieval China.

4. Conclusions

This study has demonstrated that dharani mandala amulets, long dismissed as ritual
ephemera, offer untapped insights into Buddhist textual transmission, scribal adaptation,
and cross-cultural exchange. Focusing on four representative examples from the late Tang
and early Song periods—those associated with Xu Yin, Li Zhishun, the Hangzhou National
Archives, and Ruiguangsi—I have argued that these artefacts not only preserve otherwise
unattested versions of the Mahapratisara dharani, but also reflect the evolving multilingual
landscape and vernacular practices of Buddhism in medieval China.

Though not produced for active recitation or reading, these amulets preserve a wealth
of textual data. Their use of Indic scripts, especially Siddham and Nagari, offers material
evidence of script circulation stretching between South and East Asia. Moreover, their
layouts, bijaksara arrangements, and use of mantra formulations allow us to reconstruct
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lost or otherwise unrecorded ritual practices. In particular, the discovery of Nagari script
in tenth- and eleventh-century Chinese amulets challenges previous assumptions about
script standardisation and reveals a continuing dynamism in Sino-Indian textual relations
well into the second millennium.

Each of the four amulets examined contributes distinct insights into the philological,
ritual, or visual dimensions of dharani practice:

Xu Yin's amulet (926-927 CE) provides one of the most complete and clearly dated
examples of Mahapratisara recensions in Siddham, featuring carefully arranged bijaksaras
that likely functioned as seals or symbolic representations of the mantras.

Li Zhishun’s amulet (980 CE) presents the sophisticated use of both Siddham and
early Nagari and includes rare Chinese-transliterated mantras. It also contains one of the
earliest known structured visual mappings of bijiksaras to Buddhist deities, suggesting
highly developed ritual knowledge.

The Hangzhou amulet, although partially damaged, is part of a larger corpus of
amulets preserved in the Xiasha Outlet Gallery Museum, revealing regional print networks
and unexpected textual parallels that demand a further editorial analysis. It also hints at
script visualisation becoming an object of devotion itself.

The Ruiguangsi amulet (1005 CE) stands out for its integration of Nagari script and
planetary deities showing how Chinese Buddhist imagery absorbed and reinterpreted In-
dic and Daoist elements in new ritual contexts. Its mysterious ending phrase vidani sulekha
opens the door to future research on scribal culture and textual closure.

Looking forward, three research directions are especially pressing. First, a compre-
hensive editorial study of Mahdpratisard dharani recensions is now possible, especially
thanks to newly discovered amulets in the Xiasha Outlet Gallery Museum. Second, a lex-
icon or multilingual reference tool for bijaksaras is needed to map their usage across tradi-
tions. These potent syllables recur across Buddhist and Hindu traditions but remain poorly
understood outside of performative contexts. Scholarly tools are necessary to decode their
meanings, functions, and patterns. Although this study draws primarily on the Mikkyo
Daijiten, it is worth noting, as has been suggested in other scholarly contexts, that several
other lexical and transliteration resources have also been developed by Buddhist scholars
in Japan and Taiwan, as well as by Western researchers working in East Asia. However,
many of these are focused on Japanese or Tibetan conventions and are not always suited
to the specific script forms found in Chinese dharani amulets.*> One of the main challenges
in building a comprehensive lexicon lies in the significant variation among the sinographs
used to render the same Sanskrit syllables. These differences often reflect a mixture of
canonical conventions, regional usage, and local scribal practices, making standardisation
difficult. Any future tool will need to reflect this complexity while remaining grounded in
the material and historical context of the artefacts themselves.

Third, the Mahapratisara amulets should be studied alongside other widespread
dharanis, such as the Usnisa-vijaya dharani, which also sometimes appear in mandala-style
printed formats. These formal similarities suggest possible shared modes of ritual produc-
tion between dharanis. At the same time, greater care is needed in identifying such artefacts.
Several amulets currently catalogued as Mahapratisard may in fact represent other dharani
traditions: their Sanskrit script is often blurred, their layout generic, and the central iconog-
raphy ambiguous. A more rigorous reassessment of attribution, textual, and iconographic
is essential for building a clearer map of dhdrani transmission in medieval China.

Ultimately, this study is not only about four amulets, but of how Buddhist texts were
transmitted, visualised, worn, and embedded in the lives of ordinary people. It is about
challenging our assumptions regarding what counts as a text, who gets to produce it, and
where meaningful textual histories might be found. These artefacts reveal that Sanskrit was
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not merely preserved but transformed: inscribed and reanimated within Chinese religious
life through sound, script, and devotion.
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Abbreviations

d. died

fl. floruit

MPMVR  Mahapratisara Mahavidyarajiii
NA Not applicable

Skt. Sanskrit

Appendix A

Appendix A.1. Diplomatic Transliteration of the Dharani in Xu Yin’s Xylograph (Luoyang)

Circle 1: namah sayam tathagatanam namo namah sarvam buddha bodhisattvabud-
hadhamasamghebhyah om vipragarbhe om vipulavimale jayagarbhe vajrajvalagarbhe gati-
gahane gaganavisodhane sarvapapavi-

Circle 2: sodhane om gunavati gagarini giri giri gambhari gambhari gah ha gah gogari
gagari gagari gagari gam[?]ri gambhuri gati gati gamadi ai e gurii guri gurtini cale maca
samacale jaya vijaye sarvabha-

Circle 3: yavagate garbhasambharani siri siri siri giri ghiri ghiri sammamtakasani sar-
vasatriipramathanim rahksa mama sarva sarvadam ca diri diri vigata varana bhamanasami
suri suri ciri kammari piri jaye jaye jayavahe jayavati

Circle 4: ratnamakutamaladharivajravividhavicitravasarimadharini bhagavati maha
vidya devi rahksa rahksa mama sarvasathadamca sammamta sarvatra sarvapapavisodhani
hurt hurti mahsatra maladharini rahksa rahksa mam sama[anathabhya?][tramomarayamot,
ya?]paramocaya pamarnatuhkyebhya camdi camdi camdi-

Circle 5: ni vegavati sarva[dustini?]varani Satrimahsapramathanaviruya vamhami
hurti hurti mart marti curi curti aytimarani stiravaramathani sarvadevatamujite dhiri
dhiri sammamtta va ghaharatrahaprake suprabhavisuddhe sarvamayavisodhane dhara
dharani dhara dhari stima rturucale cale mahasam

Circle 6: murayameha mam srivasradhavajayakammale ddhini ksini varayevacadam
kiise om pradmavisuddhe sodhaya sodhaya buddhe hara hara hiri hiri hurtt hurit mamgala
visuddha mavitramal[?][?]mini vegini vera vera jvare tamiri sammamddhaprasare tava bh-
asita sujvala jvala sarvadevagala sammalaghrani

Circle 7: sa[tyi?]vatet tara taraya mam nagavilokite lahra lahra hrada hrada ksini ksini
sarvagraha bhahksani pigari pimgari bumu bumu amu amu vavicale tara tara nagavilokini
taravu mam bhagavati astamahabhavebhya sammudra sagaramayamttammatalagagavetram
sarvatra sammamtanani samamddhana vajraprakaravajrapasamamndhenane vajra-

Circle 8: jvalavisuddhe bhuri bhuri garbhavati garbhavisodhani kuksisamptirani jvala
jvala cala cala jvarini pravasatu deva sammatena divyodakena amrtavatarani abhisicatumi
sugata vacanamrta vara vapise rahksa rahksa mama sarvasatvanameca sarvatra sarvada sarv-
abhayebhyi sarvopadravebhyi samopasargebhyah sarvadastabhayabhitebhya sarvakali-

Square 1: kalaha vigraha vivada duhsvopadarnimitambhagatya mama vina sati sar-
vayahksarahksanagaviharani sarani sara mala mala malavati jaya jaya jayatu mam sarva-
tra sarvakalam sidhyamtu me imam mahavidya sadhaya sadhaya sa[rva?] mam[la? or
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da?]la sadhani mohaya sarvavighnana jaya jaya siddhe siddhe a siddhe sidhyi sidhyi bud-
hyi budhyi piiraya piiraya piirani pirani piirayasi asam sarvavidyovigattavate jayatari
jayavati tistha tistha sammayayanupalaya tathagata hrdaiya suddhe vyivalokaya mam
astahimahatada-

Square 2: nabhaye sara sara prasara prasara sarvavarana visodhani sammamtakara
mamlalavisuddhe vigate vigate vigatamamla visodhani ksini ksini sarvapapavisuddhe
mala vigate tejavati vajravati trailokyadisthete svaha sarvatathagata budhabhisikte svaha
sarvabodhisattva bhasikte svaha sarvadevatabhisikte svaha sarvatathagata hrdayadhisthita
hrdaya svaha sarvatathagata sammaya siddhe svaha idra idravati idra vyivaloktite svaha
brahma brahmadhyisite svaha visna namaskrte svaha mahesvara ditta pajitaye svaha va-
jradhara

Square 3: vajrapanimalaviryadhisthite svaha dhrtarastraya svaha viritha bhaya svaha
virtipahksaya svaha veslamalaya svaha catu maharaja namahskrtaya svaha vartinaya svaha
mariitaya svaha mahamariitaya svaha ag[ni? or vi?]ye svaha nagavilokitaya svaha de-
vaganebhyah svaha nagaganebhyah svaha yahksaganebhyah svaha rahksaganebhyah svaha
gadharvaganebhyah svaha asuraganebhyah gartidaganebhyah svaha kidara ganebhyah
svaha malhra? or ho?]ra ganebhyah svaha manusyebhyah svaha amanusyebhyah svaha
sarvagrahebhyah svaha sarvabhutebhya

Square 4: svaha sarvapretebhyah svaha pisacebhyah svaha apasamarebhyah svaha
kimbhanebhyah svaha om dhurti dhuri svaha om tura turia svaha om muru muru svaha
hana hana sarvasvatrtinam svaha daha daha sarvadustapratrastanam svaha paca paca sar-
vaprabhyathika prabhyamitranam ye mama ahitesinah tesam sarva mam sariram jvalaya
duste cittanam svaha jvarittaya svaha prajvaritta svaha dimrjvalapra svaha sammamtta
jvalaya svaha manibham draya svaha ptrna bhamdraya svaha mahakalaya svaha ma-
triganaya svaha yahksaninam svaha rahksasanam svaha akasatrinam svaha sammudra
vasininam svaha ratricaranam svaha divasaca-

Square 5: ranam svaha trimovyicaranam svaha velacaranam svaha avelacaranam
svaha garbha haresvah svaha garbha mettarani hurti hurii svaha om svaha sva svaha bhiih
svaha bhuvah svaha om bhuira bhuivah svaha citi citi svaha varani svaha varani svaha asti
svaha tejavaipra svaha cile cili svaha siri siri svaha budhyi budhyi svaha sidhyi sidhyi
svaha mamlala siddhi svaha mamndalamamddhe svaha simavandhi svaha sarvasatranam
jambha jambha svaha stambhaya stambhaya svaha cchinda cchinda svaha bhinda bhinda
svaha bhamja bhamja svaha mamddha mamddha svaha mohaya mohaya svaha mani vibud-
dhe svaha siirya siirya siirya visuddhe visodhani svaha camdri sucam-

Square 6: dre ptirnam camdre svaha grahebhyah svaha nahksadrebhyah svaha sati
svaha satityiyane svaha Sivamkari satikari ptstikari malamadhani svaha srikari svaha
sriyamathavi svaha sriyajvalani svaha namuci svaha marfici svaha vegavati svahal | | lom
sarvatathagata bute pravara vigata bhaye samaya svame bhagavate sarvabhamebhye
svastri bhaya om muni muni vimuni care calani bhaya vigate bhaya harani bodhi bodhi
bodhaya bodhaya buddhili buddhili sarvatathagata hrdaiya justi svahal | | |om muni muni
vimuni vara abhiyicatu mam sarvatathagata

Square 7: sarvavidyabhisekai mahavajrakavacamudramudritai sarvatathagata hrdaiy
adhistita vajra svahall| || om amrta vare vara vara pravara vipujre hiim hiim phat phat
svahal | || om amrta vilokini garbhasamrahksani akasini hiim hiim phat phat svahall |1
om vajra[?]ddhana hiim jah om vimarajayavari amrte hiitm htim hiim htim phat phat phat
phat svahal| || om bhara bhara sambhara sambhara idriyavisodhani hiim hiim rirticari
svahal | |1
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Appendix A.2. Diplomatic Transliteration of Ruiguangsi Indic Xylograph

Line 1: namah sarvatathagatanam namo namah sarvabuddhabodhisatvabuddhad-
ham rasanghebhyah tadyatha om viprala garbhe vi[?]vimale vimala garbhe jaya ga-

Line 2: rbhe ja vajva la garbhe gati gahana gagana visodhani sarvapapa visodhana
om gunavati gagana vicani gagavi[?]ni gagarini 2*° giri 2 gamari 2

Line 3: gaha 2 gargari 2 gargari gambhari gaha 2 gati 2 gahi 2 gamana gana guru 2
guruni 2 culu 2 cala miicale jaya vijaye sarvabhaya vigate garbha ga-

Line 4: rbha samrasvani giri 2 miri 2 ghiri 2 sarvamantra karsani sarvasatrii pramath-
ani raksa 2 bhagavati mam saparivaram sarvasattvamsca sarvanayasah sarvo padra-

Line 5: vebhyah sarvavyadhibhyah ciri 2 diri 2 viri 2 dhiri 2 vigata varana vinasani
muni 2 cili 2 kamala vimale jaya jaya vahi jayavati bhagavate

Line 6: ratnamakutamaladharinivaruvivadhavicitravesadharani bhagavati mahavidy
adevi raksa 2 bhagavati mam saparivaram sarvasattvamsca samanta

Line 7: sarvatra sarvapapavisodhani huru 2 raksa 2 bhagavati mam saparivaram sar-
vasattvamsca nathanatrananaparayanana parimocaya sarvaduhkhebhyah candi 2 ca-

Line 8: ndini 2 vegavati sarva dustanivarani vijaya vahina huru 2 muru 2 curu 2 ayth
salani suravaramathani sarvadevaganapijite dhiri 2 mama

Line 9: sarvalokite prabhe 2 suprabhe visuddhe sodhaya suddhe sarvapape visod-
hane dhara 2 dharani dhari sumu 2 sumu 2 rurucale cala 2 [?]ya dustam puraya a-

Line 10: sa srivasudhare jayakamale ksini 2 varadikuse om padmavisuddhe sodhaya
2 suddhe 2 bhara 2 bhiri 2 bhuru 2 mamgalavisuddhe pavitramukhikhangire

Line 11: 2 khara 2 jvaleta sikhare samantaprasarita vabhasita suddhe jvala 2 sarvade-
vaganasamakarsani satya vatara 2 taraya om bhagavata mam sapa

Line 12: rivaram sarvasattvamsca nagavilokite laru 2 hutu 2 kini 2 ksini 2 runi 2 sarva
graha bhaksani pingale 2 cumu 2 mumu 2 cuvicare 2 nagavi-

Line 13: lokite tara yatu bhagavate mam saparivaram sarvasattvamsca astamahadaru
nabhayebhyah sarvatra sarvattena disantinavajraprakaravajrapasavandhanina-

Line 14: vajrajvalavisuddhe bhuri 2 bhagavati garbhavati garbhavisoddhani kuksism
aptrani jvala 2 cala 2 jvaleni varsatu divah sarvattena divyodakena amrta-

Line 15: varsani devavatarani abhisificantu mam sagativaram sarvasattvamsca sugata
vara vacanamrtava-

Line 16: raptise raksa 2 bhagavati mam saparisarvasattvamsca sarvatra sarvada sarv-
abhayebhyah sarvopadravebhyah sarva-

Line 17: vyadhibhyah sarvadustabhayabhiitebhya sarvakalakalahavigrahavivada du
hsvapardadunimitta mamgalapa-

Line 18: pavisodhani sarvayaksaraksasanagavidarini cala 2 vala vate jaya 2 jayavnatu
mam sarvaka-

Line 19: lam sidhyantu me[?]yam mamha vidya sadhaya 2 mandalam ghatayam vighna
jaya 2 siddhya 2 buddhya 2

Line 20: piiraya 2 purani 2 purani asam sarvavidyongatattejaya jayotari jayakari jaya-
vati tistha

Line 21: 2 samayam anupalaya sarvatathagata hrdayasuddhe vyavalokaya bhagavati
mama saparivaram sarvasa-

Line 22: ttvamsca astamahadarunabhayesu sarva mam pariptiraya trayasvamahab-
hayebhyah varani sarvabhayesu

Line 23: sara 2 prasara sarvavaranavisodhani samantakaramandalavisuddhe vigata-
mala sarvamalaviso-

Line 24: dhani ksini 2 sarvapapavisuddhe malavigate tejovati vajravati tralokya
disthanadisthe te svaha
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Line 25: sarva tathagata gata mtirddhabhisikte svaha sarvabuddhabodhisattvabhisikte
svaha sarvatathagata hrdaye suddha svaha sarva

Line 26: devatabhisikte svaha sarva tathagata hrdayadhisthita hrdaye svaha sarva
tathagata samayasiddhe svaha indre

Line 27: indravati indravyavalokite svaha brahme brahmadhysikte svaha visnunam
askrte svaha mahesvaravandita puji-

Line 28: tayai svaha_ rastraya svaha virtidhakaya svaha virtipaksaya svaha vaisra-
vanaya svaha caturmaharajana-

Line 29: maskrtaya svaha yajmaya svaha yamrapujite namaskrtaya svaha varunaya
svaha marutaya svaha mahamahamaru-

Line 30: taya svaha agne svaha vayava svaha nagavilokitaya svaha devaganebhyah
svaha nagaganebhyah svaha yaksaga-

Line 31: nebhyah svaha raksasaganebhyah svaha gandharvaganebhyah svaha asiiraga
nebhyah svaha kinna-

Line 32: raganebhyah svaha mahoragaganebhyah svaha manusyebhyah svaha amanu
syebhyah svaha sarvagrahebhyah svaha sarvabhute-

Line 33: bhyah svaha sarvapretebhyah svaha sarvapasmarebhyah svaha sarvakumbha
ndebhyah svaha om dhuru 2 svaha om turu 2 svaha om ku-

Line 34: ru 2 svaha om curu 2 svaha om muru 2 svaha hana 2 sarvasatru svaha daha
2 sarvadustam svaha paca 2 sarvapabhyarthikaprabhyamitram svaha ye mama u hetisinas
tesam sariram jvalaya sa-

Line 35: rvadustacittaram svaha jvalitaya svaha prajvalataya svaha dipujvalaya svaha
vajra jvalaya svaha samanta jvalaya svaha manibhadraya svaha pullabhadraya svaha
kalaya svaha ma-

Line 36: hakalaya svaha matrganaya svaha yaksininam svaha raksasinam svaha
pretapisacadakininam svaha akasamatrina svaha samudravasininam svaha ratrcatranam
2 svaha

Line 37: divamacaranam svaha grisa[?]acaranam svaha velacaranam svaha avela-
caranam svaha garbhaharebhyah svaha garbhaharanebhyah svaha garbhasandharani svaha
huru 2 svaha

Line 38: om svaha svah svaha bhuh svaha tuvah svaha om bhurtuvah svaha citi 2 svaha
viti 2 svaha dharanaya svaha agni svaha teja vapuh svaha cili 2 svaha sili 2 svaha

Line 39: giri 2 svaha duksa 2 svaha tiksa 2 svaha mandala siddhe svaha mandala
bandhe svaha simavandhe svaha sarvasatriir bhajeyam 2 svaha jagna 2 svaha cchinda 2
svaha bhinda

Line 40: 2 svaha bhafja 2 svaha vandhu 2 svaha jambhaya 2 svaha mohaya 2 svaha
manivisuddhe svaha stiya siiya visuddhe svaha visodhani svaha candre 2 sucandrena _
svaha

Line 41: grahebhyah svaha naksatrebhyah svaha visebhyah svaha sivebhyah svaha
santi svaha svastayana svaha sivamkari svaha santikari sastikari svaha valadhani

Line 42: svaha valavarddhani svaha srikari svaha srivarddhani svaha srijvalani
svaha namuci svaha muci svaha maruci svaha vegavati svahal| |lom sarvatathagata
murttipravara-

Line 43: vigata bhaye samayasvama bhagavati sarvapapam svasta bhavatu mama sar-
vasattvanafica muni 2 cari 2 cala 2 ne bhayavigate bhayaharini bodhi 2 bodhaya 2 buddha

Line 44: 1i 2 sarvatathagata hrdayajusti svahal | om muni 2 vare abhisificatu mam sar-
vatathagatah sarvavidyabhisekaih mahavajrakavacamudrataih sarvatathagatha hrdayadhi-

Line 45: sti vajre svahal| atra sarvapadmah siddhah sarvakammakagasunah!| om
amrtavara 2 pravaravisuddhe htim hiim phat phat svaha| | om amrtavilokini garbhasamrak
sani
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Line 46: akarsani hiim htim phat phat svahal | om aparajita hrdaya om vimali jayava(?)
amrte hiim hiim phat phat svahal | om bhara bhara sambhara indriyavalavi-

Line 47: sodhani htim hiim phat phat rurucale svahal | om amoghavairocanamahamu-
drapadmapravarttani hiim phat svahal | om pravathani svahal | vidarbhi sulekha

Notes
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These amulets are those that are discovered in the Chinese context, typically produced as single-page, circular or square-shaped
objects, often surrounding a central figure such as the bodhisattva Mahapratisara. Other figures—such as the devotee or deities
like Chishengguang (Chinese: &%) —also occasionally appear. It is worth noting that dhdrani manuscripts were also com-
monly produced in palm-leaf format, especially in a more Indian context, which could sometimes function as protective or ritual
items. However, these differ materially and iconographically from the mandala-style amulets under discussion in this article.
Gergely Hidas, “Dharanit Saitras”, The Definition of Dhdarani siitra. Additionally, South Asian dharani stitras do not necessarily
have the word dharani in their title.

(ibid., 166; Cruijsen et al. 2014, p. 74.; Hidas 2012, p. 21; Williams et al. 2012, p. 271), provide further explanation and distin-
guishment between Vajrayana and Mantranaya.

Reconstructed Sanskrit name: *Ratnacintana or *Manicintana. For information on the construction process, see (Forte 1984, pp.
301-47, 303—4).

This is recorded in the Taisho Tripitaka, numbered T1154.

E4 JERFL PP UM ERER W “Until the eighteenth year of Kaiyuan (B¢, 730 CE), Buddhist monk [Va-
jralbodhi updated new spells to the old suigiti (&K, pratisara dharani)”. T2154_.55.0571c11.

See (McBride 2018, pp. 55-93), esp. p. 59.

This is recorded in the Taisho Tripitaka, numbered T1153 and T1155.

Note on manuscripts: manuscripts of the Mahdpratisard Dharant Siitra and the dhdrani itself are discovered in a wide range span-
ning from the south of Asia across the deserts and snow mountains to the very east of this continent. The earliest independent
Sanskrit manuscripts of the scripture are written on five fragmentary birch bark manuscripts from Gilgit, which Hidas dates from
the first half of the seventh century. Starting from the eighth century and ending in the tenth, a plentiful collection of painted or
printed Mahdapratisara Dharani amulets is found in Central and East Asia, and those discovered in China are the top focus of this
research. Another abundant source of manuscripts, mostly the entire scripture, is discovered in Eastern India and Nepal, where
there is an extensive series of Paricaraksd manuscripts spanning from the ninth to the twentieth centuries. In addition to this, on
page 7 of Hidas” Mahapratisara-Mahavidyardjiii, he writes “While four of these fragments (GBMFE 1080-1165) most likely contain
parts of the MPMVR, the fifth one (GBMFE 3328-3335) does not seem to be the MPMVR itself. Approximating the length of
this ms. on the basis of its folio numbers, it seems that this ms. contains a shorter auxiliary scripture of the MPMVR, perhaps
a Mahapratisara-dharani.” More recently, Oskar von Hiniiber, Klaus Wille, and Noriyuki Kudo identified additional fragments
of the Mahapratisara from the Gilgit collection, and Hidas published a study and edition of five such folios, demonstrating a
previously unrecognised extent of the text’s transmission and its ritual importance within the Buddhist communities of early
medieval Gilgit (Von Hiniiber 2014; Hidas 2019).

Fu Ma recently constructed a critical edition of Uigurian manuscripts in (Fu 2022, pp. 563-92).

(Ibid, pp. 195-252). In addition to this, this research also consults the Taishé Shinshii Daizokyo’s critical Sanskrit edition of the first
and second Mahapratisara dharanis at the end of the text numbered T1153 from Volume 20, in both the Latin translation (LAST)
and Siddham script, an Indic script popular in use for Buddhist Sanskrit writing since the seventh century, and in between the
outermost circle and innermost square are four offering bodhisattvas. Transliterations of the first in Chinese characters can also
be consulted in T1061, 1153, 1154, and 1155. A Chinese transliteration for both dharanis is found in T1153.

Other common places where the Chinese write dharanis are the pillars that also serve dissemination purposes.

The date of the translation of this dharani siitra can be found in T2154_.55.0567a08.

The Scripture of the Dharani Spirit-Spell of Great Sovereignty, Preached by the Buddha, Whereby One Immediately Attains What Is Sought
(Féshud suiqii ji dé dazizai tudludni shénzhou jing, Mt FE R RIS K B 7ERE &8 JE MWLAT), T1154_.20.0637b15. English translation from
Chinese by (Copp 2014, p. 61).

“Translated by the Tripitaka Manicintana of the Great Tang and North India, Kingdom of Kasmira, at Tiangong Si (Luoyang)”,
T1154_.20.0637b17 and T1154_.20.0637b18

About why she was not called “empress”, see (Barrett 2008). https://aaeportal-com.ezproxy-prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/?id=-21856
(accessed on April 2024).

ibid., “Chapter Six: A Woman Alone”. https://aaeportal-com.ezproxy-prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/?id=-21857 (accessed on April 2024).
While printing would not experience a full resurgence until later in the Tang dynasty, Wu Zhao's initiatives set a precedent for
Buddhist printing, inspiring rulers such as Empress Shotoku and influencing the production of dharani amulets.
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(Copp 2014, p. 75). For more sizes of other samples, see (Copp 2014, pp. 233-37; Ma 2004, pp. 527-81).

For a study of the chronological order of the Mahdapratisara dharani amulets discovered in China, see (Drege 1999, pp. 25-44).
Ma suggests that there is a mistake in writing this term and that it should be guanding (%715, a Buddhist ritual that sprinkles
water on top of the devotee’s head). From (Ma 2004, p. 529).

English translation from Chinese, by (Wang 2011, p. 137).

Whose colophon reads as follows: [Someone from] the Bao'en Temple at Huanhuaxi in Chengdu Fu respectfully creates this print [of
Buddhist scripture] (FLHRITFIEA IR R LS A 4508 I B i)

(Ma 2004, p. 541-42; Feng 1957, p. 50). The colophon of the Chengdu amulet further supports this, indicating its production and
sale: [Chengdu Fu] Chengdu Xian... Longchi Fang... Jin Bian... printed spell for sale (222 R ERFR?FE M5 2221E 226N H LA ??2?).
According to sources: (Copp 2014, pp. 233-37; Ma 2004, pp. 527-79; Tsiang 2010, pp. 201-52; Hangzhou Branch of the National
Archives of Publications and Culture n.d., Dasuigiu-tuoluoni zhou jing [KEERFEZ B4 L] Weng and Liang 2024).

T1154, Fo shuo sui qiu ji de da zi zai tuo luo ni shen zhou jing (ke K EI15K B 7ERE 5 JE #HULAR), (Copp 2014, p. 61): The Scripture
of the Dharani Spirit-Spell of Great Sovereignty, Preached by the Buddha, Whereby One Immediately Attains What Is Sought. Chinese
translation from Sanskrit, by Bdosiwef (87 JBME, Reconstructed Sanskrit name: Ratnacintana or Manicintana, d. 721).

T1153, Pu bian guang ming qing jing zhi sheng ru yi bao yin xin wu neng sheng da ming wang sui qiu tuo luo nijing (3 i 't B IE VR Ik R Q1 =
B EL0 ARSI K ) T KBS SR BE 2§ JE£8), The Prevalent Illuminous Pure Flaming Mind-Satisfied Treasure Seal/Gesture Heart of the Scrip-
ture of the Great Wish-Fulfilling Dharant of Great Illuminous Sovereignty who is Undefeatable. Chinese translation from Sanskrit, by
Bukong (A7, Sanskrit name: Amoghavajra, fl. 705-74). Amoghavajra’s mid-eighth-century Chinese translation of the entire
dharant scripture could have been titled after the Sanskrit name of this dharani (T1153_.20.0616a04). The title includes the word
xin (0, heart), which translates the Sanskrit term hydaya, the word according to Gergely Hidas’s “Dharani Sttras”, meaning that
it is “in a concise form... containing the essence (hrdaya) of a longer text, said by tradition to have existed at some time in the
(perhaps mythical) past”. This indicates that the title could have only been the name of the dhdrani instead of the dharani siitra.
(Cheng 1992, p. 96). The Chinese transcription is as follows: &8 s & KA T ULFERBE &8 Je i 22 JL T Ui sE RIS E e MKk E
R SIS R A A PR R N U AN — V)R R — D) IRHE ST Al — V) SRR R — DRI DV AR K
BGEMEREE RENBCRIZAYMEN\H  HESER mad SEEEE ARe AR MY R
ZARIEANBRBCE T HBRC.

I translate this as follows:
“The siitra says: The Buddha tells the Great Brahma King: the ninety-nine billion Buddhas in the past expounded this pratisara

dharani: If a person writes down and wears [this dhdrani] following the fd (ritual instruction? Or dharma), all of the bad karma and
heavy sins will be eliminated. [One] should know that this person is protected and empowered by all Tathigatas, [the person’s]
mind is protected by all the bodhisattvas, [and] protected by all the Eight Legions who protect the dharma. [The person is] away
from all disasters, gets rid of all vexation, destroys all falling into bad destiny, not harmed by water, fire, lightning, poison, and
evilness, as explained at length in the sitra(s).

The year is Bingxii, on the eighth day of the Weiming month. The Monk of Baoguo Temple, Zhiyi, makes the vow of wish with
a printed offering.

Commoner Shi-Hongzhan carves the characters.

Disciple Xu-Yin records, according to the Buddha, on the eighth day of the first month in the second year of Tianchéng”.
Translator’s notes:

The final sentence is handwritten.

Weiming: literally means not yet bright. In this case, it refers to the fourth month of the year. The eighth day of the fourth month of
the year is also known as the Buddha’s birthday in China. Therefore, this piece of amulet was probably carved and printed for
the sake of the Buddha’s birthday celebration.

The Chinese word here is “yinshi (E[ljit))”, which could mean both “offering the printed copies of the Buddhist scriptures” or
“making a mudra offering”. However, given that this is an amulet specially printed by Zhiyi and that the following sentence
mentions the person who carved the woodblock, I reasonably interpret that, in this context, it is referring to the person who
intended to print this amulet.

The eighth day of the fourth lunar month in the year Bingxii (equivalent to 21 May, 926 CE) coincides with a significant political
transition. Notably, just seven days before this date (15 May, 926 CE), the emperor who had ruled over the region where this
amulet was likely printed passed away. Intriguingly, this date also marks the time when the new emperor, who adopted the
reign title Tianchéng, successfully overthrew his brother and seized the throne. This timing raises the possibility that the amulet’s
production was, in addition to the celebration of the Buddha’s birthday, connected to the mourning rituals for the deceased
ruler, particularly the touqi (first seven days) observance.

Chinese: “ 3 T = 4458 [this could have been a scribal mistake, this translation takes the alternate readingff] £ f 5 K =15 26217
English translation: Disciple Gao-Weiwei hopes to be born in the Heavenly Tusita Palace of Noble De-Ci.
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Although Nanjo Bun'ya reconstructed the Sanskrit name *Tejaprabha for the Buddha known in Chinese as Chishengguang Fo
(J#% 2% #), and L retain the Chinese name here to reflect the context of the Chinese manuscript under analysis (Kotyk 2019, p. 612).
For a full transliteration, see Appendix A.1.

Chinese: NPUftEE . From Jingang ding yu jia lve shu san shi qi xin yao (4RI TEFNNE A =+ 2.0 2E) T0871_.18.0294a21 to
T0871_.18.0294¢29.

Chinese: 44t . T0871_.18.0294a21 to T0871_.18.0294c29.

Maghava is an epiphet of the deity Indra.

An interesting thing here is that the ‘folder’ does not have a matching Sanskrit name in the Chinese transliterated mantras.

She has ten hands in total. The remaining pair of hands are folded into a namaskara.

In Mantranaya tradition, the term “bodhisattva” often refers to a class of male deities whose origin is the Five Tathagatas, a
group of five Buddhas that represent the five directions and five primordial elements (Bhattacharyya 1958, p. 82). Each of
them is said to have a female consort. The Sanskrit generic name for these female counterparts is “Sakti” or “bodhisattva sakti”,
and in Chinese, they are often called the “offering bodhisattvas (f:##[#)” or “offering goddesses (#t# K %)”. The four inner
offering bodhisattvas, also known as the Four Dance Deities, are Mala (Garland), Gita (Song), Lasya (Beauty), and Nrtya (Dance);
the four outer offering bodhisattvas, who also appeared in Xu Yin’s amulet, are Puspa (Flower), Dhiipa (Incense), Aloka (Light),
and Gandha (Perfume) (T0871_.18.0294a21 to T0871_.18.0294c29). The Paramitd bodhisattvas are from a different category —the
philosophical deities, as Benoytosh Bhattacharyya would call it when describing their iconographies. There are twelve female
Paramitd bodhisattvas, each identified as one of the perfections of twelve virtuous qualities on the way to attain Buddhahood
(although in Mahayana Buddhism, there are usually only six paramitds; however, the Vajrayanists raised the number to twelve)
(Bhattacharyya 1958, p. 323). The four Paramita bodhisattvas believed to appear in their bijaksara form are the Vajra Paramita
in the East, Ratna (Jewel) Paramitd in the South, Bala (Power) Paramita in the West, and Upaya (Method) Paramita in the North
(Bhattacharyya 1958, p. 323-28). These bodhisattvas are often employed in mandalas for ritual purposes.

(ibid., 535-36). For the controversy in dating, see (Drege 1999, pp. 25-44).

The term mudra in the Chinese translation yin (Ef, seal) was introduced to China in the medieval period for ritual use and became
popular in the form of hand gestures since the seventh century (Orzech and Serensen 2010, p. 77). Mudras are not just hand
gestures. In yogic traditions, the mantras could only manage to invoke deities with the appropriate usage of mudris (Gonda 1972,
p- 26). They function as the key-like seal to the dhdrani portal. If the bijaksaras were to replace the mudrds, the dharani would be
left with no keys to open or close, or it is possible that the medieval Chinese practitioners granted the bijaksaras the same power
and function as the mudras in the amulets.

There is a direct demonstration of drawing “seals” (F) on the amulets in the second part of Amoghavajra’s translation of the
Mahapratisara dharani siitra: “[One] should draw multiple kinds of seals on the four sides of the mantra[...] If a king wears this, [he]
should draw Avalokite$vara in the centre, and draw multiple kinds of seals (mudras) on his four sides. (“J/A 5 5 U, & & ff ff £,
[...]7% EE A, AR S, B A 7R, ORI DU, SMEEE$27, T1153_.20.0624b04.)” Given that the former “seal” should be
drawn by all practitioners, the earlier amulets created after the mid-seventh century should have followed this instruction by
illustrating mudras around the dharani mandala. However, Amoghavajra did not specify the “multiple kinds of seals” in his
translation. Therefore, I suspect there has been great freedom in selecting mudras.

For full Latin script transliteration of the Sanskrit component, see Appendix A.2.

According to Castro-Sanchez’s summary from Wayman and Bithnemann (Biihnemann 2000, pp. 27-48), The forms of Tantric
mantras can be classed into threefold according to their gender: the male ones ending with expressions such as hiim or phat,
female ones ending with svaha, and neuter ones ending in namah (Castro-Sanchez 2011, p. 20-21). On the other hand, since
the other mantras that occurred in this dharani sheet often include both htim or phat with svaha, I would consider them as a
separate classification from the case that is mentioned by Castro-Sanchez.

(Monier-Williams et al. 1899, p. 1232), s.v. “sulekha”.

I suspect this could be an irregular locative form of the place “Vidarbha” with the “r” sound omitted

See, for example, (Tokuzan 1974; Maruyama 1974; Komine 2025). These works offer valuable perspectives, though they are often
keyed to Japanese phonetics and may not align directly with Chinese-script dhdarani materials. Bonji shushi shii, in particular,
blends practical and historical approaches, and serves both devotional and reference purposes, making it a useful resource for
understanding the visual transmission of bijaksaras.

The manuscript uses the Nagari numeral “2” to indicate repetition of the preceding word. For example, “gagarini 2” should be
read as “gagarini gagarini”.
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