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The Tathägatagarbhasütra (TGS) is a relatively short text that represents the 
starting point of a number of works in Indian Mahayana Buddhism centering 
around the idea that all living beings have the buddha-nature. The genesis of the 
term tathagatagarbha (in Tibetan de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying po, in Chinese rulai 
zang ilU^MX the key term of this strand of Buddhism and the title of the sutra, 
can be observed in the textual history of the TGS. From there it set off to enjoy a 
phenomenal career in Central and East Asia, revolutionizing the understanding of 
Buddhist thinkers and leaving a deep impression on Buddhist philosophy and 
spirituality. This impact can be felt even today. Nowadays, the concept of the 
buddha-nature attracts attention also among Buddhist practitioners in the West. 
Academically, the study of this third large strand of Mahayana Buddhism, which 
never became a dogmatically systematized line of thought, has been, and still is, 
dominated by scholars from East Asia. This, and the historical fact that it was 
doctrinally absorbed by the two main schools of Mahayana Buddhism on Indian 
soil, the Madhyamaka and the Vijnänaväda, could be the main reason why the 
existence of tathagatagarbha thought has hardly been noticed in many Western 
academic surveys. In recent decades this has changed for the better, and it is 
probably no exaggeration to call the study of the theory of the buddha-nature 
today one of the main vehicles of exchange between scholars of the East and the 
West in the domain of Buddhist studies. 

Convinced that a detailed study of the earliest expressions of buddha-
nature thought would be a rewarding task, I was first confronted with the need to 
establish a reliable textual edition of the TGS which, in light of the fact that no 
Sanskrit manuscripts of the TGS have been transmitted to us, takes into account 
all available translations. The collation of the Tibetan and the Chinese texts of the 
TGS by Kyöshun Tödö in 1959, though progressive for his time, cannot meet 
these basic needs. My decision to produce a more comprehensive edition, one 
making use of the Tibetan materials, was based on three reasons. First, the Tibetan 
translators in general followed, more so than the Chinese, a literal style of 
translation, so that concrete inferences regarding the Indian text can be drawn for 
large parts of it. Secondly, the hitherto accepted assumption that the oldest 
available translation of the TGS, by Buddhabhadra, by virtue of its age and 
uniqueness, reflects an Indian transmission which has not undergone the textual 
alterations of later centuries, is only partly true. Certain additional textual blocks 
in the Tibetan were doubtlessly interpolated at a later stage, but the source of the 
citations in the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä), a sästra which was written at least 
fifty years before Buddhabhadra translated the sutra, has turned out to be the 
recension represented in the Tibetan tradition.1 Finally, given that the Ratnagotra-
vibhäga(vyäkhya), the most influential treatise on the tathagatagarbha theory in 
India, based itself on the recension reflected in the Tibetan, this recension became, 
in terms of the impact it had (its wirkungsgeschichte), increasingly referred to in 
the following centuries. 

As luck would have it, in the process of my work a second, paracanonical 
Tibetan translation of the same sutra, from Bathang, came to my notice. I present 
it in a diplomatic edition, directly facing the standard Tibetan translation. The 

1 Whether or not the later interpolations were at that point already a part of this recension of the 
TGS cannot be decided. 



second part of my work contains critical editions of the canonical Tibetan 
translation, the diplomatic edition of the translation from Bathang and the two 
edited Chinese translations. As my translation of the sutra is based on the Tibetan 
canonical version, I invested much time in the critical edition of this latter, 
collating all philologically relevant manuscripts and block prints, among them 
even some folios from the now famous Tabo monastery. A description of the 
characteristics of the fourteen manuscripts and block prints and the conclusions 
drawn about their stemmatic relations form another important element of the 
second part of my study. With this I hope that a contribution has been made to the 
Kanjur studies started in the last decades of the twentieth century by the pioneers 
in the field, Helmut Eimer and Paul Harrison. 

For the Sinologist dealing with Buddhist canonical materials, the second 
part may be of particular interest for its results concerning the transmission of 
Buddhist sutras in the Taisho Tripitaka. Although the text of the older Chinese 
translation has been transmitted fairly well in the Taisho, that of the eighth-
century translation of Amoghavajra found in the Zhonghua Dazangjing 
^^y^viSIS represents a much better transmission. Based on this text, the Taisho 
version had to be emended in a fairly high number of cases. The Zhonghua 
Dazangjing ^ ^ y t l S I S should from now on be regarded as an indispensable tool 
for any critical edition of Chinese Buddhist material contained in it. 

The first part of my study consists of an annotated translation of the 
canonical Tibetan version, preceded by an analysis of the textual history of the 
TGS, an interpretation of the term tathagatagarbha, a discussion of the authors' 
ideas as reflected in the sutra, and the specification of the place of the TGS in 
Indian Buddhist history. In order not to go beyond the framework adequate for a 
study of this kind, I have had to strictly limit my discussions to the TGS. Only 
sporadically have I been able to take into account facts which reflect a later stage 
of development of the theory of the buddha-nature. Some of the reflections, 
particularly in section 4.4, have therefore had to remain abridged, and are 
doubtless in need of much more detailed and comprehensive argumentation. I 
hope that the future will provide me the possibility of treating such points with the 
detail they surely deserve. 

The decision to compose this study in English was taken for the sake of 
readers who do not know German. I apologize for any unidiomatic phraseology, 
but nevertheless hope that the formulations are clear enough. 

Acknowledgements 

I am indebted to a great number of people and institutions who enabled me to 
produce this study. I owe the most to my teacher Professor Lambert Schmithausen, 
under whom I studied up to my M.A. and who also agreed to become my 
doktorvater for the present work, which was submitted in a slightly different form 
to the Asien-Afrika-Institut at Hamburg University. His inspiring suggestions and 
valuable corrections, and generosity with his time, made possible its successful 
conclusion. It has always been a great pleasure to learn from him, and there is no 
suitable way to express my gratefulness. 

There are other scholars in Hamburg whom I wish to thank too. I am 
grateful to Professor Albrecht Wezler whose stimulating lectures and seminars on 

8 



Indian philosophy I greatly appreciated, and who also supported me in other ways. 
On the Sinological side I am indebted to Professor Michael Friedrich. Since his 
coming to Hamburg, there has developed a very fruitful dialogue between 
Buddhologists of the departments of Sinology and Indology. Thanks are also due 
to Professor David Jackson and to Dr. Felix Erb, the librarian in the Hamburg 
institute. Dr. Harunaga Isaacson read through my work and offered important 
advice and suggestions. Parts of the book have been put into a better English by 
my friend Keishö VK Leary and by Philip Pierce. The responsibility is, of course, 
mine. Again, my thanks to all of them. 

I stayed in Japan during most of the time of my doctoral work and had the 
privilege to be financially supported by two institutions: the Bukkyö Dendö 
Kyökai {A^fz^oSM^ ("Society for the Promotion of Buddhism," Tokyo) and 
the only recently established International Research Institute for Advanced 
Buddhology in Hachioji (Tokyo). I am very grateful for their generous support. In 
particular I would like to express my thankfulness to the scholars working at the 
institute in Hachioji for accepting this work as a volume in their series. In Japan I 
had the chance to meet with many eminent scholars, foremost among whom is the 
father of modern tathagatagarbha studies, Professor Takasaki Jikido. On several 
occasions I had the honor to receive his guidance in this field. Thanks are also due 
to my supervisors in Japan: Professor Mimaki Katsumi in Kyoto and learned 
persons at the institute in Tokyo: Professor Kajiyama Yüichi, Professor Yuyama 
Akira and Professor Karashima Seishi. They all looked after both my academic 
and practical needs. 

In Kyoto I was invited to join the weekly study group under the guidance 
of Professor Nagao Gadjin. I am particularly indebted to him and all of the 
members of this group. Kyoto is also associated for me with Professor Aramaki 
Noritoshi and Professor Florin Deleanu, with both of whom I frequently met to 
discuss academic questions and whose acquaintanceship was highly beneficial. 

Equally advantageous were my meetings with Professor Hara Minoru, 
whose vast knowledge of Indian literature I can only admire. He opened to me the 
doors of the superb library of the International Institute for Buddhist Studies in 
Tokyo. My thanks are also due to Professor Yotsuya Ködö and the staff of that 
library. Further I feel indebted to Dr. Helmut Eimer, Professor Enomoto Fumio, 
Professor Eli Franco, Professor Funayama Tora, Professor Kagawa Takao, 
Professor Kanno Hiroshi, Mr. Werner Knobel, Dr. Carsten Krause, Dr. 
Mudagamuwe Maithrimurthi, Professor Matsuda Kazunobu, Professor Matsumoto 
Shirö, Professor Moriyama Seitetsu, Professor David Seyfort Ruegg, Professor 
Shimoda Masahiro, Dr. Jan-Ulrich Sobisch, Professor Toda Hirofumi, Dr. Eva 
Wilden and Professor Stefano Zacchetti, and would like to thank them for their 
counsel and support. Last but not least, I wish to thank the fellow students who 
have also contributed to the completion of my work, in the first place my friends 
in Hamburg: Mrs. Orna Almogi, Mr. Achim Bayer, Mr. Martin Delhey, Mr. Peter 
Lutum, Miss Nakamura Ayako, Miss Ozawa Akiko, Mr. Johannes Vagt, Mr. 
Dorji Wangchuk and Mrs. Yang Mei. 

9 



Technical Note: My Use of the Asterisk 

I have employed an asterisk (*) before Sanskrit terms throughout the study when 
the Tibetan translation did not allow an unambiguous reconstruction of the 
original. In many cases, however, parallel passages in the Saddharmapundarika-
sütra and other texts serve as proof for the reconstructed form, for which I then 
did not use an asterisk. Similarly, I have refrained from employing an asterisk 
whenever Bth and the Chinese translations support a certain reconstruction (based 
on Tib) and exclude any other possibilities. One should, nevertheless, keep in 
mind that Tibetan translation rules and vocabulary are much less regularly and 
mechanically employed than is usually assumed.2 To speak with absolute 
certainty concerning the reconstruction of the Sanskrit terminology is impossible. 

2 On this subject, see Seyfort Ruegg 1992: 382ff. 
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Parti 

A Study and Annotated Translation 

of the 

Tathägatagarbhasütra 



A General Study and Text-historical Considerations 

In comparison with the vast amount of work to be done in the field of Indian 
Mahayana it would seem to be an easy task to focus on a single sutra. 
Nevertheless, even such a limited undertaking has the potential to extend its reach 
significantly, inasmuch as research of this kind touches on several quite different 
topics of scholarly activity. One is the topic of the Tibetan textual transmission 
itself which will be dealt with extensively in part II. In part A I will focus on text-
historical considerations and present a study of the fundamental terminology used 
in the text, the doctrine it expounds, and its place in Indian Buddhism. It goes 
without saying that, in order to cover these different aspects, I have had to restrict 
myself to what appeared most essential. In the following I would like to give a 
very short overview of the content of part A, and, at the same time, to draw 
attention to what I consider the most important outcome of my research in it. 

In chapter 1 I first deal with the interrelationship among the four oldest 
translations of the TGS (1.1). Three of them, it turned out, represent the same 
recension (TGS2), while the older Chinese translation is the single representative 
of another, shorter recension (TGSi). From a detailed analysis of the relation of 
the two recensions to the nine similes reproduced in the Ratnagotravibhaga, it 
was possible to prove that, though TGSi was the earlier translation (fifth century), 
the similes in the Ratnagotravibhaga, itself a work which probably came into 
existence as early as the fourth century, are based on TGS2. Section 1.1 further 
contains a study of the main terminological differences between the two 
recensions, and 1.2 and 1.3 deal with the differences between the three 
representatives of TGS2. Each translation of this latter has its own unique features, 
but no telling traits could be found that would establish their interdependence. 

Section 1.4 offers an analysis of the structure and textual history of the 
sutra. The main result of this chapter lies in localizing and proposing explanations 
for compositional irregularities in the first simile. I could thereby show that the 
textual history of the TGS can be divided into at least three steps. The term 
tathagatagarbha was only introduced into the sutra during the third step, as an 
insertion into the middle of the first simile. In the last eight similes, which one can 
consider the starting point and nucleus of the sutra, there are no occurrences of 
this term. 

Section 1.5 ends the first chapter. I deal there with the basic structure of 
the similes and discuss an adequate method of interpreting them. The content of 
each simile is summed up. By this means the richness and varying nuances of the 
authors' message in them are brought to light. 

Chapter 2 is devoted to the terms tathagatagarbha and garbha. In a 
comprehensive grammatical analysis in section 2.1 I discuss all intelligible ways 
of understanding the compound tathagatagarbha. The most fitting interpretation 
in the context of the TGS is that of a bahuvrihi meaning "containing a tathagata," 
in reference to living beings. The context of a growing process suggested by two 
of the similes and the parallelism with the term buddhadhätu of the 
Mahäparinirvänasütra may, however, have contributed to the prevailingly 
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tatpurusa use of the compound in the later tradition. 
In section 2.2 I first analyze all passages in which the compound 

tathagatagarbha appears, and suggest an answer to the question why the Tibetan 
translators did not apply the particle can in their rendering of the compound. The 
most significant findings in this section center around two difficult passages of the 
sutra concerning the term tathagatagarbha. For one passage (verse 1.1), I could 
demonstrate with the help of a parallel in the Ratnagotravibhaga that the verse 
was understood wrongly by the Tibetan tradition. In the second case (5 A) there is 
strong textual evidence from the Chinese and the alternative Tibetan translation 
from Bathang: instead of the correct tathägata-jnäna, we find in the canonical 
Tibetan translation a rendering of "garbha, a mistake which may even go back to 
the Sanskrit manuscript used by the translators. Another verse (10.10), however, 
clearly documents a non-bahuvrlhi use of tathagatagarbha. There are several 
indications, though, that this verse was not part of the oldest form of the TGS. 
Regarding the use of the term garbha, it seems that, contrary to the practice in the 
translation from Bathang, the canonical team of translators took care to 
differentiate between garbha as the space inside the calyx of a lotus 
(padmagarbha, pad ma'i snying po) and the petals forming its enclosure 
(*padmakosa, pad ma 'i sbubs). With equal rigor, on the other side of the simile 
(upameya), snying po was used in the canonical Tibetan translation only in the 
meaning "embryonic essence" of living beings but not as indicating their "inside" 
or "womb." 

At the beginning of section 3.1 I provide a chart with all the terms of the 
TGS used to designate the buddha-nature of living beings. Among them a variety 
of expressions ranging from concrete terms like jinakäya to more abstract ones is 
then analyzed. Yet all the terms are interchangeably employed by the authors of 
the sutra in combination with the concrete vocabulary of the upamäna, a fact that 
implies that their main aim was to convey the idea of the inherent buddhahood of 
all living beings in easily comprehensible terms rather than to go into a detailed 
scholastic discussion of the exact properties of this hidden buddhahood. The terms 
(tathagata-)dharmatä and tathägatadhätu are dealt with at greater length. I have 
tried to make clear why we can by no means be sure that the former term is meant 
to be understood as "absolute truth" similarly to tathatä (it must rather mean 
"character/nature (of a tathagata)" without any monistic connotations), and why 
the term dhätu in the passage of the TGS is bare of any notion of causality—a 
notion which does, however, characterize the Mahäparinirvänasütra and the later 
tathagatagarbha tradition. (The passage containing dhätu in the TGS is cited in 
the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä, and there used to prove that dhätu should be 
understood as hetu.) From my analysis it thus becomes clear that all the terms for 
the buddha-nature employed in the TGS refer to the level of spiritual perfection. 
They indicate a state or entity which is already present and in no need of any 
further ripening or essential change, though two of the similes could at first glance 
provoke a different understanding. 

To show in detail why I think these two similes were not created in order 
to introduce a notion of ripening into the idea of the buddha-nature in all living 
beings is one concern of section 3.2. The idea the authors of the sutra had in mind 
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can be called a "theory of revelation." The perfect state of buddhahood is already 
present in all living beings. It is nevertheless covered with defilements and has to 
be revealed or manifested in order to become efficacious. In fact, the main 
category on which the authors' ideas center is that of efficaciousness. 
Efficaciousness functions as the decisive criterion which distinguishes the buddha 
from the sattva, the authors' focus on and illustration of this one category by far 
outweighing any concern for a neat and systematic conception of the two different 
soteriological states. Here the sutra reveals its true character: rather than pose the 
question of how the new message might be philosophically brought in line with 
other, traditional Buddhist doctrines, and formulate or discuss a possible 
metaphysical principle going beyond the concrete frame of an individual buddha-
nature in the similes, the authors of the text seem to have pursued fairly pragmatic 
ends. This accords well with the fact that for them, becoming and being a buddha 
means in the first place to actively perform buddha-deeds. All these observations 
have led me to argue that the sutra's origin has probably to be sought among 
circles of Buddhists characterized by an "attitude of worldly engagement 
predominating over mainly theoretical concerns"—a hypothesis which, of course, 
needs to be further substantiated and elaborated on the basis of other writings of 
the tathagatagarbha teachings. 

In section 3.3 I try to shed light on the process of purification from the 
defilements. While the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa, which in view of one 
of its similes can be seen as the closest predecessor of the TGS, distinguishes 
clearly between the role of the Tathagata in the liberation process of living beings, 
on the one hand, and the active participation of living beings themselves on the 
other, the TGS is in this respect more vague, so that sometimes the part living 
beings play recedes completely behind what indeed appears to be the almighty 
figure of the Tathagata. Nevertheless, there are passages in the TGS which 
document that it was by no means its aim to exclude living beings from such 
participation. Rather, it was simply that the authors' focus lay on other issues. 

Section 4.1 is an overview of the titles under which the sutra has been 
translated and cited. The oldest title of the sutra in Sanskrit most probably was 
Tathägatagarbha-näma-vaipulya(or. vaitulya)-sutra. 

In section 4.2 I deal with the oldest available catalogues of translated 
Buddhist literature in China with regard to the records on the TGS. At the center 
of my analysis is the question of the plausibility of an entry in the Chu sanzang ji 
ji tB^ÜfSIH which claims the existence of a Chinese translation of the TGS for 
as early as the end of the third century CE by Faju t£!i£ Whereas the attribution 
of another translation of the TGS to Fazu t£lfi (active ca 290-306), in the 
catalogue of Fei Changfang ifjlljf-, most probably does not correspond to 
historical fact, the situation regarding Faju is more complex. Much depends on the 
evaluation of the credibility of the entries in the Chu sanzang ji ji said to be 
largely based on the famous but lost catalogue of Daoan üt^c. My study shows 
that there are good reasons to deal more critically with this part of the Chu 
sanzang ji ji. Its compiler Sengyou fft̂ fi has always enjoyed the highest esteem 
among scholars who work with the difficult material of Chinese Buddhist 
catalogues. This may have led to a certain lack of judiciousness when it came to 
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the reconstructed entries of Daoan. Although I can show that the Chu sanzang ji ji 
probably knew of two conflicting traditions concerning the history of Chinese 
translations of the TGS, the claim that a translation of the sutra already existed in 
the third century is not in itself at all unreasonable. Concerning the translations by 
Buddhabhadra and Amoghavajra no further material for their exact dating could 
be found. 

As for the motives of the authors of the TGS (section 4.3) there are a 
variety of possibilities. The non-philosophical and non-scholastic style hints at the 
likelihood that they were writing primarily for non-specialists of the Buddhist 
doctrine. One of the motives could thus have been to attract to religious practice 
hitherto neglected segments of the Buddhist community, or even groups from 
outside it. The Saddharmapundarikasütra may have been another important factor 
leading to the composition of the TGS. The Saddharmapundarikasütra puts 
forward the ekayäna theory, namely that all living beings can become buddhas. 
The TGS, from the mouth of the Buddha, provides a sound, if ideal, soteriological 
"proof of this assertion. The fact, however, that nowhere in the sutra are there 
ethical conclusions drawn on the basis of this ekayänist theory of equality 
somehow comes as a surprise. 

In the first part of section 4.4 I try to establish a terminus ante quern for 
the TGS. Based on considerations of a doctrinal nature, the similar metrical 
structure of parts of the Ratnagotravibhaga and the Mahäyänasüträlamkära, the 
progress of philosophical thought from the Mahäyänasüträlamkära to 
Vasubandhu's Trimsikä, and the fact that a citation from the Trimsikä is found in 
the Lahkävatärasütra, the middle of the fourth century CE is a probable date 
before which the TGS should have been composed. The TGS, having clearly taken 
ideas from the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa and the Saddharmapundarika­
sütra, must be attributed a position within a strand in Buddhism which does not 
conceal its favor for the concept of a positive continuous subject—a strand which 
has its roots in the canonical scriptures. The notion of sunyata in its established 
meaning does not play any decisive role in the TGS or in other early 
tathagatagarbha texts. According to the Ratnagotravibhaga, the tathagatagarbha 
teaching can be understood as complementing or even correcting ideas related to 
sunyata. Though the TGS does not present a philosophically homogeneous 
framework, and even if its main impetus may indeed have been to encourage 
people to become active Buddhist followers, its soteriological conception of a 
buddha-nature present in all living beings cannot easily be discarded as mere 
upäya, that is, as pure means apart from any claim that the message embraces a 
true statement about the constitution of reality. Such a disclaimer would contradict 
the thrust of the authors' work, even if their idea of living beings' eternal 
buddhahood on the road to efficaciousness comes close to the "non-Buddhist" 
atman doctrine, and can in the eyes of somebody aiming to doctrinally harmonize 
Mahayana provoke doubts about the Buddhist character of the tathagatagarbha 
teaching. This is exactly what has been done by the representatives of the "Critical 
Buddhism" group, with whom I shortly deal at the end. I feel that they are not 
willing to accept that Buddhism from early times on has been a heterogeneous 
phenomenon, one impossible to identify by two main tenets of purely doctrinal 
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Patter, in the way its critics do. I further believe that what they postulate to be 
"true Buddhism," that is, "Critical Buddhism" in the sense they understand it, is 
another inadmissible restraint of Buddhist traditions. 

Section 4.5 tries to identify the texts in which citations from the TGS are 
contained. The Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä) is the most important among them. 
Though the Ratnagotravibhaga has rendered faithfully the content of the nine 
similes of the TGS, there is at least one instance where it has introduced a notion 
not found in the parallel passage of the TGS. This notion can be called 
"traditionally Buddhist" inasmuch as it emphasizes the necessity of several factors 
for the ripening of a sprout, which here illustrates the living being's buddha-
nature. In the vyäkhyä, however, one of the very few word-for-word citations from 
the TGS is interpreted differently from the Ratnagotravibhaga itself. Further, the 
vyäkhyä has tried to apply an unnatural scheme to the similes and has reduced 
their richness of descriptive nuance to a purely scholastic analysis focused on the 
main categories of buddhadhätu and klesa and their subcategories. 

Finally, in section 4.6 I describe the history of the twentieth-century 
reception of the TGS. The studies of the tathagatagarbha teaching in general have 
experienced a rapid acceleration since the 1960s. Both the Chinese and Tibetan 
translations of the TGS have been studied under various approaches aimed at 
different groups of readers. 

1 Textual History and Structure of the TGS 

1.1 Different Recensions of the TGS 

The TGS can be said to exist in two recensions: 
• Recension TGSi, represented by the Chinese translation of Buddhabhadra 

dating from the beginning of the fifth century CE (Chi), and 
• Recension TGS2, represented by the Tibetan canonical translation dating from 

around 800 CE (Tib),1 the Tibetan paracanonical translation from Bathang 
(Bth), and the Chinese translation of Amoghavajra from about the middle of 
the eighth century (CA2). 

Differences between TGSi and TGS2 are documented in the notes on every page of 
my translation. Among these differences are several major ones of a purely 
quantitative nature: 

• Chi lacks the list of attributes of the arhats in OB. 
• The whole section 0C (the enumeration of participating monks) is missing in 

Chi. 
• Chi lacks verse 0.5. 
• The repetitive passage at the end of 10B and the beginning of IOC is missing 

in Chi. 
• The introduction to the story of *Sadäpramuktarasmi in 11A is missing in Chi 

(the passage in question has no counterpart in the verse portion of either 
recension). 

• Sections 12A and 12B (the question of Änanda) are missing in Chi. 

1 On the authorship of the Tibetan canonical translation according to the colophons, see section 
3.3 in part II. 
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All these differences can be shown to be additions of TGS2 rather than parts 
dropped by Buddhabhadra.2 In the following, I will deal with possible answers to 
the question why the above-Pentioned passages were introduced into TGS2. 

The list of attributes of the arhats in OB is a stock phrase description found 
in many other sutras as well. The addition shows that from a certain time on it was 
probably thought of as a requisite element.3 The same can be said for the addition 
OC, where 19 names of participating monks are listed. The best-known disciples 
of the Buddha are among the arhats. The mention of Änanda was probably felt to 
be especially important, since he later questions the Buddha in 12A and 12B, 
sections missing in Chi. 

Verse 0.5 goes beyond the rather rational question in the parallel prose 
section 0J. It is an emotional appeal to the Buddha, who is addressed by the 
epithets "Highest among Humans" (dvipadottama) and "Divine One" (deva), and 
requested to answer for the sake of all living beings. That the Buddha has to be 
requested (as many as three times) to teach is also a common element in many 
sutras.4 The convention goes back to the early sources, which report that the 
Buddha was asked three times to teach by the god Brahman before he decided to 
do so. It is surprising that the parallel prose section remained untouched by the 
redactors of TGS2. 

In the case of the additional part in 10B/C, I cannot find any convincing 
reason why the redactors of TGS2 felt the need to enlarge the text. The veneration 
of the tathagatas in the repetitive section is reduced to the strewing of flowers (as 
opposed to the donation of pavilions in the part common to TGSi and TGS2). In 
the interpolation, instead of the realization of tathägata-knowledge as the starting 
point, we find the search for the Dharma (dharmam paryesate); the "sons or 
daughters of good family" are replaced by "monks, nuns, upäsakas or upäsikäs"; 
finally, instead of the internalization or arrangement into a book of as little as one 
simile, there is the veneration and joyful approval (anumodana) of the sutra. This 
last feature is typical of the Saddharmapundarikasütra (see SPi s.v. forms of the 
stem anu-mud) and other Mahayana sutras, and I suspect that this may have 
induced the redactors to interpolate the repetitive section into TGS2. 

The introductory passage to the story of *Sadäpramuktarasmi in IIA, 
stressing the beneficial effect of the TGS, resembles in its syntax the introduction 
to the story of Sadäparibhüta in the XlXth chapter of the Saddharmapundarika­
sütra (see note in my translation). As it is not found in Chi, it could well be an 
element, again based on a set phrase found in the Saddharmapundarikasütra, 
inserted later in order to smooth the transition from the sections on merit to the 
story of *Sadäpramuktarasmi. 

Sections 12A and 12B are not found in Chi, nor do they have a counterpart 
in the following verses of either recension. They contain Änanda's question about 
the length of time till perfection and the Buddha's answer. Explanations directed 
to Änanda are a common element in Mahayana sutras. This is understandable, 
since it is he alone who is generally said not to have attained arhatship among the 
Buddha's main disciples. Besides, he is often entrusted with the preservation of 

2 The additions are discussed in the notes to the corresponding passages in my translation. 
3 The same situation holds true for the Vimalakirtinirdesa. The list of attributes is found only in 

the Tibetan (see Lamotte 1962: 97). 
4 See, for example, the second chapter of the SP where Säriputra requests the Buddha three 

times to expound the Dharma. 
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the expounded discourse (at the end of the sutra), having been, according to the 
tradition, known for his excellent memory.5 

The position of the interpolation towards the end of the sutra is thus not 
surprising, though the passage in question does not directly deal with the 
preservation of the TGS. The redactors placed it within the originally monolithic 
verse section 111 and 12C. In order to join the interpolation neatly with the 
following verse triplet, they added a sentence at the end of the interpolation 
dealing with the worthiness of whoever preserves the TGS, which is the theme of 
the following three verses. The content of Änanda's question, on the other hand, 
seems rather unique. One would have expected the stock question about the 
title(s) of the exposition6 if the purpose had been to create a context for the 
appearance of Änanda. As a matter of fact, the relation of the question to the other 
parts of the TGS is not obvious, and I suspect that Änanda's question was 
originally simply another more or less independent episodical unit before it 
became integrated into the TGS. 

The fact that Chi covers just two thirds of the length of CA2 cannot simply be 
explained by these obvious interpolations, and the reasons must also be looked for 
elsewhere. When it comes to differences of style and content, the situation is 
much more complex. Although the same basic ideas can be found in both 
recensions, it seems that in the details, that is, terminology and syntactic relations, 
the recensions vary widely. The style of Chi appears to be much more concise: the 
number of characters per päda is only five (CA2: seven), enumerations are 
generally abbreviated, and the line of narration seems to focus only on issues of 
main importance. My impression is that Chi sticks less slavishly to an Indian 
original and, in contrast to the representatives of TGS2, also reproduces almost no 
inconsistencies which may already have been part of the Indian transmission. 

Besides these characteristics we find other terminological and doctrinal 
features which, more or less, seem to be peculiar to Chf. 

a. Throughout the similes, the compound ilU^M (or: f̂ ÜD? usually rendering 
tathagatagarbha, is used 20 times in Chi. In the Tibetan, the usage is restricted 
to the first simile, where it appears 4 times. In CA2, besides these 4 times in the 
first simile, it is found a further 5 times in other similes.7 In cases where Chi 
employs ilU^M (or : f^ÜD m contrast to the Tibetan, the Tibetan is based on 
tathägata-dharmatä (4 times), *jina-käya (or: sugata°, tathagata"; 4 times), 
tathagata or buddha (3 times), buddhabhümi, buddhatva {sangs rgyas nyid) or 
*avinäsadharmin ichud mi za ba 'i chos can). In one passage of the first simile, 
Chi reads $n5J5j§- m contrast to tathagatagarbha in the Tibetan and CA2. 

b. In Chi the term ilU^M (tathagatagarbha) designates a separate entity found 
within living beings. 8 Amoghavajra in CA2 seems to share such an 
understanding.9 

5 See Lamotte 1962: 392, n. 40; Buddhist tradition has it that Änanda took a vow to become the 
first of "those who have heard a lot" ibahusruta) (MPPUi I 223). 

6 See Lamotte 1962: 392, n. 41. 
7 See the comparative list in Takasaki 1974: 48-53 (^-Äyf }§MfiÄS^ff on p. 50 (III.2) is to be 

corrected to $P5f$Ü?). 
8 See 0M: M^tQ^B; 13: f fW$&M M » i < ; 1-5: f f igc lSfe 2A: —®$&M 

tüMM; 2.2: ^t±iüMM ("the tathagatagarbha [of] living beings"); 5B: §|^^MtUMMl 6.2: 
I M P « ; 7B: tWmmi±.%^\H; 8B: Ä # O T « g H ; 8.3: $mWM\ QB: -WM^ 
iWMfeM- Only 8-4 and IB could be interpreted differently: ?£##P5|5Ü (8.4): "Your body [is] 
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c. Chi tends to describe only the buddha-nature of living beings as wrapped in 
defilements.10 TGS2, on the other hand, so describes both the buddha-nature 
and living beings.11 

d. A translation of the term dharmatä appears only once throughout the whole of 
Chi, while its usage is frequently attested for TGS2 (chos nyid; t£'|4)- This 
single usage of dharmatä in Chi is found in the passage quoted in the 
Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä (see IB): t£fS• The Tibetan employs the term chos 
nyid (for dharmatä) altogether in 9 instances, for 7 of which there is a 
corresponding text in Chi. In these 7 cases, Chi uses the terms ilU^M (4) and 
^P5]5l4 (3). Ch2 in these passages operates with t£'|4 (4) and $t (verse), t£Ü, 
and $n5J5Ü;i4 (each once). In the two other passages Ch2 reads t£'|4 and yjx 
(verse). 

e. The term "bodhisattva" appears 34 times throughout Tib.12 Chi, however, uses 
the term only 21 times. Among these are 3 cases where TGS2 does not mention 
the term (7.5, 10B, 10.3). In 7 instances Chi uses more general terms like #ĵ ^£ 
(sattva) or j|Sc instead. Five cases are without any correspondence in Chi. 

f While Tib uses the stock phrase "Tathagata, Honorable One and Perfectly 
Awakened One" 14 times, it is only found 3 times in Chi, and in these once in 
a passage where all versions of TGS2 read only "tathagata" (6B). Otherwise, 
Chi resorts to the terms #P5J5 (3), ^ (2), {% (2), or \&M (1), and when TGS2 

speaks of the attainment of the designations "Tathagata, Honorable One and 

the store of a tathagata!" However, such an understanding is unlikely in view of the preceding 
verse 8.3: J U S ^ ^ j f . In IB, fff$y£ff, ^f&tÜiS, ^ItiW, — ® * f c £ Ä £ H ? t f e 
^ § t 0 corresponds to the citation in the 5*99 (... sadaivaite sattvas tathagatagarbha iti I). The 
Chinese can be understood as "The store of a tathagata [in] all living beings is at all times present 
without change" or possibly "All living beings [are] stores of a tathagata; [this true nature of all 
things] is at all times present without change." The latter translation is unlikely because the subject 
(t£ff for dharmatä) and its predication (^{EE^ St) appear separated from each other. 

9 tüMM as a separate entity appears in 1.1 (mtUMMMPffW), 3B (fätüMWM), 5B 
(-w^mmmm), 6B mrm^^immm and SB (—^mtm^mmm). The 
following cases could at first sight be understood as "... [to see that] all sentient beings [are] stores 
of a tathagata": 0M:%—W^iU%B, 1A: U l f — W l t ^ P Ä IB: — « T f l t ^ Ä t t ! 
^ ü , 9B: jf,—'®T€'l1t$n5f5iic- Only an examination of other passages, similar in syntax, shows 
that the grammatical function of $P5f$|i? cannot be that of a predicate to TC'Ift and that the 
expression must consequently be translated as: "tathagata-store [oflin] sentient beings." That this is 
the right interpretation becomes clear from the following passages: 0M: jf,—-®T€l1t§^S(Sf jiöS; 
BJ'JÜIS; 6 A : ^—W^WWSßM'MM^M'MWi- T h e s e are the only other examples with a syntactic 
structure equivalent to the one above. It is obvious that the defilements cannot be construed as the 
predicates of sentient beings. On the other hand, we find the following päda in 4.3: ^PfjJ'JH'l'iä l̂ 
^ J ü : "knowing that those defilements [are] accidental." From this we can infer that Amoghavajra 
would probably have employed the character J=| in the instances above also, if he had intended to 
use the term $P5f$|i? as a predicate to sentient beings. 

10 Namely in 0M, 2A, 2.2, 3.3, 4.3, 4.4, 6.3, 7.4, 7.5 and 9.3. The passages in IB (iSM^^M 
1 i » , Ä t t i l t . . . ) and in 7.3 ( « ü » ffi«£M i ^ Ü ' l i f Ä ) suggest that living 
beings are encased in defilements. 

11 Passages where the buddha-nature is mentioned as wrapped in defilements are 2.2, 3.3, 7.4 
and 7.5. The defilements are said to cover living beings in 0M, IB (Bth and Tib unclear), 2A, 4.3 
and 7.3. 

121 am not counting the appearances in association with the names of bodhisattvas or with the 
four bodhisattvas who did not attain awakening in section 11. Among the 34 cases above, the term 
is 4 times part of an interpolation in TGS2 not found in Chi. 
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Perfectly Awakened One," Chi paraphrases it as jj^ipIEJ!;, j^jftjEIK o r "ztW 

g. The term sattvadhätu and the definition of sattva is not found in Chi in 6B. In 
addition, the verses in chapter 4 of Chi lack the term (citta)prakrti -
ägantukaklesa, a concept characteristic of the tathagatagarbha teaching. 

It is common in both Chinese translations that ilU^M is understood to be a 
separate entity found in living beings (b). Leaving aside the question why the 
word zang 0 was chosen to render Skt. garbha,14 this is nevertheless surprising, 
since ilU^M could easily be applied as a predicate of living beings, in the sense 
of living beings being the stores of a tathagata. It seems that already at the time of 
Buddhabhadra's translation the general idea of tathagatagarbha as an entity 
within living beings was so prevalent that Buddhabhadra or his collaborators 
decided—even against the evidence of the sutra itself—to accept it for their 
translation into Chinese. This feature thus arose in the translational act and is not 
related to the Sanskrit text. 

It is impossible to say to what extent feature a, the continuous use of the 
compound ilU^M throughout Chi, is also due to Buddhabhadra's preference for 
this term.15 The fact that Amoghavajra also uses the term more often than the 
Tibetan translation does suggest that one reason for its prominence could be the 
wider range of its applicability once interpreted as a separate entity: whereas the 
term in the Sanskrit was only applied as a bahuvrihi relating to sentient beings, 
the Chinese now had the chance to replace other terms designating the buddha-
nature in living beings with it. It could at the same time acknowledge the possible 
"popularity" of the term, which, after all, formed the sutra's title. The Tibetans, 
favoring a literal translation, refrained from an abundant use of the compound 
and, in this instance, probably faithfully followed the Indian text. It is, however, 
true that I cannot completely exclude the possibility that the Indian TGSi had 
already taken the term tathagatagarbha in the same sense as seen in Chi, and that 
it appeared more often in it than in TGS2. Whatever the case, a development from 
the usage of a variety of designations for the buddha-nature towards the 
standardized term ilU^M is definitely a more plausible assumption than the other 
way round. Speaking in text-historical terms, Chi in this instance is a recension 
further removed from a common Indian original than TGS2. 

As I will show below, the term dharmatä in the TGS is used in at least two 
different meanings.16 In the passage where Buddhabhadra employs the translation 
t£fS dharmatä means "the rule to which all dharmas are subject." It is the only 
passage in all of TGSi with dharmatä in this meaning, and I suspect that 

13 In 9B (the passage concerned is not found in Chi in its entirety). 
14 Regarding this question, see Hirakawa 1990: 73ff. There it is left open whether 

Buddhabhadra adopted an earlier translation (f^Üt) or created one on his own (p. 76). One crucial 
impact on the rendering of tathagatagarbha with rulai zang $n3^iü (indicating an element in 
living beings) may have had the concept of "five internal organs" wu zang EÜt in traditional 
Chinese medical theory. Medical works such as the Suwen fftfn] and the Lingshu JtflM are familiar 
with this concept, and it must therefore have been in use as early as the Han § | dynasty (see 
'Zhong Yi Dacidian' Bianji Weiyuanhui <<^I£^S?Ä>>äi¥Ö3lM:K (ed.), Zhong yi dacidian: 
Jichu lilunfence ^^Mf^Mi&MW7>M, Peking: RenmingWeisheng, 1982, pp. 42; 74ff). 

15 Takasaki (1974: 53) even calls the use of the term $P5^Üi by Buddhabhadra "excessive." 
16 The term is also employed in the parallel verses in RGV 1.100: vilokya tadvat sugatah 

svadharmatäm avicisamsthesv apt... 
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Buddhabhadra in his translation chose the characters t£fS in order to make clear 
that here dharmatä should be understood in its "weak" meaning of "general rule." 
For him, dharmatä expressed with the characters t£'|4 likely implied the sense of 
"absolute truth" (see below). This may have led him to refrain from the use of 
7Ä14 in the other passages. The meaning of dharmatä in TGS2, except in the 
passage just mentioned and in another case (see below), is probably simply that of 
the "nature" of a tathagata. Hence Buddhabhadra probably felt that the characters 
7Ä14 went too far. He therefore avoided the translation 7Ä14 and employed other 
terms specific to the TGS, such as ^njföÜ, instead.17 

Feature c arises from the fact that in most cases Chi states that the buddha-
nature (and not living beings) is wrapped in defilements. This is in line with the 
corresponding verses of the Ratnagotravibhaga, where living beings are only 
once described as covered by defilements.18 Of course, a "correct" allegorical 
interpretation would tend to require that the buddha-nature, as counterpart of the 
tathägata-bodies in the lotuses, be taken as the element covered by defilements 
rather than living beings themselves. However, no statement can be made in this 
regard about the degree of "correctness" of the Indian archetype of the TGS. 

In regard to the replacements for the term "bodhisattva" with less specific 
terms (e), further text-historical research needs to be done on Mahayana sutra 
literature in order to establish a comprehensive frame of possible general 
tendencies in the transmissional history of this genre.19 The less frequent use of 
the epithets "Tathagata, Honorable One and Perfectly Awakened One" in Chi (f) 
probably has its origins in Buddhabhadra's concise style, and cannot help in 
reaching conclusions about the relation to the Indian recensions. 

Finally, the occurrence of the terms sattvadhätu and (citta)pra-
krti/ägantukaklesa20 only in TGS2 (g) could point to a later addition. The terms are 
well known for their prominent position within the tathagatagarbha theory, and 
for this reason it is hardly imaginable that such key words would be dropped in 
the process of redaction or translation. On the other hand, as Chi tends to 
standardize to a certain extent, this cannot be maintained without restriction. 

This discussion of the unique features of Chi reveals the problems in 
assessing this translation and its relation to TGS2. We simply cannot know if it is 
the translator (and his team) or an earlier redaction of the text in India that was 
responsible for the differences. Moreover, it is very likely that the work of 
Buddhabhadra itself was exposed to a redaction by Chinese specialists 
immediately after its completion, in the process of which many passages could 
have been made to conform to basic rules of logic or to demands for a more 

17 That ^ '14 and other related terms suggesting aspects of absoluteness were in fact vividly 
discussed in the period in which Buddhabhadra was active we can see from the documentation of 
the different views of Kumärajiva and Huiyuan HJH on this subject in Ren 1985: 694-701. 

18 See RGV 1.101: rägadvesamalädikosanivrtarh ... jagat. The buddha-nature as enclosed in 
defilements is found in 1.106, 107, 110, 111, 116, 119 and 120. 

19 For one example of this kind, see Shimoda 1997: 17Iff. For the Mahäyänist 
Mahäparinirvänasütra he shows that the word "bodhisattva" is consistently used only in certain 
sections of the text. Further, he observes that a "bodhisattvaization in terminology" appears at 
three levels of intensification depending on the different versions, i.e., from the first Chinese 
translation (416^-18 CE) by Faxian yüjt to the Tibetan translation, and finally the second Chinese 
translation by *Dharmaksema (also first quarter of the fifth century, but much longer than the 
translation by Faxian) with the highest number of appearances of the term "bodhisattva." 

20 See 1.125 for similar terminology in the verses of the TGS reproduced in the RGV. 
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appealing Chinese style.21 Other translations bearing the name of Buddhabhadra, 
ones for which the Sanskrit is available, suggest that they have been done very 
carefully, more or less literally following the Sanskrit and rarely containing 
elements introduced through the translator's peculiar way of understanding the 
text.22 However, even if translations bear the name of Buddhabhadra, can we be 
sure that he cooperated always with the same Chinese scholar-monks who were in 
charge of the redaction of his work? Should we not expect that his coworkers 
were chosen according to the importance of the text and that the outcome, for a 
large part, exhibits their own personal style?23 

If we nevertheless assume that the redactional impact of the translation 
activities was only minimal, would it be possible to explain some of the 
differences over against TGS2 as the features of an orally transmitted text? Indeed, 
a memorized text would naturally tend to be smoothed down in the process of 
unconsciously adapting content and structure of the various passages to the main 
line of thought and reoccurring patterns. From this we could explain why in 
several passages Chi does not loose its thread, whereas the versions of TGS2, in 
several passages, seem to be altogether inconsistent. Also, the reason for the 
frequent occurrences of the compound ilU^M could be found here, since one can 
assume that the central term of the sutra, and a constituent part of its title, crept 
into passages and replaced other designations of the buddha-nature. On the other 
hand, one could easily argue in the opposite direction, namely that a memorized 
text would hardly allow for alterations to the degree documented in TGSi, since 
once memorized, the text would attain a more or less fixed form. Though I do not 
want to exclude the possibility that changes in the sutra were caused by an oral 
tradition, I rather tend to look for the reason for the origination of TGSi in the 
Chinese redaction of the text by Buddhabhadra and his coworkers. 

Regarding the relation of Chi to TGS2, it is obvious that Chi represents an 
earlier stage of textual development of the TGS as far as the interpolated passages 
mentioned above are concerned. I am hesitant to claim that this kind of relation is 
valid for the parts contained in both recensions which are different in structure, 
terminology and length. These differences do not seem to be the result of a 
consistent redactional approach, and the wording in neither recension can be said 
with certainty to be earlier and more original than that in the other. It is thus 

21 An analysis of the Chu sanzang ji ji f-Piz= J§;FP.IfS (compiled ca 515 CE) shows that, in 
general, the teams dealing with the translation were composed of three specialists: the main 
"translator" and reciter, the actual translator (if the reciter's Chinese was not sufficient), and one or 
more redactors. See Zacchetti 1996: 350-52; and also Boucher 2001: 104ff. along with the works 
he provides in n. 35. Zacchetti further points out that, while in the case of the 
Mahäparinirvänasütra {All CE) Buddhabhadra was supported in his activity by the frequently 
mentioned translator Baoyun Jfjf, only a short time later, when he translated the 
Buddhävatarhsakasütra, Baoyun was no longer mentioned (pp. 353-355). I am not sure if one 
should follow Zacchetti in his opinion that this must mean that Buddhabhadra had gained enough 
knowledge of Chinese to translate without help (p. 355). 

22 This holds true for Buddhabhadra's translation of a part of the TUSN—the Sanskrit of which 
we know as a quotation in the 5*99 (22.10-24.8). The date of the translation of the T*S 
(beginning of the fifth century) falls within the period of Buddhabhadra's translation of the 
Buddhävatarhsakasütra, of which the 7 8 6 1 is a part (418^120 CE; see DZJ s.v. j\.jj)XiA 

23 Zacchetti notes that the central function of the main translator was to recite and interpret the 
text, whereas the translational work itself was mostly done by the actual translator of the team. 
From the Buddhist point of view, he argues, the translation would nevertheless be attributed to the 
reciter, because he was the one familiar with the tradition of Indian thought (pp. 358f). 

22 



impossible to plausibly determine the stemmatic relation between TGSi and TGS2; 
we are forced to treat them as two recensions, each with a transmissional history 
of its own. While TGSi is the stylistically more concise and consistent recension 
of the TGS, TGS2 has interpolated several textual additions typical of Mahayana 
sutra literature and, as might be suspected from the inconsistencies found in all 
three of its representatives, looks back on a manuscript tradition in India which, in 
several passages, harbored problematic readings. 

Judging from the date of translation as the terminus ante quern of the two 
recensions, there is a gap of more than 350 years between them. In the following I 
will show that TGS2, or a version very close to it, already existed before the 
middle of the fifth century, so that it can be placed much closer to the period in 
which TGSi was translated. We therefore need to focus on the reproduction of the 
nine similes of the TGS in the Ratnagotravibhaga. The following points deserve 
our attention: 

• In the second simile of the Ratnagotravibhaga it is twice said that the honey-
hunter desires honey: purusas tadarthi (I. 102b), madhvarthi (1.104b). This 
characterization also appears in TGS2 in 2A and 2.1, but is missing in Chi. 

• The fourth simile in recension TGS2 deals with the gold nugget of a traveler 
which falls into putrid excrement. (The man is mentioned in 4A and 4.1.) The 
Ratnagotravibhaga also tells of this traveler: suvarnam vrajato narasya 
(1.108a). Chi, however, just tells of gold fallen into an impure place without 
any mention of the traveler. 

• In the sixth simile the Ratnagotravibhaga mentions the fruit of "mango trees, 
palmyra palms and other trees": ämratälädiphale (1.115a), tälaphalämra-
(1.117b). A sequence of four kinds of fruit is found in 6A of TGS2: that of a 
mango tree, rose apple tree, palmyra palm and cane (in the verses the mangos 
are missing). Chi, on the other hand, mentions both in the prose and the verses 
only the fruit of mango trees. 

• In 7B of TGS2 it is explicitly stated that the buddha-nature is also found in 
animals. The same statement appears in 1.119c (tiryaksv api) and 1.120 
(tiryaksv api) of the Ratnagotravibhaga. Further, a quotation-like passage, 
which could well derive from TGS2, appears in Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä 
15.1 If (see the note in 7B of my translation). The passages regarding animals 
do not appear in Chi. 

• In all three sections of the eighth simile of TGS2 a poorhouse is mentioned as 
the residence of a depressed woman. This poorhouse also turns up in all three 
corresponding verses of the Ratnagotravibhaga: anäthävasathe (1.121b), 
anäthasäle (1.122a), anäthavesmani (1.123b). Chi does not mention the 
woman's residence. 

• The citation of TGS 8B.3-4 concerning tathägatadhätu found in Ratnagotra­
vibhägavyäkhyä 72.11-12 agrees closely with the passages in Tib, Bth and CA2. 
(See the note in my translation for a more detailed comparison.) 

These examples show that the compilers of the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä) must 
have known recension TGS2 or a version similar to it. How otherwise could the 
Ratnagotravibhaga share passages with TGS2 in its corresponding verse or prose 
sections? The date of the translation of the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä) into 
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Chinese is 511 CE. As Takasaki (1966) and Schmithausen (1971) have shown, 
the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä) consists of at least two clearly different layers, 
namely the original kärikäs and a commentary written in verses and prose. The 
recomposition of the nine similes of the TGS in the Ratnagotravibhaga is part of 
the oldest layer of the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä). The reproduced verses are 
written in complex meters, and it is hardly imaginable that alterations to the 
original wording of the Ratnagotravibhaga could have been introduced at a later 
stage. Now, we have to reckon with a complex history, from the time of the first 
appearance of recension TGS2, the reformulation of its verses and their adaptation 
to the kärikäs in the Ratnagotravibhaga, the completion of one, if not two, 
commentarial layers to the Ratnagotravibhaga (part of which clearly follows a 
different interpretation) until, finally, the translation of the whole 
Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä) into Chinese in 511 CE. In view especially of the 
different exegetical approach to the kärikäs taken by the commentary, but also the 
various steps involved in the whole process, I suppose that we can assume a 
period of at least fifty to one hundred years between the first appearance of TGS2 
and the final Chinese translation of the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä). This, 
however, would place the terminus ante quern of TGS2 more or less within the 
same period as TGSj. Based on the date of the translation of the 
Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä), therefore, we no longer have any reason to consider 
Chi to be an older recension of the TGS.25 

1.2 The Representatives of TGS2 

Bth, Tib and CA2 doubtlessly derive from the same manuscript tradition. They 
differ from each other only in some minor points, which, for the most part, can 
easily be explained as resulting from misreadings or misunderstandings of words 
or passages, redactional intervention or passages already unclear in the Indian 
manuscripts.26 As one might expect, each of the three translations has abundant 
variants not found in the two other texts. These "single variants" may have their 
origin in the respective Indian manuscript, faithfully translated into the new 
language, or in the translation process itself. 

As I have repeatedly stated in the notes to my translation, it seems that Tib 
was subject to some process of redaction at the time of its translation or after. I 
can show in many instances the reasons for such alterations.27 The most obvious 
documentation of this process is a comparison of the päda sequence in the verses 

Here I do not consider the relation of the RGV to other texts (such as the MSA) and the 
associated implications for the dating of the RGV. I shall deal with this matter in section 4.4. 

25 See section 4.4 where, based on other arguments, I arrive at a terminus ante quem of ca 350 
CE for the composition of TGS2. Whether the obvious interpolations found in TGS2 were at that 
time already part of TGS2 cannot be decided, since they do not form part of the central message of 
the sutra and can thus hardly be expected to be cited in the RGV(V). 

26 Section 6B is a good example: each of the three versions offers its own way of reading the 
passage without being completely convincing. 

27 The fact that the translators or redactors of Tib deviated in some instances from the Indian 
text could, for example, be the reason for the different rendering of 8B.3^1, which has come down 
to us in Sanskrit from a quotation in 5*99 72.11-12 (see the note in my translation). There, Skt. 
utpanna is rendered as zhugs, and dhätu is rendered as rigs (usually: gotra or kid a). The translation 
zhugs for utpanna is not a common one. Similarly, the preference for rigs over khams may reflect 
the choice of the translators/redactors. 
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of the different versions (see Appendix B): in 26 of the 69 verses, Tib has a 
sequence different from the one common to Bth and CA2. Two main reasons for 
the alterations in Tib are evident. In 14 instances the päda containing the verb, 
which governs the whole verse, has been placed at the end of the verse. In 10 
cases the editors of Tib felt the need to position pädas embracing relative clauses 
or other specifying elements before the element to be specified. In several 
instances, the different arrangement of the syntactical units led to a new 
understanding of the content. 

In the prose section, such alterations are not always so easy to determine. 
If there was reason to assume that redactional intervention has led to a reading 
only attested by Tib, I have always indicated this in the notes to my translation. 
However, Tib is a smooth, well-polished text with a more or less easy flow of 
sentences. Its terminology accords in almost all instances with the Mahävyutpatti. 
Precisely because of these characteristics, we should be careful not to follow its 
argumentation uncritically in the effort to uncover the original content of TGS2. 

Regarding Bth, we have reason to characterize it as a translation dating 
from a time when the standard Buddhist vocabulary was not yet established in 
Tibet, namely up to the eighth century, after which translation activities became 
more organized and standardized with the aid of compilations of compendiums 
like the Mahävyutpatti or the sGra sbyor bam po gnyis pa. As I have shown 
elsewhere,28 a comparison of the terminology chosen by the translators of Bth 
with the corresponding terms in Tib reveals that in most of the cases the 
terminology of Bth is not in line with the Mahävyutpatti. In Bth, a tendency to a 
more literal and less idiomatic style of translation seems to prevail. Whereas many 
of the verses in Tib have been rearranged according to the basic needs of the 
Tibetan syntax (see above), in Bth the päda sequence seems to reflect, if not 
wholly coincide with, the Sanskrit original, where the main verb of the sentence 
may not have been positioned at the end. Other refinements typical of the time 
after the appearance of compendiums like the Mahävyutpatti or the sGra sbyor 
bam po gnyis pa are lacking in Bth: verbs in many cases do not indicate the 
hierarchic level of the subjects involved;29 the particle dag expressing collectivity 
is less commonly employed; 30 numbers appear which are not in their 
"Tibetanized" forms.31 Furthermore, the fact that some of the names of the arhats, 
translated in Tib, are transliterated in Bth (cf 0C) also marks Bth as the earlier 
work, written when many of the (later) standard translations of arhat names had 
not yet been established.32 

For the prose, it is more difficult to judge how far Bth follows the syntax 
of the Indian original. Verbs are always placed at the end of the sentence. In the 
case of names, Bth clearly follows the Sanskrit, where the name usually proceeds 
titles, as in Bth: rDorje'i bio gros byang chub sems dpa' sems dpa' chen po 
against Tib: byang chub sems dpa' sems dpa' chen po rDo rje 'i bio gros for Skt. 

2S See Zimmermann 1998: 4 3 ^ 6 . 
29 Ibid., 47, n. 25. 
30 Ibid., 47, n. 26. 
31 Bth throughout uses brgya stong instead of 'bum for satasahasra. 
32 The situation is similar to the employment of the auxiliary verb 'os pa to express what are 

gerundives in Sanskrit: in all 18 cases of its appearance in Tib it is missing in Bth. See Simonsson 
1957: 156f. for an example where phyag 'tshal in the old version of the SP is rendered as phyag 
byar 'os in the revised text (for Skt. vandaniya). The auxiliary verb 'os pa seems at some point to 
have become the standard for rendering gerundives from Sanskrit. 
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Vajramatir bodhisattva mahäsattvah. This principle is also found in the old 
translation of the Saddharmapundarikasütra (see Simonsson 1957: 173f) and, in 
the case of the Aksayamatinirdesasütra, in the version closest to the Dunhuang 
fragments as well as in the Dunhuang fragments themselves (cf. Braarvig 1993 a: 
ix). In most of the direct speeches, Bth places the verb of speech before the 
content of the speech, a feature common to the Sanskrit but not attested for Tib, 
where this verb is always found at the end of the speech. 

Generally, the style of Bth is more prolix and in parts unintelligible, 
features whose reason may have been that the translators felt uneasy about 
departing from the original Indian syntax. In some passages this could have led 
them—faithfully following the (faulty?) Indian text—to place syntactical units 
one after the other without the least attempt to achieve the necessary consistency 
and continuity of discourse by introducing connective elements into the Tibetan. 

There can be no doubt that Amoghavajra also tried to keep as close as 
possible to the Indian text. The Sanskrit on which his translation is based must 
have been largely identical with the Sanskrit from which the Tibetan translations 
derived. It seems that he followed the Indian text more or less word for word, 
avoiding any kind of interpretative translations. Even in the syntax, he remains 
loyal to the Sanskrit: the päda order is for the most part untouched. The sequence 
of syntactical units in some passages, at odds with Chinese grammar, is most 
likely also modeled on the Sanskrit. Amoghavajra's translation style thus again 
seems to be based on the idea that the single elements of the Indian text should 
remain discernible and be arranged in the order found in it. 

However, as already mentioned above, Amoghavajra takes the term 
tathagatagarbha (jlU^M) a s a designation for the buddha-nature itself, that is, as 
a separate entity within living beings. Further on throughout the text, we find a 
number of additional or substitutional elements of an explicative nature which 
could well be commentarial units of the translator that crept into the translation: 

• In OG the flowers in the sky are described as "being united with each other as a 
whole" (^fli't=rß&). The tathagatas are said to be endowed with the 
dvätrimsan-mahäpurusa-laksanas. Neither element is found in the other 
translations. 

• OM: Besides gods and humans in the list of living beings that pay reverence to 
the tathagatas in lotuses, mention is also made of dragons (for nägas), yaksas, 
gandharvas, asuras, garudas, kimnaras, mahoragas, amanusyas "and others." 

• In the last päda of 1.5, instead of the purification of living beings as the motive 
for teaching the Dharma, it is stated that sentient beings may thereby attain the 
three bodies endowed with buddha-knowledge (^^^.MMi^^a )• 

• In 3B, between the statements that buddhahood is found in all living beings and 
that the tathagata removes their defilements from them, the following insertion 
is found: mt'Mm, M$ÄEM, M ^ i g ^ ^ o One possible 
translation is: "If [one] can (= has the potential to?) awaken, [one] will become 
a perfectly awakened [one], settled firmly [and] peacefully in spontaneous 
knowledge." 
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1.3 Similarities between the Chinese Translations 

One surprising feature is the fact that in several cases CA2 lines up with Chi 
against both Tibetan translations. The nature of the differences shows that it is not 
the wider Chinese context in which Chi and CA2 are embedded (or the Tibetan 
context for the Tibetan translations) that could be held responsible for this. Some 
of these common differences are: 

• Only the two Chinese recensions characterize the withering of the flowers in 
the introduction and the first simile as taking place "in an instant" (OH, Ol, 0J, 
0M). Also, in 7A the death of the man in the wilderness is described as 
"sudden." 

• Both Chi and CA2 do not mention the "petals and stalks" of the flowers in the 
description in 01. Later, in verse 0.3, the stalks are again not mentioned in 
either Chinese translation, while the petals are missing only in Chi. 

• In 0J, Chi and CA2 do not mention the putrid smell of the flowers. 
• In the enumeration of buddhadharmas in 5A, Chi and CA2 lack the 

ävenikabuddhadharmas. 
• 6A: The problematic expression jig rten (na) gnas pa (Tib) and jig rten zhugs 

shing gnas pa (Bth) in the Tibetan has no counterpart in the Chinese. 
• In verse 10.1 only the Tibetan translations mention explaining the TGS among 

several other methods of propagating it. 
• In 11C both Chinese recensions additionally mention the attainment of the five 

abhijhäs CELWÄ) by those being touched by the light of the bodhisattva 
*Sadäpramuktarasmi. The Tibetan is restricted to the attainment of the 
incapability of turning back from supreme and perfect awakening (avaivartikä 
anuttaräyäm samyaksambodhau). 

• Instead of the problematic 'di 'dra (Tib) or de 'dra (Bth) in verse 11.1, the 
Chinese has % ("continuously"). 

Up to now, I have no firm idea how to explain these common points in the 
Chinese. If we do not want to assume that Amoghavajra, to whom 
Buddhabhadra's translation was certainly known and probably accessible, adopted 
some of the common points from the fifth-century translation, we need to reckon 
with the possibility that at least the cases where elements are missing in the 
Chinese came into existence coincidentally. 

1.4 Structure, Contents and Textual History of the TGS 

The TGS is clearly dividable into seven main sections: 
I. (0) The setting in Räjagrha, including the manifestation of supernatural 

phenomena 
II. (1-9) The nine similes: the actual TGS 
III. (10) The description of merit resulting from the propagation of the TGS 
IV. (11) The story of *Sadäpramuktarasmi and *Anantarasmi 
V. (12A-B) The question of Änanda 
VI. (12C) Homage to the one who holds the TGS in one's hands 

27 



VII. (12D) Description of the delight and praise on the part of the onlookers 
(return to the scene of 0) 

Without a doubt, the nine similes form the essential part of the TGS. Not only is 
the title of the sutra derived from the description in the first simile, but the text 
itself also regards the nine similes as the actual TGS: in sections 0 and 10-12 the 
TGS is frequently referred to. This sutra within a sutra, the nine similes, is 
narrated by the Buddha himself. It is this section alone which is usually dealt with 
by later commentators. The nine similes contain the new message and the 
doctrinally relevant passages for which the TGS is known. They are enclosed by a 
frame (0 and 12D) which is common to most, if not all, sutras of the Mahayana. 
Between the similes and the end scene, three more units are found (10, 11, 12A-
C). Whereas the description of the merit resulting from the propagation of the 
TGS is a common element in many other sutras, the story of *Sadäpramuktarasmi 
and the (probably later interpolated) question of Änanda seem peculiar to the 
TGS. Later we will have to face the question what their relation to the similes 
might be. 

As mentioned above, the main speaker after the introductory description is 
the historical Buddha himself, who is interrupted only by the two questions of 
Vajramati and Änanda, his narration ending with a return to the setting. The text is 
in prose, with verse portions that repeat, usually at the end of a short unit, the 
main issues contained in prose before.33 This structure of verses ending a prose 
section is well attested in many other Mahayana sutras. 

At first glance, the introductory section 0 and the following exposition of 
all nine similes seem to be from one mold. The Buddha narrates in the third 
person, with his thoughts interspersed in the first person. The descriptions in the 
similes are all vivid and concrete. The similes appear to be constructed in a 
unified fashion. They all start with the description of a more or less well-known 
occurrence or process met with in daily life (with the exception of the lotus 
flowers in the sky), and then draw a comparison between it and the spiritual 
sphere. At the end, the prime role of the Tathagata is illustrated as that of teaching 
living beings about their unknown potential. From a doctrinal point of view, too, 
there seems to be no reason to assume that the similes are not the creation of a 
single author or group of authors put forward as a monolithic block. Nevertheless, 
an analytic examination of the first simile leads to several observations which 
clearly go against the assumption that the introduction and the nine similes had 
already been arranged in their present form at the very beginning. 

The most obvious manifestation of textual heterogeneity is the first simile 
itself. After his announcement that he would expound the TGS, in 0M the Buddha 
sets about formulating the first simile, which, regarding the upamäna, that is, the 
part of the simile used to illustrate the subject matter, is taken from the setting of 
the introductory section. Then, in 1A, he abruptly starts again to recount this first 
simile, this time with emphasis on different elements. A close look at both 
"versions" of this first simile, that is to say, version 0M and version 1 A, reveals 
the following differences: 

(1) In 0M, the upamäna is very close to the description in the introductory 
setting: The lotuses are mentioned as supernatural creations of the Tathagata; 

33 The fact that the section with the question of Ananda does not end with verses repeating his 
question is one sign that it is most probably not a part of the oldest Indian recension of the TGS. 
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the tathagatas sitting in their center emit rays of light; the spectators recognize 
the tathagatas and pay homage (without mentioning the divine vision); the 
flowers are, as stated in the introduction, open. 

This is all in contrast to 1A: there nothing is said about light effects, a 
central element of the introductory part; the flowers are not explicitly 
characterized as supernatural manifestations of the Buddha; no spectators and 
their act of homage are mentioned; instead, there appears a person endowed 
with divine vision who "desires to look at the forms of the tathagatas." This 
last expression is reminiscent of simile 2, where the honey-hunter is described 
as "desirous of honey" (2A; 2.1), and of simile 3, where men and women want 
to remove the kernels from their husks because they desire to obtain edible 
food (3A). Further, the person in 1A is in need of a divine vision to see the 
tathagatas in the middle of the flowers because they are "not blooming and not 
open." 

(2) In contrast to the introduction and to OM, in 1A the person with divine vision 
then removes the disgusting petals of the lotuses and cleans the tathagatas 
sitting inside. The process of purification in the upamäna is a completely new 
element not found in the sections preceding 1A but common in the other 
similes. 

(3) Regarding the upameya, that is, the subject matter to be illustrated in the 
simile, in both OM and 1A the term tathagatagarbha appears. However, the 
sentence containing the term in OM is found at the end of the chapter and is, 
furthermore, missing in Chi. I consider it to be a later addition in TGS2. This 
seems to be supported by the uncommon position of the sentence: the act of 
perceiving the buddhas within living beings had already been dealt with before. 
Meanwhile the Buddha had been stressing the equality between the tathagatas 
within and himself. Why should he again mention the act of perceiving? 
Further, the whole of the sentence, as it is found in the Tibetan, seems very 
uncommon and strange in the context of the TGS, the tathägatacaksus 
("tathägata-vision") being characterized as *präsädika (mdzes pa; in my 
translation rendered as "admirable"), a term usually applied to persons.34 A 
plausible reason for interpolating the passage may have been the wish to use 
the central term tathagatagarbha, which until this passage had not come up in 
OM. 

(4) The simile in 1A ends with the statement that living beings realize 
buddhahood. How, then, are we to deal with chapter IB? IB starts with the 
paradigmatic statement that the Essential Law (dharmata) of all dharmas 
consists in the fact that all living beings are tathagatagarbha. It is this 
statement which has been cited word for word by the Ratnagotravibhäga-
vyäkhyä. Bu ston, in his mDzes rgyan, quotes from the beginning of 1A till the 
end of this passage. The text in the TGS, however, goes on to state that the 
Tathagata teaches the bodhisattvas, that the bodhisattvas thereupon follow his 
teachings, and that they finally realize buddhahood and perform the tasks of a 
buddha for other living beings. All this is repetitive since it is already stated in 
1A that, having accepted the Buddha's teaching, the "tathagatas of living 
beings are established in perfection," which can only be understood as the 

See BHSD s.v. prasadika. 

29 



attainment of buddhahood. 
The structure of the passage extending from OM till IB, however, is seen 

in a completely different and plausible way once we read through it without the 
last (interpolated) sentence in OM, without the whole of 1A, and without the 
categorical statement at the beginning of IB. The "repetitive part" in IB thus 
becomes the natural continuation of the narration from OM: After the Tathagata 
has confirmed the equality of the buddhas within living beings with himself in 
OM, in IB he then decides to teach the Dharma to the bodhisattvas. The 
bodhisattvas "apply themselves" to his teaching and finally become buddhas. 
The simile begun in OM is thus expanded on logically and is rounded off at the 
end of IB. The paradigmatic statement at the beginning of IB, on the other 
hand, is not part of the simile. As a part of simile 1A, it may have served the 
function of a summarizing formula which repeats the foregoing in traditional 
words. 

(5) Finally, I shall deal with the five verses following the prose passage. Section 
1.1 shows a close affinity with 1A. The verse describes the flowers as "not 
opened" and mentions the person with divine vision. In the second verse the 
purifying activity takes place on the upamäna level (missing in OM). The 
following three verses, too, follow clearly the narrative in 1A. They close with 
the establishment of the buddha-bodies (in the perfection of the tathagatas), a 
parallel to the last sentence in 1A. There can be no doubt that the verses 
represent the simile as it is found in 1A. The categorical statement at the 
beginning of IB is not reflected in them. 

The above analysis leads to the following results: In sections OM to 1C two lotus 
similes have been combined. One is found in 1A (and possibly also the first 
sentence of IB) and the verses of 1C; the other one comprises chapters OM 
(without the last sentence containing the term tathagatagarbha, which is probably 
a later insertion) and IB (without the first sentence). The term tathagatagarbha is 
thus only found in simile 1A. Simile OM draws upon the introductory setting 
described from OG to OK. Simile 1A, on the other hand, clearly follows the other 
eight illustrations of the TGS*5 and, with the introduction of a person with divine 
vision, adapts the upamäna to the upameya, where the Buddha recognizes the 
buddha-nature of living beings with his buddha-vision. In terms of the 
homogeneity of the two parts of the simile, 1A thus proves superior, since it aligns 
the lotus imagery smoothly with the idea of the hidden buddha-nature of living 
beings which needs to be set free. 

Concerning the conformity of simile OM to the introduction, I have stated 
that they mesh: no supernatural vision is necessary since the flowers are open. 
There are, however, some phraseological inconsistencies between the two 
sections. In all the descriptions of the buddhas seated in the calyxes up to OJ, Tib 
employs the term sku (Skt. käya, ätmabhäva or the like) when referring to the 
buddhas in the lotuses. Then, from OM onwards, the terminology in Tib shifts 
suddenly to gzugs (Skt. rüpal). Though Bth consistently employs sku, this change 
is confirmed by CA2, in which the character ^ (for rüpal) appears here for the 
first time in the text to designate the tathagatas in the flowers. Parallel to this, 

35 Whilst simile 1A contains the introductory formula rigs kyi bu dag 'di Ita ste dper na I (Skt. 
*tadyathäpi näma kulaputräh), which is the common formulation applied in all other eight similes, 
in OM the introduction runs rLgs kyL EX dagML I tar. (In Bth, however, the introductory formula in 
OM is identical with the other similes: rigs kyi bu 'di Ita ste.) 
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again from OM onwards, there is a different term to denote a very high number. 
Whereas up to OJ we find kotiniyutasatasahasra, from OM onwards we find only 
kotisatasahasra. Later, in the part following the similes, the former, longer 
expression is used again. Worth mentioning, too, is a change in the audience. In 
the chapters up to OK the ones watching the supernatural manifestations are said 
to be "the whole multitude of bodhisattvas and the four assemblies" (OH; 01), "the 
world with [its] gods, humans and asuras, all the bodhisattvas, and the four 
assemblies" (OJ), or "myriads of living beings" (OJ). In OL, however, the 
Tathagata answers merely to the "whole multitude of bodhisattvas," while in the 
simile OM itself only "gods and humans" are mentioned. Though such differences 
between the two sections are definitely minor in view of their homogeneity, they 
nevertheless indicate some unevenness. I will come back to this point later. 

Concerning the textual history of the TGS, we are now confronted with a 
complex situation. The simile of the lotus occupies, no doubt, a special position 
among the nine similes. The fantastic description of lotus flowers rising to the sky 
marks a contrast with the realistic spirit of the other eight illustrations. I can 
hardly imagine a reason for its inclusion among the set of eight others than the 
need to build a bridge to the lotus scenery of the beginning which, for whatever 
reason, had been chosen to introduce the similes. 

We do not know how the Mahayana sutras came into existence. Any 
discussion would soon become very speculative and go far beyond the limits of 
this work. However, it is reasonable to suppose two separate parts, namely the 
eight similes and the lotus scenery of the introduction, which originally existed 
independently of each other. To assume anything else would make it difficult to 
account for the differences in the basic conception between the introduction and 
the eight similes (supernatural vision, unopened flowers etc.). If the introductory 
scenery had been composed especially for the eight similes, it could have been 
adapted perfectly to the needs of the similes. But, as I have shown above, this is 
not the case. I therefore conjecture that when looking for a relatively fitting setting 
for the eight similes, the compiler decided to arrange the description of the fading 
flowers (taken from a different context) into an introduction to the similes. But 
then he was forced to compose parts OM and IB (without the sentences including 
tathagatagarbha) in order to explain plausibly the relation between the scenery 
and the eight similes, starting with the honey in the honeycomb. He tried to 
remain as faithful as possible to the lotus scenery but nevertheless unwillingly 
introduced the changes in phraseology discussed above (*käya for *rüpa etc.). 
Most likely, this newly created first simile did not include a verse portion. The 
reason for this could lie in the fact that at this stage the other eight similes, too, 
existed only in prose, or that the first illustration was felt to be but an introductory 
bridge between the lotus scenery and the similes of the honey and the rest, rather 
than an independent simile with a corresponding verse section. 

In a later step, simile 1A and the attendant verses would then have been 
interpolated. The compiler took great care to preserve the old lotus simile in its 
entirety and to insert the new simile in a position which would make it difficult to 
recognize any traces of such an insertion. The respect he paid to the old lotus 
simile by preserving all of 0M/1B makes it more difficult to argue that the same 
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compiler replaced a hypothetical old verse section with his new one. It is more 
likely, as suggested above, that the old simile had been without verses, or that it 
was at this stage that all similes became newly fitted out with a verse portion. This 
question cannot be answered wholly satisfactorily. 

The insertion of 1A could have been caused by the advent of the term 
tathagatagarbha, which till that insertion had not been used anywhere in the 
introduction and the similes. At the same time, the wish to transform the lotus 
simile into a "classically" structured one conforming to the style of the following 
similes (with homogeneous correspondences between upameya and upamäna, and 
including verses), and doing justice to the tathagatagarbha concept, could have 
been one main factor at work. The compiler could thereby also compensate for the 
incompatibility between the introductory setting and the basic idea behind the 
eight similes: the missing person with divine vision representing the Tathagata, 
the fact that the tathagatas in the flowers are recognizable by everyone,36 and the 
lack of the purifying activity. 

The main reason, however, was probably the compiler's wish to introduce 
the term tathagatagarbha. We cannot be sure what exactly led to the eminence of 
the term. As long as we have no other early text which could have coined the 
term, we should assume that it developed in fact from the lotus image in the first 
stage of the TGS. We can even imagine that the author(s) of the incomplete TGS 
(without 1 A) searched for a designation for their new idea of the buddha-nature, 
and possibly also for a title of the sutra meant to expound their theory. Once they 
had discovered that the term tathagatagarbha (with the rich nuances described 
below) could serve their needs well, they strove to give the term a place in the 
sutra itself. This may have been their motivation for inserting chapter 1A (and 
probably also the first sentence of IB: ... dharmänäm dharmatä ...). 1A serves to 
provide a definition of the term tathagatagarbha. This can still be felt in the first 
sentence when it is said "... recognize that there are tathagatas sitting cross-legged 
in their center (*madhya), in the calyx of [each] lotus (padmagarbha),...." My 
impression is that the author(s) here deliberately used the term tathagata (and not 
*tathägatarüpa as later on) and that specifically in this passage they glossed 
garbha as *madhya in order to draw readers' attention to the meaning of the term 
garbha and its role in the compound tathagatagarbha. 

If my hypothesis is right, the textual history of the TGS can now be 
divided into at least three major steps: first, the composition of the eight similes; 
secondly, their combination with the introductory lotus scenery and the 
composition of the "old" lotus simile (OM; IB); thirdly, the interpolation of the 
"new" lotus simile 1A with its verse section and the inclusion of the term 
tathagatagarbha (and probably also the selection of the title for the sutra). 

The upameya of the "old" lotus simile (OM; IB) deserves special attention. As it 
came into existence after the compilation of the other eight similes, and thus 
represents the essence of the different metaphorical approaches to the idea of a 
buddha-nature in living beings, it reflects what the author at this stage of the text's 
development thought to be the underlying pattern of the upameya. Furthermore, it 
has the advantage of not being constrained by a dominant upamäna: the fantastic 

It is definitely possible to use the term padmagarbha in the case of a fully blossoming lotus. 
Even when flowering, the petals will not open completely, so that a kind of interior space (garbha) 
remains. 
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introductory lotus setting is formulated loosely enough to allow different kinds of 
construction for the upameya. It does not force the author to adapt the upameya to 
the requirements and the elements of a realistic upamäna. It is therefore probably 
no coincidence that we find here the most explicit formulation of the liberating 
path in the whole sutra. The passage asserts that the Buddha teaches the 
bodhisattvas, that he incites their faith, and that the bodhisattvas, by applying 
themselves to his teachings, attain buddhahood. Though the activity of the 
bodhisattvas (or living beings) in their own process of liberation is sporadically 
delineated in some of the other similes (but on the whole seems to remain in the 
background), it is clear that at least for the person(s) who creatively combined the 
similes with the introduction, be they the authors of the similes or not, this active 
participation of the bodhisattvas was seen as a very important element. 

If we now turn to the parts of the sutra following the similes, it is difficult 
to avoid the impression that we again are dealing with more or less originally 
independent elements added to the similes for various reasons. Let us first have a 
short look at the content of these sections. The description of merit arising from 
the propagation of the sutra (10) is a common theme in Mahayana literature. 
Though other methods of attaining merit, with which the sütra-related activities 
are contrasted, can differ according to the text,37 the propagation of the sutra by 
preserving, reciting, copying and teaching it is very common. First, the TGS 
announces in a general way the positive result for one's merit from applying 
oneself to the propagation of the sutra (10A). It goes on to illustrate this fact 
impressively by contrasting it with the meaningless production and donation of 
myriads of pavilions to myriads of buddhas and bodhisattvas or the bestowal of 
hundreds of thousands of flowers upon them for a hundred thousand kalpas (10B-
C). It is even said that the internalization of a single simile of the TGS or the 
simple joyful approval (anumodana) of what has been heard would by far 
outweigh the merit attained through such donations. This second idea of joyful 
approval leading to the accumulation of merit does not seem to be part of the 
common descriptions in other Mahayana sutras but does appear in the 
Saddharmapundarikasütra. Rather than enter into a discussion of the complex 
issue of the veneration and propagation of a text, and its development and social 
meaning, I shall simply propose that the underlying tendency here is to redirect 
emphasis to the internalization of religious values. If we keep in mind that the 
propagation of the sutra also encompasses its "understanding" and "explanation to 
others," it is only natural that this process presupposes personal participation and 
reflection, elements which easily tend to be discarded during mainly external acts 
of veneration. The appearance of the term anumodayati, in the sense of cultivating 
an active and joyfully approving attitude towards the teaching, supports such a 
conclusion. 

This section on merit might otherwise have been the end of the sutra, 
which is the position it usually occupies in other texts, were it not for the fact that 
it is followed in the TGS by two other parts, with which I will now deal. The story 
of *Sadäpramuktarasmi and *Anantarasmi (11) was probably added to raise the 
authoritative status of the sutra by embedding it in a quasi-historical context, 

As mentioned in the notes to my translation, a passage in the KP resembles the TGS most in 
this respect. SP 332.9ff. contrasts the hearing of the SP with the practice of the five päramitäs of 
däna, sila, ksänti, virya and dhyäna. For the RGV see V.3-6, where the comparison is with only 
the three virtues of däna, sila and dhyäna. 
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which is at the same time the history of its transmission. The story itself may have 
been an independent entity before it became incorporated into the sutra. It 
contains two connecting links with the core sutra: one is the fact that the tathagata 
*Sadäpramuktarasmi taught the TGS for five hundred great cosmic cycles, in 
consequence of which the listeners finally attained awakening; the second is the 
identification of *Anantarasmi, who had asked *Sadäpramuktarasmi to teach, 
with the main representative of the audience, Vajramati. *Anantarasmi together 
with three other well-known bodhisattvas did not attain awakening. The sections 
before describe *Sadäpramuktarasmi, from the time in the womb of his mother till 
his form as earthly remains, as emitting light that has a highly beneficial effect on 
all living beings. I can hardly see any connecting link between this story and the 
core sutra, aside from the (surely not central) fact that *Sadäpramuktarasmi also 
emits light while in the womb (*garbha) of his mother. 

Seemingly even more unrelated is the question of Änanda (12A-B), which 
is missing in TGSi and is thus probably a later interpolation. Änanda asks the 
Tathagata how many buddhas one has to hear the Dharma from in order to attain 
perfection. In his answer the Tathagata does not restrict their number, but stresses 
the importance of generating the aspiration to awaken immediately. As stated 
above, one reason for the interpolation of this story with Änanda as the main 
figure could be his role as the one who is usually entrusted with the preservation 
of the teaching. However, this section does not contain any topical link with the 
other parts of the sutra. 

Another minor observation further highlights the heterogeneity between 
parts 10 to 12 and the similes: whereas throughout the similes the Tathagata 
addresses a large audience led by Vajramati (kulaputräh), in the following 
sections he only speaks to Vajramati. This strengthens the conclusion that we 
have a core sutra, consisting of the nine similes, embedded in an introduction and 
other essentially unrelated elements at the end. Particularly in regard to the story 
of *Sadäpramuktarasmi, the reasons for its inclusion in the sutra remain unclear, if 
it was not simply the need to extend the sutra's length. 

1.5 The Structure, Nature and Contents of the Nine Similes 

As mentioned above, all similes with the exception of the first one bear witness to 
a realistic, down-to-earth spirit. They are of a mundane nature; the scenes 
described can be easily imagined by readers and, for the most part, are taken from 
daily life. As I have argued above, the inclusion of the first image, though 
exceptionally fantastic in nature, was due to the fact that the compilers wanted to 
combine the eight similes with the introductory element centering on the lotuses, 
and therefore felt compelled to expand upon the setting of the introduction in the 
form of a simile. All the similes show the same specific structure:38 they first start 

See the entry in Meyer s.v. Gleichnis: "Sprachliches Gestaltungsmittel, bei dem eine 
Vorstellung, ein Vorgang oder Zustand (Sachsphäre) zur Veranschaulichung und Intensivierung 
mit einem entsprechenden Sachverhalt aus einem anderen, meist sinnlich-konkreten Bereich 
(Bildsphäre) verglichen wird. Bild- und Sachsphäre sind im allgemeinen durch Vergleichspartikel 
(„so ... wie") ausdrückl. aufeinander bezogen, sie decken sich aber nicht wie in der Allegorie in 
mehreren Einzelzügen, vielmehr konzentrieren sich die einander entsprechenden Züge beider 
Sphären in einem einzigen, für die Aussage wesentlichen Vergleichsmoment, dem Tertium 
comparationis, in dem die beiden Seiten sich berühren. Das Gleichnis ist vom bloßen Vergleich 
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with the description of a situation or process in the material sphere (upamäna; 
"Bildsphäre") to which the assumed factual situation (upameya; "Sachsphäre"), 
namely the existence of buddhahood in all living beings, is then compared. In 
contrast to what we normally call "allegory," a simile does not allow parallels to 
be drawn between a whole range of congruent factors featuring in the upamäna on 
the one hand and in the upameya on the other. Rather, the two spheres merely 
share a common tertium comparationis, the central point of comparison, which it 
is the aim of the simile to illustrate. Some of the similes do seem to call for an 
allegorical interpretation. In 4B the elements of the material sphere are explicitly 
compared to their counterparts in the spiritual realm. Nevertheless, what A. 
Jülicher has convincingly demonstrated for the interpretation of similes in the 
New Testament, namely that they were undermined by the "Gefahr 
unsachgemäßer allegorischer Auslegung, als man jeden Zug in ihnen tiefsinnig zu 
deuten versuchte,"39 should serve as a warning for the interpretation of our 
similes. Let us keep in mind that it was not the intention of the author(s) to 
construct allegories with perfect proportional relations in regard to all single 
elements. 

What, now, is the tertium comparationis of our similes? Generally 
speaking, it is the notion that a precious element, pure in nature, but hidden and 
unsuspected, truly exists, and while it is covered by impurities, its nature remains 
unaffected. The similes, though they each emphasize different aspects of this 
tertium comparationis, are meant to illustrate the same basic situation. As a 
further element common to most of the similes, and thus a second tertium 
comparationis of sorts, we find the description of the release of this precious 
element with the attending beneficial consequences for living beings. In the 
following, I will summarize the content of the similes and try to point out what 
each of them emphasizes.40 

As suggested above, the first simile was probably not part of the earliest 
set of eight. However, with the decision to adapt the introductory lotus scenery to 

durch die breitere Ausgestaltung und eine gewisse Selbständigkeit des Bildbereichs unterschieden, 
wird des öfteren auch gleichbedeutend mit Parabel verwendet; vielfach werden jedoch beide 
Begriffe in dem Sinne unterschieden, daß bei der Parabel die Sachseite nicht ausdrückl. genannt 
ist, sondern erschlossen werden muß (demnach setzt die Parabel das Bild statt der Sache, das 
Gleichnis setzt es neben sie)." 

39 See Meyer s.v. allegorische Schriftdeutung; further Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, 
Freiburg, 1899. 

40 Though the similes shed light on the tertium comparationis from different angles, they are 
similar enough to convince one that (with the exception of the first simile, as argued above) they 
were composed and arranged by a single person or a group of persons who worked in very close 
cooperation. There are, nevertheless, some minor observations which suggest a kind of loose 
grouping of similes 2, 3, 4 and possibly 1A (= the "new" lotus simile) on the one hand and similes 
0M/1B and 5 to 9 on the other. That the newly introduced simile 1A mirrors partly similes 2 and 3 
(e.g., the person is desirous to see the tathagatas: ... to get the honey (2), ... to have food (3)) is 
natural since they were the ones immediately after 1A, and so the obvious prototypes. A common 
element of 2, 3 and 4 (verse 4.4 in Chi) is the term buddhatäl°tva ltathägatatäl°tva to designate the 
buddha-nature of living beings. Similes 0M/1B, 5, 6, 7, (8) and 9, on the other hand, share the term 
tathägatajnäna and, what may be of more significance, they state that the Buddha teaches 
bodhisattvas (and not common living beings) in order to remove their defilements. The awakened 
bodhisattvas are then expected to help again other living beings. However, I do not think that these 
differences are enough to support further text-historical conclusions, which could only be highly 
speculative. 
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the eight similes, and the formulation of the lotus simile itself,41 it became the 
most arresting, impressive and comprehensive illustration. The compound 
tathagatagarbha itself, mentioned in close relation to the term padmagarbha, the 
"lotus calyx," probably also developed from it. The lotus, by far the commonest 
flower in Buddhist literature, and a symbol of the spotlessness of the bodhisattva 
acting in samsära, its flowering being compared with the manifestation of the 
virtues of buddhahood,42 is worthy of the prominent position accorded to it in the 
first simile. The illustration draws a contrast between the ugly, withered flowers 
and the brightly shining tathagatas sitting in meditation in their calyxes. Just as 
these tathagatas are found inside the lotuses, completely unaffected by their 
abhorrent surroundings, so too do sentient beings contain fully developed 
tathagatas within themselves. In the upameya the author still presents the picture 
of a very concrete tathagata situated in living beings, an image borrowed from the 
material sphere of the same simile. The second main point of the illustration is the 
removal of the withered petals by a person with divine vision. Obviously only he 
can know about the tathagatas hidden in the petals. The act of removal is 
compared to the teaching activity by which the Tathagata induces or directly 
accomplishes the elimination of the defilements of living beings, which had 
hitherto veiled their buddha within. 

The simile of honey shielded by bees contains one irritating element, 
namely the collecting of honey, which is a highly destructive activity that robs 
bees of a source of life.43 Nevertheless, it was used by the author to illustrate how 
a person with skill in means would know about the honey contained in the comb 
and manage to expel the insects. This is compared to the removal of the 
defilements by the Tathagata. The honey is then used in an "appropriate" way. 

41 To be exact, we need to deal in terms of an "old" and a "new" lotus simile (see above). 
However, here I will not differentiate between them but consider both as a unit. This is how the 
reader would understand things, and also follows the traditional exegetic approach. 

42SeeRGVII.8. 
43 Not much is known about honey-collecting activities in India. In a publication of the year 

1988 Eric Valli and Diane Summers describe how a group of "honey hunters" of the Gurung tribe 
in Central Nepal make their living by collecting and selling honey. They go into jungle areas and 
climb rocky cliffs where the bees, usually the Apis laboriosa, the largest honeybee in the world, 
have their combs. These nests may be as big as a human being, and contain between 50 and 60 kg 
of honey. A group of hunters, consisting of five to ten people, takes about one hundred nests a 
year. Amounts reported for the days of their grandfathers are about ten times as high, but yields are 
continually decreasing due to "the destruction of existing nests and the diminishing forest." (This 
and all following quotations are taken from the introduction in Valli and Summers 1988.) 

The work is very risky, since one of the hunters has to climb down a 50-m-long swaying rope-
ladder from above the cliff and to cut out the comb. Before he can do that, he has to expel the bees 
with flaming bundles of leaves pushed under the comb. The bees react aggressively and "attack 
any moving creature" who does not protect itself with the smoke of leafy branches fed into a fire. 
Once the bees have left, the comb is partially cut out and lowered down to the ground in a basket. 
The authors remark that "unknowingly, the hunters have become terrible predators. Entire colonies 
of bees are destroyed when Mani Lai [the leader of the hunters] cuts down their nests. If the queen 
and enough worker bees escape and return, the colony can be quickly reconstructed and, within a 
month, the nest can be sufficiently pregnant with honey for another expedition to be launched." 

All parts of the comb are exploited: the larva cells, rich in protein, are consumed as tonics; the 
melted and filtered wax "is sold in Katmandu to the artisans who use it in the lost-wax process of 
casting statues" (see simile 9); the precious honey, "valued as a universal remedy and tonic, is sold 
to villagers or exchanged for grain, yogurt, milk, a chicken, or even a day's work." The price in 
1988 for 454 g (1 pound) of honey was ten Nepalese rupees, a sum which must be seen in relation 
to the average two rupees a day on which about 60 percent of the rural population then lived. 
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The beneficial result is likened to living beings who become tathagatas and can 
perform buddha-acts for the good of other sentient beings. 

In the third simile of kernels enclosed by husks, the main emphasis lies on 
the obviously aberrant belief, as Chi puts it, that kernels in their husk have no use. 
The author is assured that every listener knows about the relation between kernels 
and husks in the case of cereals—on which the simile is based. It thus seems that 
in this illustration the author wanted to stress the commonness of the fact that 
buddhahood is found in all living beings (covered by defilements) and the 
normality of its manifestation. He compares the manifestation of buddhahood to 
the ordinary process of turning cereal to account by extracting edible grains. The 
usual tertium comparationis, namely the fact that something valuable is hidden in 
impurities, does not seem to be of primary significance here. 

A gold nugget in excrement is at the center of the fourth simile. The 
contrast between a nugget of pure gold and its surroundings, a "place of decaying 
substances and filth, a place full of putrid excrement," could hardly be greater. 
The nugget remains hidden in this place for many hundreds of years. No one 
would expect such a place to be the depository of a gold nugget. The simile draws 
the reader's attention to two points: first, the imperishable nature of the gold, 
which is later compared to the true nature of living beings. Its nature guarantees 
that the gold remains without any decay in spite of its surroundings. Secondly, the 
highly unexpected nature of the simile is meant to induce one to believe that the 
hidden buddha-nature will one day be revealed even in a sentient being who 
hardly anybody would think capable of becoming a buddha. The role of the 
divinity which in the upamäna advises a person to look for the nugget and clean 
it, is filled in the upameya by the Dharma-teaching Tathagata. 

The topos of a hidden treasure beneath the house of some poor person for 
the unknown buddha-nature in living beings is, with some variations, also found 
in the Mahäparinirvänasütra.44 The simile in the TGS is replete with oppositions: 
The house owner (or nobleman) (grhapati) lives in poverty, though right below 
his house is a huge treasure of precious materials. He walks up and down lost in 
his thoughts, while the treasure, the solution to his problems, lies untouched. He is 
unaware of the treasure and nobody, not even the treasure itself, can inform him, 
even though it is a grhapatfs duty as one of the seven jewels of a cakravartin 
ruler to find hidden treasures. Indeed, he himself is obviously in need of a person 
with a supernatural eyesight to make him see that all he requires is beneath him. 
Such a person is not mentioned in the upamäna of the simile, but appears as the 
Tathagata in the upameya. After the Tathagata has revealed the existence of such 
a treasure—living beings' buddha-nature—to the bodhisattvas, they set about 
digging it out. It is clear that in this fifth illustration the author wanted to draw the 
attention of the readers to their unawareness of the "treasure" within themselves 
and, consequently, to the fact that there is no reason to think of themselves as 
spiritually poor. 

The sixth simile of a sprout in the seed and the eighth of the desperate 
woman with the cakravartin embryo in her womb apparently embody a different 
notion. Here, at first glance, it is the process of growing, the ripening of the sprout 
into a "great king of trees," around which the comparison turns. This would at 

See 0 3 1 6 6 184bIff.; 4 105b6ff.; see also Takasaki 1974: 144f. 
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least be the reader's first impression. I will argue below that, though this notion 
may be evoked, this is not the main intent of the authors, and that we should take 
care here not to fall into the trap of too allegorical an interpretation. A closer 
analysis of the wording will show rather that the essential sameness of sprout and 
full-grown tree, their alternate generation, and the fact that the tree is contained in 
its complete but not yet fully unfolded form already in the seed go to make up the 
focus of the simile. In contrast to most of the other similes no act of purification is 
needed. The ripening is described as a more or less automatic process once the 
seed has fallen on the soil. Section 6B, representing the upameya, can be said to 
be quite unusual for the TGS. The difficult and terminologically laden content 
differs in each translation, and follows a more abstract line: it seems to offer a 
definition of the term sattva, the term sattvadhätu appears, and describes a 
tathagata who discloses the Dharma as a "supreme, great accumulation of 
knowledge." 

A dangerous wilderness, further on compared to samsära, is the setting of 
the seventh simile. The statuary image of a tathagata wrapped in rotten rags was 
dropped and lies on the path. Travelers, unaware that the rags contain such an 
image, pass by in disgust. Only after a divinity orders a group of people to open 
the bundle does the image inside receive the veneration it deserves. In this simile 
two main features seem important to note: first, as with the gold nugget in 
excrement, the complete inappropriateness of where the object is deposited and 
thus the unexpectedness of the finding; secondly, the illustration plays up the 
contrast between contempt and veneration: nobody, however contemptible he or 
she may appear, should be looked upon as such, because everyone has a nature 
deserving of veneration. This is also the message found in the associated verse 
7.5, where the Tathagata wants the awakened bodhisattvas to know that all living 
beings have the buddha-nature and, one could add, therefore encourages them to 
apply themselves to the development ofthat spiritual capacity in living beings. 

A more direct call for concrete consequences based on the tathagata­
garbha teaching is contained in the simile of the poor, depressed woman. An ugly, 
orphaned woman lives under desperate conditions in a poorhouse, despising 
herself. She is unaware of the fact that she has a future universal emperor 
(cakravartin)—the buddha-nature—in her womb. The illustration contrasts the 
apparently hopeless situation of the woman with the majesty and glory of the 
cakravartin. Of course, the idea of an embryonic cakravartin may, as in the sixth 
simile, embody the notion of a not yet fully developed element, the basis for 
awakening in the future. The main point in this simile, however, seems to be to 
show the Tathagata's encouragement of living beings, who are again unaware of 
their buddha-nature, and his urging them to overcome defeatism: "Apply energy 
without giving in to despondency!" In this illustration, too, no activities to reveal 
the buddha-nature are necessary; the embryo is growing without help from 
outside, and his birth and future empowerment are inevitable. Section 8B contains 
the only passage in the TGS where the three-stage career sattva —> bodhisattva —> 
tathagata is explicitly mentioned.45 

In the last simile of golden figures within burned clay molds the process of 
casting golden statues according to the cire-perdue method is described. The 

See Takasaki 1974: 62ff. 
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expertise of a smith is necessary in order to decide when the right time for striking 
the molds with a hammer has come so that—in an instant—the dirty black molds 
fall apart and the clean figures appear. For the Tathagata, too, "who uses the 
Dharma as a hammer," the knowledge of the right time is necessary. The 
bodhisattvas he purifies have to "become calm and cool."46 The illustration seems 
to stress the suddenness with which the golden figures come out. Nevertheless, 
this should probably not be taken as promoting the idea of a sudden awakening. 
Nothing that would substantiate such an idea occurs in the description of the 
spiritual sphere. This description serves rather to underscore the surprise and 
complete unexpectedness arising the moment the burned and ugly mold is 
replaced by a golden image from inside. The simile describes accurately and in 
detail this method of casting, which is still practiced among artisans in India and 
Nepal.47 

2. The Meaning and Occurrences of the Term tathagatagarbha 

2.1 The Term tathagatagarbha 

As the summary of the similes above has revealed, the idea that all living beings 
have the buddha-nature is not illustrated in a completely homogeneous way. We 
should therefore try to grasp more clearly the conceptual elements which underlie 
the notion of this nature in the TGS and the relationship of the level of ordinary, 
still unrealized living beings to the level of a tathagata's perfect realization. Here 
it may be useful to begin with the term tathagatagarbha, which gave its name to 
the sutra itself, and became well established in its Chinese translation rulai zang 
tU^M a s the main designation for the buddha-nature theory in East Asia. 

First of all, it should be noted that the term tathagatagarbha is not as 
pervasive in the TGS as one would expect, judging from the later tradition. Its use 
in the similes is restricted to the "new version" of the first simile.48 There, 
however, it occurs in the passages which seem to impart in concise form the main 
message of the sutra: In OM and 1A it is stated that the Tathagata perceives all 
living beings as tathagatagarbha.49 Then, in IB, a passage which is cited word for 
word in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä contains the main message of the TGS. 
The Sanskrit citation in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä reads as follows: 

esä kulaputra dharmänäm dharmatä I utpädäd vä tathagatanam anutpädäd vä 
sadaivaite sattväs tathagatagarbha iti I (RGW 73.11-12) 

46 Cf. SP 11.48 (45.13f.). 
47 Reeves (1962: 118) reports that among smiths in Madras the hollow inside the mold is called 

karu ("womb" (= Skt. garbha); see Miron Winslow, Tamil-English-Dictionary, reprint of the 
edition from 1862, ed. K. L. Janert, Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1977, s.v. karu). 

48 See section 1.4. The "new version" comprises the last sentence in OM, all of 1A, and the first 
sentence of IB. 

49 OM (probably a later interpolation into TGS2; see section 1.4): GH bzhin gshHgspD'i mig GHs 
sHms FDn thDms FDG de bzhin gshegs pa'i snyingpor mthong ngo II; 1A: rigs kyi EX GD g GH E zhin 
gshHgs pDs kyDng sDngs rgyDs kyi mig gis sHms FDn thDms FDG de bzhin gshegs pa'i snying por 
mthong nas I... 

50 IB: rigs kyi bu dag 'di ni chos mams kyi chos nyid de I de bzhin gshegs pa mams byung 
yang rung ma byung yang rung I sems can 'di dag ni rtag tu de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying po yin ... 
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Son of good family, the True Nature (dharmatä) of the dharmas is this: whether or 
not tathagatas appear in the world, all these sentient beings contain at all times a 
tathagata. 

This passage was probably inserted together with the "new version" of the first 
simile. Placed at the end of the "new" simile, it was meant to summarize the main 
point of that simile, and should thus be considered the nucleus of the doctrinal 
message of the TGS. That the passage was felt to have such an eminent position is 
also attested by the fact that the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä quotes it word for 
word. The author of this passage knowingly associates the claim that living beings 
are always tathagatagarbha with the well-known Buddhist formula dharmänäm 
dharmatä ..., which is usually employed to introduce the fundamental law of 
Pratityasamutpada. This attests that he himself regarded the passage sadaivaite 
sattväs tathagatagarbha!} as the essence of the sutra, a standpoint which (if the 
authors of the "old" eight or nine similes and the "new lotus simile" are indeed 
different) would probably be shared by the composers or compilers of the other 
similes.51 

An interpretation of the meaning of the term tathagatagarbha must, as a 
matter of course, start from the context in the TGS in which it originates.52 The 
context is that of the withered lotuses with beautiful tathagatas sitting in the center 
of their calyxes (padmagarbha). In the same way that full-fledged tathagatas sit in 
the flowers, so also, according to the sutra, are buddhas contained in living 
beings.53 If living beings are said to contain a tathagata, they should function as 
receptacles, and the compound tathagatagarbha must accordingly be understood 
either as a bahuvrihi in the sense of "containing a tathagata" or as a tatpurusa 
meaning "store of a tathagata." However, in order to reach an adequate 
interpretation of the compound, I need to preface some remarks on the term 
garbha, and then give an overview of the range of possible interpretations of the 
whole compound, in part offered by the texts which succeeded the TGS.54 

Concerning the term garbha, the Etymologisches Wörterbuch des 
Altindoarischen 55 provides us only with the two meanings "Mutterleib; 
Leibesfrucht, Embryo, Neugeborenes." It seems, however, that, starting from this 
biological background, garbha took on other, less specific senses, such as "the 
inside, middle, interior of anything, calyx (as of a lotus), ... any interior chamber, 
adytum or sanctuary of a temple &c." (MW), or, as Hara has shown for epic 
literature, "germ, seed, infant, child" and, by analogy with the vocable putra as 
the last member of a compound, even simply "member (of a family lineage)."56 

Also familiar is the function of -garbha at the end of a bahuvrihi compound, 
indicating that the prior member(s) of the compound is/are contained in the 

51 See also Zimmermann 1999: 158. 
52 For the occurrence of the term tathagatagarbha in the Gandavyühasütra (GV 221.2-6), a 

controversial interpretation of it, and what this means for the relation between the 
Gandavyühasütra and the TGS see Takasaki 2000: 75f. (with his references to Matsumoto 1994). 

53 Explicitly so stated in 0M and verse 1.3. 
54 An excellent discussion of this complex problem from different angles is found in Seyfort 

Ruegg 1969: 499ff; 1976: 352f. 
55 Manfred Mayrhofer, Etymologisches Wörterbuch des Altindoarischen, 2 vols., Heidelberg: 

Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1992-1996, s.v. garbha. 
56 See Hara 1994. 
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subject the compound refers to. Especially in the last case it is difficult to judge 
how far a biological, embryonic shade of meaning was still felt, that is, to what 
degree -garbha had become a purely grammatical unit used at the time our sutra 
came into existence to express a relation of inclusion void of any strong lexical 
connotations. However, the original embryo-related meaning of garbha did not 
completely fade out in later centuries; indeed garbha even became associated with 
the semantic field of "offspring." This suggests that the grammatical application 
of -garbha never became totally free of the underlying idea of an embryo still in 
need of development in a nurturing, womb-like container, if the context in 
question was susceptible of such a nuance. 

But there is another secondary semantic field with which the term garbha 
seems to be closely associated, namely the "central part" or "essence" of 
something. This development is mirrored in the regular choice of Indo-Tibetan 
translators to render garbha into Tibetan as snying po: "the chief part, main 
substance, quintessence" (Ja s.v. snying po; see also snying: "the heart, ... the 
mind"). To be sure, this meaning is not supported by the Sanskrit dictionaries, nor 
by Pali. At best, the meanings "inner chamber" or "adytum" as the central and 
most holy part of a temple might suggest something in this direction. However, 
the corresponding forms of garbha in a number of modern Indian languages can 
also have the meaning of "core," "heart," "pith" and the like, and this thus further 
strengthens the case that Skt. garbha from a certain time on must have embraced 
this sense.58 If this is so, we must also allow that the employment of -garbha at 
the end of a bahuvrihi compound could have such a nuance: "to contain 
essentially." Whatever the case, from a certain time on, as Matsumoto has 
demonstrated, the use of the term garbha became widespread in Indian Buddhist 
scriptures, for example, in the Gandavyilha and the Dasabhümikasütra.59 Names 
containing garbha as a member, such as the long list of bodhisattva names in the 
introduction of the Dasabhümikasütra (a list which is not yet in the earlier 
translation of Dharmaraksa), came into use. The term garbha proved highly 
popular, and one wonders if it was always possible to decide on an exact 
equivalent in a translation. Indeed it seems that once garbha became a fashionable 
term it was easily compounded with other words without itself exhibiting a very 
concrete meaning. 

Let us now turn to the compound itself. I have grouped the alternatives 
according to grammatical categories. 

See PW s.v. garbha: "Uebertragen am Ende von adj. compp. (f. ä): dieses als Leibesfrucht 
tragend, in seinem Innern bergend, enthaltend...." 

58 See Turner no. 4055 (garbha-): "... Sindhi gabhu ... kernel, pith; ... Nepäli ... gäbho core, 
inside (e.g. of a fruit); ... Hindi ... gab pulp, pith; ... Maräthi ... gäbhä heart, core; ... Konkani ... 
gäbbo inner core of plaintain stem...." H. Isaacson kindly drew my attention to three relatively late 
passages: one in the Yogaratnamälä, a commentary on the Hevajratantra, where garbha in the 
term vajragarbha is synonymized as hrdaya (David L. Snellgrove, The Hevajra Tantra, A Critical 
Study, Part 2: Sanskrit and Tibetan Texts, London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1959, p. 136); the second, 
in Ratnäkarasänti's as yet unpublished Muktävali, another commentary on the Hevajratantra, 
where the same gloss is given (National Archives, Kathmandu, MS 4-19 = Nepal-German 
Manuscript Preservation Project Reel No. A 994/6, f. 80rl; Tokyo University MS 513, f. 57r6); the 
third, in the commentary on the Tanträloka, the Tanträlokaviveka by Jayaratha, where garbha is 
interpreted as sära (Mukund Räm Shästri (ed.), The Tanträloka of Abhinava Gupta with 
Commentary by Räjänaka Jayaratha, vol. 1, Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies 23, Allahabad: 
The Indian Press, 1918, commentary to 2.32). 

59 See Matsumoto 1994: 41 Iff, in particular pp. 421, 460, 471. 
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© Tathagatagarbha DV D tatpurusa compound. Here three cases need to be 
considered: 

a. The prior member of the compound can be determined as having an elided 
genitive case ending: tathagatasya or tathagatanam garbhah: "the embryo of 
a/the tathägata(s)."60 This interpretation seems to be the most common one in 
the tradition following the TGS. The word can in this case be understood as 
referring to the "embryo of a/the tathägata(s)" within all living beings. In the 
TGS, however, tathagatagarbha cannot have this meaning for two reasons. 
First, in the statement sattväs tathagatagarbha!} the compound cannot be 
understood as a tatpurusa designating the "embryo within" because 
grammatically it is the predicate of sattväh. Secondly, as mentioned above, 
rather than with the embryo of a/the tathägata(s) the TGS deals with full-
fledged tathagatas in flowers (and in living beings). 

b. A living being as the "womb of a tathagata": A living being as the womb of a 
tathagata seems to accord with the image of lotuses enclosing tathagatas within 
their womb-like calyxes in the upamäna. Matsumoto adopts the translation 
"container of a tathagata" (t\l$!:(D^frl~h(D) for the TGS, rejecting 
Schmithausen's and Ruegg's categorical statement that the compound 
tathagatagarbha can never mean "matrix of the Tathagata" in Indian texts.61 In 
his argument why the compound within the TGS should be interpreted as a 
tatpurusa, Matsumoto obviously does not consider the alternative provided in 
©a below. He argues that the author of the TGS had first to "invent" the 
concept of padmagarbha, the "lotus calyx" where the tathagatas are seated, in 
order to construct the analogy between the lotuses and living beings. Once 
padmagarbha was adopted as the interior space of a lotus (M^(D\H^>^f^), 
the author of the TGS could develop the analogy of tathagatas seated in the 
interior space (garbha) of living beings. Matsumoto asserts that once living 
beings are the referent, they could accordingly be denoted as "containers of a 
tathagata." He admits that the author of the TGS thus operates with two 
meanings of garbha, namely "interior space" and "container," and that the 
author was well aware of this fact.62 

Now, I think Matsumoto's argumentation is less than conclusive. First of 
all, the meaning of "container" for garbha seems not to be very common, if 
documented at all. On the basis of its meaning "womb," garbha designates a 
space within rather than a container or a sheath around something. This is clear 
from the entry under garbha found in the PW and MW: "Mutter/ez'6," "interior 
chamber." Regarding the second point, I agree with Matsumoto that the terms 
padmagarbha and tathagatagarbha are probably intentionally employed by the 
authors in some kind of analogy. But if this is the case, should we then not 
argue that -garbha expresses in both cases a comparable sense, namely the 
inside of a lotus and the inside of living beings respectively? This at least 
would make things less complicated. Alternative ©a proceeds along these 
lines. Admittedly, from a purely grammatical point of view Matsumoto's 
argumentation avoids the somewhat disturbing situation that the compounds, if 

See e.g. LAS 223.14: garbhas tathagatanam; LAS 357.15 (Sagathakam 346c): garbhas 
tathagatasya. 

61 See Matsumoto 1994: 498ff., referring to Schmithausen 1971: 133, n. 44 (and further p. 156), 
who finds confirmation in Seyfort Ruegg 1969: 499ff. 

62 See Matsumoto 1994: 495ff; 526f. 
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we follow ©a, belong to two distinct categories, namely tatpurusa 
(padmagarbha) and bahuvrlhi {tathagatagarbha). However, even if we follow 
his suggestion, the relation between the members within the two tatpurusa 
compounds would have to be analyzed differently as a genitivus subjectivus in 
the first case and a genitivus objectivus in the latter. 

One final remark: Matsumoto insists, on the one hand, on employing 
garbha in the sense of "receptacle," while, on the other, he vehemently rejects 
the translation "womb" or "matrix," the rendering adopted by Takasaki in his 
English translation of the Ratnagotravibhäga(vyäkhyä).63 I do not find any 
fundamental difference between the two concepts, and do not think that the 
translation "womb of a tathagata" is impossible, at least any more so than 
Matsumoto's own rendering. 

c. The living being as "embryo of the Tathagata": The idea that all living beings 
are penetrated by the dharmakäya and thus are the embryos or, as Hara has 
shown, the children of the Tathagata is found in the 
Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä. 64 Nothing in the TGS suggests that this 
understanding could be applied to the relation between living beings and the 
Tathagata. It is therefore not relevant for our discussion here. 

© Tathagatagarbha as a bahuvrlhi compound: 
a. The most "natural" analysis of the compound would be as a bahuvrlhi. The 

PW (s.v. garbha) provides us with plenty of examples with garbha at the end 
of the compound meaning simply "to contain" (see above). The sentence 
sattväs tathagatagarbha!} should thus be understood as "Living beings contain 
a tathagata." {tathagato garbho yesäm te tathagatagarbha!}). In order, 
however, to understand garbha in a more characteristic way, we need to bring 
out its biological nuance or else the nuance, assumed above, of essence. The 
first case would result in a translation (1) "Living beings contain a tathagata as 
an embryo"66 In the second alternative we would have to translate (2) "... have 
a tathagata at their core" or, more abstractly, "... have a tathagata as their 
nature." The image of the lotus renders both alternatives possible, since the 
tathagatas are seated in the center of their womb-like calyxes {garbha). They 
thus have become the core of the lotus, unaffected by the withered parts of the 
flowers, and "emitting hundreds of thousands of rays of light." Nevertheless, in 
this first simile, as in most of the following illustrations, no growing process or 

See Matsumoto 1994: 498; Takasaki, in his later translation of the RGV(V), no longer 
employs this rendering (Takasaki 1989). 

64 5*99 70.16-18: tathägatadharmakäyena niravasesasattvadhätuparispharanärtham 
adhikrtya tathägatasyeme garbhah sarvasattvä iti paridipitam I. For a different interpretation, cp. 
Matsumoto 1994: 498ff. 

65 See e.g. the parallel verse to the first simile in the RGV (1.101) where the following 
compound referring to living beings appears: ... sarhbuddhagarbharh jagat: "... [having seen] 
living beings as containing a perfect buddha." 

66 This alternative would semantically be the equivalent of"... have a tathagata in their womb" 
(tathagato garbhe yesäm te tathagatagarbha}}), which is based on AiGr II, 1 § 109c, p. 279 
("Bahuvrihis mit kasuellem Vorderglied"): "Sehr oft bezeichnet das Hinterglied einen Körperteil 
und dann das Kompositum denjenigen, der am betr. Körperteil etwas im Vorderglied genanntes 
hält oder haften hat z.B. ... vajra-bähu- der den Donnerkeil im Arme hat ... küälodhni Kiläla im 
Euter habend...." In contrast to the rendering above ("... contain a tathagata as an embryo"), the 
main thrust here should not be to characterize the tathagata as an embryo but to point out the fact 
that he is found in the womb. 

43 



any other process of change is implied regarding the tathagatas. To speak of a 
tathägata-embryo can therefore be quite misleading, since the process of a 
gradual development and maturing is usually implied when speaking of an 
embryo in the womb. For this reason I have decided to adopt the simple 
rendering "... contain a tathagata" in the translation. That, as discussed in the 
second alternative, this tathagata represents the nature of all living beings need 
not be mentioned explicitly. It is the aim of the sutra itself to illustrate this fact 
by way of the nine similes. 

b. Although in ©a. the term garbha was understood in the "weak" sense of 
"containing," it can also be interpreted in its original meaning "womb" or 
"embryo." Taking it as such, we would have to translate the whole compound 
in a possessive relation to living beings as: 

I. "Living beings have an embryo of a tathagata" (tathagatasya garbho ('sti) 
yesäm te tathagatagarbha})). 

II. (1) "... have a tathagata in their womb (garbha)"61 or 
(2) "... have a tathagata as an embryo (garbha)." 

III. Or, assuming that garbha can have the meaning "core, essence," as 
(1) "... have the tathägata-core" or 
(2) "... have a tathagata at their core." 

Position 111.(1) mirrors the understanding of the Tibetan when rendering the 
statement cited above as sems can 'di dag ni rtag tu de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying 
po(can) yin.... 

Semantically, there is no difference between having the embryo of a 
tathagata (©b.I) or containing a tathagata as an embryo (©a. l/©b.II (2)). In 
both cases the embryo still has to develop into a full-fledged tathagata,69 a 
notion by no means expressed in the lotus image. One might argue that the 
situation in the upameya cannot be compared very smoothly to the upamäna. 
However, the other parts of the first simile clearly demonstrate that it is not an 
embryonic seed or such that is contained in living beings but a tathagata itself. 
Further, if a philological analysis like that provided in ©a allows us to interpret 
the compound in a sense not contradictory to the setting of the material sphere, 
there can be no reason to adopt another alternative. 

Regarding the third translation in ©b, namely that of 111.(1) "... have the 
tathägata-core" or 111.(2) "... have a tathagata at their core," 111.(2) is simply a 
grammatically different rendering of the translation given in ©a.2 ("... have a 
tathagata as their nature."). If we follow 111.(1), the alternative that introduces 
the tathägata-core as a separate element, we reach a more abstract formulation 
of the same basic thought, more or less disengaged from the concreteness of 
the material sphere. This rendering manifests a stronger monistic inclination, 

67 An analysis of this alternative has been discussed in the preceding note. 
68 For the inclusion of the particle can see below. 
69 Prof. Seyfort Ruegg, in a personal communication, warns that to associate the word 

"embryo" with the ripening process ahead could lend itself to misunderstanding. If I interpret him 
correctly, he is implying that the term "embryo" (garbha) in India at that time primarily denoted a 
nucleus or core embedded in some shielding environment rather than a still completely mother-
dependent being undergoing further growth. I agree with him insofar as the term garbha in its 
meaning "embryo" might certainly have evoked different associations according to the field in 
which it was applied (anatomy, genealogy, etc.). However, I do not think that the general 
readership of the sutra, be it in ancient India or in the modern world, would exclude the notion of 
ripening in connection with the term "embryo." 
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since it may be supposed that there is only one such buddha-nature. In contrast 
to this, the philosophically somewhat clumsy rendering of 111.(2) has to a 
greater degree remained true to the imagery of a multiplicity of buddhas sitting 
each in his own calyx. 

c. A final theoretically possible interpretation is that of tathagatagarbha in the 
sense of "having a tathagata as a womb," that is, "born from a tathagata."70 The 
compound would then refer to living beings themselves as "born from a 
tathägata/the Tathagata." Whereas the simile of the cakravartin in the poor 
woman is based on the biological metaphor of an embryo found in the womb, 
none of the other similes involves such a context. Nor is the cakravartin said to 
be born from a tathagata. The interpretation "born from a tathägata/the 
Tathagata" would thus violate the thrust of the upamänas and so cannot be 
applied in the TGS. 

The above analysis has revealed that, in light of the upamäna, the grammatically 
adequate interpretation serving as the basic one of the compound tathagatagarbha 
is that of a bahuvrihi meaning "containing a tathagata." However, it would be 
wrong to assume that the term tathagatagarbha, once the context of the first 
simile is left behind, would be restricted in the minds of readers to such a clear-cut 
definition. Having read the other eight similes, among them two employing the 
image of a seed and an embryo, the term garbha in its meaning "embryo" would 
automatically acquire greater prominence, and possibly overshadow the first 
interpretation based on the lotus imagery. The richness of the term garbha, which 
means "containing," "born from," "embryo," "(embracing/concealing) womb," 
"calyx," "child," "member of a clan" and even "core" would from the very 
beginning tend to keep its semantic range from being reduced to a single word. 

To judge by the textual history of the TGS, on the other hand, the 
introduction of the term tathagatagarbha with the "new lotus simile" (1A) took 
place after all the other similes had already been composed. We may thus assume 
that the author of this simile chose that term because it covered the whole variety 
of themes illustrated in the similes.71 At the same time, garbha is also part of 
padmagarbha, a term expressing a central image in the introduction. The 
compound padmagarbha itself is also well known as a designation for the god 
Brahman, who is said to be "born from a lotus" (padmagarbha as bahuvrihi). This 
may have been another, highly venerable association for someone reading in the 
sutra of a tathagata seated in a padmagarbha. As attested by the prevailing use of 
the word tathagatagarbha in other writings, and in the Ratnagotravibhäga-
vyäkhyä itself, as a tatpurusa compound (the "embryo of a tathagata" as a separate 
entity), a tendency towards a grammatically non-adjectival use of the term was 
inherent from earliest times. The title of the sutra further stimulated such an 
independent understanding, and with the appearance of the concept of 
buddhadhätu in the Mahäyänist Mahäparinirvänasütra as more or less a synonym 
for tathagatagarbha, the temptation to interpret this latter as a tatpurusa probably 
proved irresistible. In the TGS this is documented by at least three of the four 
translations into Chinese and Tibetan, where the compound is regularly rendered 

/u See Seyfort Ruegg 1969: 511, n. 4. 
71 The vocable dhätu, too, has a wide range of meanings, the most notable being "primitive 

matter, constituent part of the body, mineral, relics." 
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as a separate entity found in living beings in the sense of "store of a tathagata" or 
"essence of a tathagata."72 

2.2 The Textual Occurrences of the Terms tathagatagarbha and garbha 

Besides the title of the sutra itself, the term tathagatagarbha is found in several 
passages. Let us, in the following, see to what extent the passages containing the 
whole compound or merely the word garbha fit the interpretations suggested 
above. 

1. In a series of nearly identical formulations, the TGS repeats three times that 
living beings are tathagatagarbha (OM, 1A, IB).73 The passage in IB is cited 
in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä, and thus we know the Sanskrit text: 
sadaivaite sattväs tathagatagarbha!}. Bth renders the compound as de bzhin 
gshegs pa 'i snying po. The manuscript tradition in Tib, however, observes two 
ways of rendering it. One is identical with Bth. A second strand adds the particle 
can at the end of the compound: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying po can. This second 
strand is represented by: 

• BDJNQ in OM, 
• by no ms or print in 1 A, and by 
'DLSTPs in IB. 

Now, the old translation Bth does not have the particle can. From this and the 
fact that no edition in 1A, and only some manuscripts and prints in the other 
passages, testify to the particle, we can be fairly sure that it was only inserted 
by Tibetan editors at some late revisional stage. The particle can, as Seyfort 
Ruegg points out,74 may serve to indicate that the translated compound was 
understood as a bahuvrihi. The fact that it is not found in the earlier 
transmission could mean that at that time the rendering of a bahuvrihi 
compound by means of can was not yet common practice, if ever it was, or that 
they tried to retain the interpretational ambiguity inherent in the Sanskrit 
compound by resorting to a rigorously literal translation technique. A Tibetan 
reader with a background in Indian grammar would probably be aware of the 
range of possible interpretations of such a compound in Tibetan. For a less 
grammatically educated Tibetan, however, a sentence like sems can 'di dag ni 
rtag tu de bzhin gshegs pa'i snying po yin.... would likely be understood as 
"All these sentient beings are at all times the essence of the Tathagata," a 
statement which does not seem to be very precise. This disturbing fact may 
have been the reason why later redactors of Tib decided to add the particle can. 
They felt it necessary to differentiate explicitly between living beings and the 
essence contained in them, or, in the words of Seyfort Ruegg, to point out the 
difference between guna ("attribute") and gunin ("bearer of the attribute").75 

For the Tibetan translation from Bathang see below. 
73 Tib:... sems can 'di dag ni rtag tu de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying po (can) yin ... 
74 See Seyfort Ruegg 1969: 510. 
75 For the particle can in the concerned compound in the texts of the tathagatagarbha theory 

see Seyfort Ruegg 1969: 509ff. On p. 511 Seyfort Ruegg argues that the TGS itself denies the 
identification of living beings (sattva) as tathagatagarbha. He supposes that the treasure in the 
fifth simile is compared to the tathagatagarbha and argues that there the treasure is said to be the 
cittasvabhäva ("l'être propre de la Pensée") rather than the sattva (5A). However, I cannot find 
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2. Verse 1.1 contains the compound tathagatagarbha in pada c. 

Tib: 
ML ItDr SDGPD sPDG SDr 'Rs gyurSD II 
GH 'L mGDb mD sbubs gyur mD gyHs OD II 
GH bzhLn gshHgs SD 'L snyLngSR mD gRs WH II 

PL 'gD' OD OD s OhD yL PL g gLs Pthong II 

Chi 

^ tw^ \Wk 

Bth: 
cL ItDr SDG PR sPDG SD GH nL 
GH 'L OR mD mDms kyL +++ mD gyHs I 
GH bzhLn gshHgs SDL snyingpo de 
yang ni II 
drL PD PD gos styes pas phrul 
mig mthong II 
1 for spyad;2 for bskyes;3 for mi. 

Ch2 

mm^mmm ma? 
äTtär 

Mpft%k 

Parallel verse Ratnagotravibhaga 1.99 
yathä vivarnämbujagarbhavestitam 
tathägatam diptasahasralaksanam I 
narah samiksydmaladivyalocano 
vimocayed ambujapattrakosatah II 

Parallel verse Ratnagotravibhaga 1.101 
yadvat syäd vijugupsitam jalaruham samminjitam divyadrk 
tadgarbhasthitam abhyudiksya sugatam paträni samchedayet I 
rägadvesamalädikosanivrtam sambuddhagarbham jagat 
kärunyäd avalokya tannivaranam nirhanti tadvan munih II 

A translation based on Tib would most naturally run: 
It is as if [there is] a disgusting lotus whose [unsightly] sheath-[like] petals are 
not opened out, yet the tathagatagarbha is unpolluted [by the petals], and a 
person with divine vision will perceive [it]. 

The fact that the term tathagatagarbha can here hardly be taken as a bahuvrihi 
referring to living beings, the usage attested for 0M, 1A and IB, is cause for 
surprise, and sets this verse off from the prose section. The term 
tathagatagarbha is not expected in the upamäna, it clearly being an element of 
the upameya. Had the Tibetan versions, as Chi does (jlU^M), employed lus or 
gzugs in the upamäna instead of snying po (Skt. garbha), there would have 
been no irregularity. However, both Tibetan versions read snying po. 

A clue to how the päda should be understood can be obtained by reference 
to the parallel verses in the Ratnagotravibhaga. There, in the first päda of 1.99, 
the tathagata in the upamäna is described as vivarnämbujagarbhavestita: 
"enclosed in the calyx of a lotus of ugly color." Similarly in 
Ratnagotravibhaga 1.101 the sugata is said to be found in "its (= the lotus's) 
calyx" (tadgarbhasthita). In both cases the term garbha appears, and 
designates clearly the inside, the calyx, of the lotus. If we interpret the 
compound in TGS 1.1 in this way, namely with garbha referring to the inside 
of the lotus, we end up with a reading perfectly in accordance with the situation 

any explicit identification of the treasure with the term tathagatagarbha. Accordingly, and in light 
of the version from Bathang, my understanding of the passage differs from Seyfort Ruegg's 
translation (see the note in my translation). Further, in 5B the bodhisattvas are compared to the 
treasury of the qualities of a buddha. 
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described in the prose before: "... yet the inside [of the lotus containing a] 
tathagata is unpolluted [by the petals],...."76 This reading makes it very clear 
that garbha can only be taken as the inside of the flower, in contrast to the 
sheath-like petals mentioned in the päda before. In the TGS these tend to be 
referred to by the term kosa. 

3. A translation of the compound tathagatagarbha also appears in all 
manuscripts and prints of Tib in 5 A, in an enumeration of buddha-qualities said 
to be present in living beings.77 The only way of interpreting the compound 
there is as a separate entity found in living beings. However, a parallel in 5B, 
Bth and the Chinese versions leads one to believe that the reading should be 
tathägatajnäna instead of °garbha: 

• For the parallel withje shes instead of snying po in Tib see 5B.12f 
• Bth: GH bzhLn gshHgs SD 'L yeshes GDng : stobs GDng : PL jLg SD GD ng : 

sDngs rgyDs kyL chos PD 'GrHs SD PG zoG II 

• ch2: mmwmm, ti, MPftm%i%&m, -
I have accordingly concluded (see translation and note) that the reading in the 
Sanskrit must originally have been tathägatajnäna. 

4. Much more problematic is verse 10.10.78 Given that the content of this verse 
varies widely in the different translations, it would seem impossible to draw 
conclusions about the original Sanskrit text. However, the lotuses have 
withdrawn far into the background, so that an interpretation like the one 
suggested in my translation, with tathagatagarbha meaning "embryo of a 
tathagata," seems all but unavoidable. 

The verse has no correspondence in the prose, which deals with the merit 
attained through propagating the TGS. The verse parallels to the prose come to 
a natural end in verse 10.9. Verse 10.10 causes wonder owing to its sudden 
return to a doctrinal message and the occurrence of dharmatä, which is referred 
to with the pronoun 'di, even though it has not been mentioned before. We 
have therefore good reason to assume that the verse 10.10 is a later 
interpolation into the common ancestor of TGSi and TGS2. It could in fact be a 
citation from another work. If so, it would not come as a surprise that our 
compound turns out to be a tatpurusa—the prevailing usage in later times. 

The term garbha appears frequently in the tatpurusa compound padmagarbha and 
also as a single word designating the calyx of a lotus (in the sense of its interior). 
This usage is attested in 0G, OH (twice), 01, 0M, 1A and, if my analysis above is 
right, also in 1.1 as part of the compound tathagatagarbha (tatpurusa; see above). 

In verse 1.3, Bth twice uses the term snying po, once to designate the 
inside of living beings and then to refer to the lotus whose snying po is said to be 

76 Alternatively, the Sanskrit construction may have been tathagato/0tarn garbha 
anupaliptah/tam or something similar (depending on the metrical structure; garbha for the 
locative case garbhe). If we assume that the verses were composed in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, 
we might even expect simply tathagata garbha ..., with -to replacing a classical Skt. -tah or tarn. 
Later translators, already used to the compound tathagatagarbha, would then have automatically 
interpreted the phrases as a compound. 

77 The grammatical relation between the compound and the following qualities is not clear: 
whereas L, S and T place a genitive particle between de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snying po and stobs 
dang /..., in all other texts of Tib no such particle is found. 

78 See also the note in the translation. 
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disgusting. The word for the inside of living beings (CA2: p^) in Tib is dkyil. If the 
Sanskrit for dkyil (Tib) or snying po (Bth) was in fact garbha, as the rendering of 
the passage in the Ratnagotravibhaga suggests (sambuddhagarbham jagat; 
I.101),79 it would be hard to explain why the translators of Tib refrained from a 
rendering with snying po for the "inside" of living beings. I thus tend to assume 
that the Sanskrit had madhya or something similar instead. 

In the second case, Bth speaks of the disgusting calyx (snying po), which 
is compared to the coverings of defilements in the upameya. Tib does not have the 
term snying po and instead employs sbubs (so also Chf. tfctS), a term in Tib 
usually associated with the klesas, an element of the upameya. However, in 1.1 
Tib also compares the petals of the lotus to sheaths (de 'i mdab ma sbubs gyur).&0 

In view of the meaning "interior of something" of garbha and the clear 
differentiation in verse 1.1 between snying po (garbha) as the inside of the calyx, 
on the one hand, and the sheath-like petals that constitute the enclosure, on the 
other, the use of snying po in this context is odd: in verse 1.1 above it was said 
that the snying po of the lotus remains unpolluted. To now call this same snying 
po disgusting is a clear contradiction, obviously not noticed by the translators of 
Bth. The term sbubs, probably a rendering of Skt. kosa, is not found once in Bth. 
To denote the sheaths of klesas, Bth resorts to mdzod, another translation for kosa. 
One can only wonder why, in the case of the lotus sheaths (*padmakosa), the 
translators of Bth refrained from a translation with mdzod and applied the 
obviously unfitting snying po. 

In 6B the passage sbubs kyi nang na snying por gyur pa de bzhin gshegs 
pa 'i chos nyid could be interpreted as "... the true nature of the tathagatas, having 
become the essence inside the sheaths...." or "... that true nature of a tathagata in 
an embryo-like state" (see note in the translation). The compound snying por gyur 
pa probably renders Skt. garbhastha or garbhagata, since Bth reads ... dbusD kyi 
snying por de bzhin gshegs pa'i chos nyid kyang gnaso II [D for dbul]. As an 
analysis of compounds of this form—though chiefly restricted to the 
Mahäbhärata—in Hara 1994: 38, n. 4(1) has proved, garbha- bears in this 
combination the meaning "womb," and should consequently—if probably against 
the intention of the translators—also be understood in this way in our passage: "... 
the true nature of the tathagatas who are in the womb/who are in the interior/who 
are within." The parallel verse in the Ratnagotravibhaga (1.117) reads 
phalatvagantaragatah sambuddhabljänkurah. There °gata also refers to the place 
and not to the state in which the sprout is found (for which one would expect a 
formulation such as ... garbhatvam gata). However, the translators of Tib may 
have been thinking that snying po designates here the embryonic essence and not 
the womb. Besides this instance there is no other example of snying po denoting 
the inside or the womb of living beings in Tib. 

In Bth the term snying po gnas for, probably, garbhasthäna or 
garbhavasati ("womb") appears in 8.5. The equivalent in Tib is mngal gnas, 
which usually means "embryo," but which I take as a literal rendering of the Skt. 
compound. (See the note in my translation for further arguments.) 

In a passage in 8B, Tib designates the interior of living beings with khong, 
while Bth has snying po. Fortunately, this passage has been preserved in Sanskrit 

The compound sarhbuddhagarbha in 1.101 is D bahuvrihi. The grammatical structure of the 
verse in the TGS is different. 

80 Unfortunately the corresponding word is not readable in Bth. 
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in a quotation of the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä (72.11-12), where we find 
garbhagata. The reason why Tib prefers khong could be a word play with khong 
in the part immediately following: ... khong na yod kyang sems can de dag gis 
khong du ma chud do II. On the other hand, in view of the fact that, in contrast to 
Bth, Tib avoids snying po as the term to designate the interior of living beings in 
8.5, and possibly also 1.3, one could argue that the translators of Tib refrained 
from using the term snying po when speaking about the inside of living beings and 
reserved it for exclusive use in the upameya, in cases where they meant it to imply 
"essence, embryo" (as in 6B). This would mean that they wanted to employ the 
vocable snying po in only one meaning in each part of the simile, namely lotus 
"calyx" in the upamäna and "essence, embryo" in the upameya, whilst the 
translators of Bth stuck to a rigorously literal translation, mechanically rendering 
garbha as snying po in all instances. 

Finally, garbha appears as a part of names. There are two bodhisattva 
names including garbha in OE: (20) Srigarbha, Tib: dPal gyi snying po (Bth: dPal 
kyis snying po) and (21) Süryagarbha, TibIBth: Nyi ma'i snying po. The name of 
the pavilion where the Buddha is staying is given as "Candanagarbha" (in the 
compound candanagarbhakütägära): tsan dan gyi snying po 'i khang pa brtsegs 
pa (see my note in OB). Bodhisattva names with "garbha at the end of a 
compound are common in Buddhist literature. Garbha as part of the pavilion's 
name was probably chosen or added81 owing to the central role of the term garbha 
in the description of the introductory scene in the upamäna (viz., padmagarbha) 
and the upameya (viz., tathagatagarbha). 

3. The Buddha-Nature Doctrine in the TGS 

As has become clear in the summary of the similes above, the doctrine of the TGS 
describes living beings as bearing a full-fledged tathagata within themselves. 
Though this is the case, living beings are not yet buddhas, since they are not 
aware of their own precious content, the tathagatas within being covered by 
sheaths of klesas. Nevertheless, it is stated that the nature of living beings is not 
different from that of the Buddha and these living beings will become buddhas 
themselves once the sheaths of defilements have been removed. In the following I 
shall deal with three crucial questions: 

• What do the terms used by the authors to designate the buddha-nature of 
living beings imply? 

• How can the process of attaining buddhahood be described? 
• What actually leads to that realization of buddhahood? 

3.1 The Buddha-Nature 

Regarding the first query, we need to look at the terminology utilized in the 
upameyas when referring to the buddha-nature of living beings in the state of not 
yet being tathagatas. In the chart below I shall restrict myself to the Tibetan 

1 In Chi a translation for "garbha is missing. 
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wording and its inferred Sanskrit equivalents: 82 

OM: de bzhin gshegspa; 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i chos nyid; 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snyingpo (can); 

tathagata 
tathägatadharmatä 
tathagatagarbha ("containing a tathagata") 

1A: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snyingpo; 
de bzhin gshegs pa; 

IB: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i snyingpo (can); 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i ye shes; 

1C: rgyal ba mams kyi lus; 
rgyal ba 'i lus; 

tathagatagarbha ("containing a tathagata") 
tathagata 
tathagatagarbha ("containing a tathagata") 
tathagata]'nana 
*jinakäya 
*jinakäya 

2A: sangs rgyas nyid; 
sangs rgyas nyid; 

2B: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i ye shes mthong ba; 
2C: de bzhin gshegs; 

sangs rgyas; 

buddhatval°tä 
buddhatval°tä 
tathägatajnänadarsana 
tathagata 
buddha 

3B: de bzhin gshegs pa nyid; 
sangs rgyas nyid; 
rang byung nyid; 
de bzhin gshegs pa nyid; 

3C: sangs rgyas sa; 
nga 'dra 'i chos nyid; 

tathägatatval°tä 
buddhatval°tä 
svayambhütva 
tathägatatval°tä 
buddhabhümi 
*matsamadharmatä 

4B: chud mi za ba 'i chos can; 
(Bth instead: chos nyid ma rung bar 
mi 'gyur ba) 

de bzhin gshegs pa 'i chos nyid chud 
mi za ba; 

4C: rang bzhin; 

*'avinasadharmin (cp. RGV 108d) 
(avinäsadharmatä) 

* tathagatasya avinäsadharmatä 

prakrti 

5A: GH bzhLn gshHgs SD 'L snyLngSo 'L stobs 
GDng I PL jLgs SD GD ng I PD 'GrHs 
SD GD ng I sDngs rgyDs kyL F hos thDPs 
FDG kyL PG zoG kyL gtHr FhHn So; 

Fhos kyL gtHr FhHnSo; 
5B: Fhos kyL gtHr FhHnSo; 

Fhos kyL gtHr FhHnSo; 
GH bzhLn gshHgs SD 'L yH shHs GDng I 
stobs GDng I PL jLgs SD GD ng I sDngs 
rgyDs kyL F hos PD 'GrHs SD 'L PG zoG; 

5C: gter chen; 
bde gshegs lus; 
nga [= sangs rgyas] yi ye shes mdzod; 
gter; 

*tDthagDtDgDrbhDbDlDvDLsarDGyavHnLkD-
buGGhDGhDrPDkosDPDhänLGhL 

*PDhäGhDrPDnLGhL 
*PDhäGhDrPDnLGhL 
*PDhäGhDrPDnLGhL 
*tDthägDtDjnänDbDlDvDLsärDGyävHnLkD-
buGGhDGhDrPDkosD 

*mahänidhi 
*sugatakäya 
*majf= buddhajjnänakosa 
*nidhi 

6B: snying por gyur pa de bzhin gshegs 
pa 'i chos nyid; 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i ye shes; 

6C: bde gshegs lus; 

*garbhagatä/°sthä tathägatadharmatä 
("... which is in 1he womb"; see. n. in transl.) 
tathagata)mäna 
*sugatakäya 

7B: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i lus; 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i ye shes mthong ba; 

7C: rgyal ba 'i sku; 

*tathägatakäya 
tathägatajnänadarsana 
*jinakäya 

For the Chinese equivalents see Takasaki 1974: 48-53. 
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rgyal ba; 
bde bar gshegs kyi ye shes; 

jina 
sugatajnäna 

8B: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i rigs, but 
Bth: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i 

khams; Ch2: tU^W-', 
de bzhin gshegs pa; 

8C: chos nyid; 
chos nyid; 

*tathagatagotra: but quoted in RGVV&s 
tathägatadhätu 

tathagata 
dharmatä 
dharmatä 

9B: sangs rgyas kyi chos; 
zag pa med pa 'i ye shes rin po che; 
de bzhin gshegs pa; 
de bzhin gshegs pa 'i ye shes rin po che; 

9C: sangs rgyas ye shes; 
rgyal sras; 
stobs bcu; 

buddhadharmäh 
anäsravajnänaratna 
tathagata 
tathagata]mänaratna 
buddhajnäna 
*jinaputra 
dasa baläni 

The chart shows that in one third of all cases the buddha-nature is referred to by 
the term buddha, tathagata, jina, *jinakäya, *sugatakäya etc., the denotatum of 
which is said to be found within living beings. It is surprising to see that the 
upameyas propound the idea of buddhas seated within living beings. To describe 
the buddha-nature in terms of a tathagata within is to have recourse to just another 
metaphor, a kind of upamäna. Apparently the authors of the sutra were trying, 
even after the presentation of the upamäna, to express their idea in words that 
were easy to understand. They wanted their readers to have a very concrete notion 
of the buddha-nature, one easy to grasp and difficult to forget. Their choice of 
figuration sheds light on the general problem of teaching an abstract idea, such as 
the concept of the buddha-nature, to a broader audience of non-specialists in the 
field of Buddhist abhidharma. For such readers it would be hard to associate the 
ideas of buddhatva or of tathägata-dharmatä with themselves. The veneration of 
buddha statues was at the time of the TGS, as the seventh simile demonstrates, not 
unknown to Buddhist followers, and may even have featured significantly in their 
religious practice.83 To have such a "statue" within oneself and to know it to be 
present in all other beings could only increase respect and appreciation towards 
others and towards oneself. That the buddha-nature of living beings should be 
expressed by the image of a buddha seated within seems to be a rather unique 
conception, one showing that the authors of the TGS were not interested in 
presenting a definition of the buddha-nature in philosophically abstract terms. The 
Lankävatärasütrau and the verses of the Ratnagotravibhaga that freely render 

Also intimately bound up with the idea of a buddha within living beings may be the practice 
of buddha visualization ibuddhänusmrü). Techniques of this kind are described in early Mahayana 
sources, most eminent among them the PraS, the "Sutra of the Concentration of [the bodhisattva] 
who stands face-to-face with the Buddhas of the present" (Harrison 1978b: ix), a text already 
translated into Chinese by the second century CE (see Harrison 1978a; 1990; 1978b). The question 
if and how the ideas associated with buddhänusmrti are related with the genesis of the 
tathagatagarbha teaching is complex and cannot be dealt with here. 

84 See LAS 77.14ff. (though there tathagatagarbha is not D bahuvrihi): ... sa ^tathagata­
garbha) ... dvätrimsallaksanadharah sarvasattvadehäntargato mahärdhamülyaratnamalina-
vastra1 parivestitam iva ... [' read vastra for vastu]: "... that [tathagatagarbha,] bearing the 32 
marks [of a Great Being, and] existing inside the bodies of all living beings like a jewel of great 
value and price that is enwrapped in a dirty garment,...." The passage clearly resembles passages 
of the TGS; see also the description of C7b in 0G: Ĵ —•—vf£i= m i Ä , t 

&m 
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parts of the TGS are the only possible other sources that betray knowledge of such 
a concrete conception. In other texts, more abstract terms became preeminent, 
while at the same time the term tathagatagarbha was interpreted in a less concrete 
fashion. 

Now, when living beings later become buddhas they turn into what they 
already carry within themselves in miniature. This is different from the idea that 
they have tathagata]nana or other typical qualities of a buddha which, once 
purified, will allow them to act as buddhas. In this latter case, it is an attribute 
common to living beings that has to be submitted to a process of purification in 
order for those beings to become a buddha. The former case has to do with the 
purification of the buddha within from the sheaths surrounding him, he himself 
being equipped with tathägatajnäna and the other qualities (cp. OM) which will 
allow living beings to turn into buddhas; that is, he is not an attribute but that into 
which living beings will turn. The sutra does not specify exactly how this process 
is to be imagined: does the sattva merge into the actualized state of the purified 
tathagata within, in a process of identification, so to speak, with what is within, or 
does the liberated tathagata within simply enable the sattva to act with the mind of 
a tathagata, as, figuratively, a buddha now bearing a purified tathagata within? 
This question obviously did not interest the authors of the TGS, and so they do not 
offer us any basis for arriving at a conclusion. It is possible that they adopted the 
idea of buddhas within living beings because of its high degree of immediate 
visualization, without hesitating at, or even being aware of, the somewhat irritating 
consequences for a lucid philosophical interpretation of the upameya. 

The TGS also speaks of buddhahood (buddhatva/°tä etc.) in living beings. 
In contrast to the substantialist idea of a buddha(-body) discussed just now, 
"buddhahood" designates a state said to be found in living beings covered by 
defilements. Here the authors resort to abstract terms, adding the abstract suffix 
-tva or -tä to the words buddha and tathagata. When the sutra declares that this 
state of being a tathagata is wrapped in sheaths of defilements, we are reminded of 
the concrete terminology of the upamäna, as if buddhatva was an entity 
comparable to the buddhas seated in living beings. I assume that the authors, 
captivated by the imagery of the upamäna, set store by the terminology of 
"covering" and "wrapping," and thus decided to apply it metaphorically even to 
the term "buddhahood." But whereas the figure of buddhas wrapped in the 
defilements of living beings was a fitting one, it is odd to describe buddhahood in 
such terms. At best, we can think of the single qualities of buddhahood or the 
tathägatajnäna (see below) as being veiled, but this, I think, was not the intention 
of the authors. 

What our authors seem to be getting at, rather, is the notion that 
buddhahood is somehow already present within living beings, but not yet 
efficacious. They try to state this belief in terms expressive of awakening, among 
them abstract ones such as buddhahood, svayambhütva (3B), prakrti (4C) and 
buddhabhümi (3C), not feeling it necessary—or, possibly, not knowing a good, 
readily understandable way—to express the relation between the unawakened and 
awakened state of being in less metaphorical terms. 

Among the elements said to be wrapped in defilements, we frequently 
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encounter tathägatajnäna (or: buddha0 etc.) and tathägatajnänadarsana. Both are 
common terms and designate the specific knowledge which traditionally confers 
upon a tathagata his extraordinary status. In the simile of the *Tathägatotpatti-
sambhavanirdesa (TUSN)*5 which may have been the prototype for the authors of 
the TGS, the main element is tathägatajnäna. It is said to pervade all living beings. 
The destruction of wrong conceptions harbored by living beings would make them 
aware of the fact that they are penetrated by tathägatajnäna and lead them to a 
state of equality with the tathagatas.86 

However, the simile in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa differs from 
the TGS in one important point: tathägatajnäna in the * Tathägatotpattisambhava-
nirdesa is not primarily perceived of as a separate element found within living 
beings. The set of similes in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa of which the 
one discussed here is part is introduced with an analogy between ether and 
tathägatajnäna (TUSN S 147a4-b4), namely that tathägatajnäna, just like ether, is 
the resting place of all things but itself does not rest anywhere. Though not entirely 
clear, the following simile in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa presents 
tathägatajnäna as an all-pervasive element which, when living beings become 
aware of its presence and when the fetters of the mind are removed, constitutes 
buddhahood.87 

The descriptions in the TGS, on the other hand, suggest that tathägatajnäna 
is a separate element abiding steadily within living beings. If so, it would be 
possible to apply to it the metaphor of the sheaths of defilements. Of course, one 
could also argue that tathägatajnäna had to take this more individualized form in 
the TGS because the specific metaphor in the latter did not allow room for the idea 
of a single tathägatajnäna that pervades all living beings' minds like ether, as 
seems to be the case in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa. In the Ratnagotra-
vibhägavyäkhyä, the significance of the terms tathägatajnäna and buddhajnäna is 
all but negligible. Tathägatajnäna appears only once besides its occurrence in the 
quoted simile of the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa. In the crucial verse 1.27, 
where it is explained how living beings can be said to have the buddha-nature, 
buddhajnäna is mentioned as pervading them. In the following verse and in the 
prose commentary, however, it is replaced with the term dharmakäya. By contrast, 
both tathägatajnäna and tathägatajnänadarsana are well-attested terms in the 
Saddharmapundarlkasütra. 

Another particular expression used to designate the buddha-nature of living 
beings is (tathagata-) dharmatä. This term has undergone considerable 
development in the history of Buddhism and can have at least three main 
meanings: 

(1) Dharmatä as "natural and normal custom," "habit," "normal state" etc.88 

Closely associated with these ideas, it can stand for the nature of dharmas in 

85 Cited in 5*99 22.10-24.8. I have partly translated the simile at the beginning of section A 
3.3. 

86 See 5*99 24.3-6. 
87 The upameya in the simile of the 7 8 6 1 (see 3.3), it is true, may be meant to evoke another 

idea when it speaks of myriads of pieces of cloth with the whole universe painted on them. Here, 
tathägatajnäna would naturally be imagined as a separate element in each living being. 

88 See BHSD s.v. dharmatä; also Rahula 1974: 184; 187. 
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the sense of the rule to which all dharmas are subject, primarily the law of 
Pratityasamutpada. Both meanings are attested in the Pali Canon.89 

(2) Dharmatä can simply mean the "character, nature or essence" of somebody 
or something.90 

(3) In a later development, restricted to Mahayana Buddhism, dharmatä came 
also to designate the true essence of all dharmas, here understood as 
metaphysical reality more or less synonymous with tathatä, which is said, like 
ether, to penetrate all phenomena. Dharmatä represents here the absolute 
truth.91 

We encounter dharmatä in the first meaning in the TGS in the well-known 
formula: 

esä kulaputra dharmänäm dharmatä I utpädäd vä tathagatanam anutpädäd 
vä ... (IB; cited in 5*9973.11-12; cp. the note in my translation to IB) 

The TGS, however, does not introduce the law of Pratityasamutpada with this 
formula, as is usually done, but its own central message: sadaivaite sattväs 
tathagatagarbha!} when referring to the buddha-nature of living beings. To speak 
of the dharmatä of all dharmas in the sense of "things" does not make sense 
here.92 The meaning of dharma probably intended in this passage of the TGS is 
"teaching," and consequently the dharmatä should be understood as the essential 
law underlying all teachings (dharma), namely the fundamental thought that all 
living beings harbor a tathagata within. In the Chinese translation by 
Buddhabhadra, this is the only passage where the term dharmatä is rendered with 
characters generally used for the translation of dharmatä: t£fS• Buddhabhadra 
was obviously well aware of the different connotations of this important term and 
preferred in all other instances to render it differently. 

Dharmatä in the meaning of "essential law" also seems to fit verse 7.5, 
where, according to my understanding, the dharmatä of sentient beings is 
formulated as: "Here [within each sentient being] always dwells a victorious one, 
wrapped around [with defilements]." Buddhabhadra's translation here does not 
mention anything like dharmatä. 

The TGS also uses dharmatä in a different meaning, which, judging from 
the number of its appearances, is the prevailing one in the TGS. It is part of the 
upameya in the similes. It is said to be found within living beings, where it is 
wrapped with defilements. Whereas in the prose passages it appears regularly as 
tathägata-dharmatä, in the verses it is simply spoken of as dharmatä. It is not 
possible here to view dharmatä as the rule all dharmas necessarily follow. 
Restricted to the prose, dharmatä could well be the one discussed under (2) above, 
in the sense of "essence!nature of the tathagatas" (tathägata-dharmatä). 

89 See Schmithausen 1969a: 105ff. (parallel to the term tathatä); 116ff.; further see PTSD s.v. 
dhammatä; Rahula 1974. 

90 In this sense the term appears, for instance, in RGW 10.4: dharmadhätum iti svadharmatä-
prakrtinirvisistarh tathägatagarbham I (emendation °sista- to "sistam (ms B) in Schmithausen 
1971: 135f): "Dharmadhätu is the buddha embryo, which by its intrinsic nature is not different 
from their (= the tathagatas') nature (dharmatä)^ 

91 See Schmithausen 1969a: 105ff; 116ff. 
92 It is possible that the famous formula was simply taken over without reflecting on its 

adequacy regarding the immediately following "law" of tathagatagarbha. 
93 The compound tathägata-dharmatä could, however, also be understood as a karmadhäraya 

meaning "true nature in the form of/like a tathagata," thus referring to the simile of the buddhas 
seated within living beings. 
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There is no need to argue that the idea conveyed by dharmatä under (3) 
was of any relevance for the authors of the TGS. The fact that dharmatä is 
described as being encased in defilements does not mean that it was thought of as 
an actual entity. In the case of buddhatva, we encounter a similar figurative way of 
expressing its relation to living beings. On the other hand, as the verses 
demonstrate,94 the term dharmatä alone, even without the specification that it is 
the dharmatä of the tathagatas, must contain a clearly positive nuance. In these 
cases it cannot simply be understood as "essence, nature" but must have a 
weightier meaning, such as "true nature." Alternatively, we could also assume that 
the first part of the compound tathägata-dharmatä was simply dropped due to 
metrical needs, as is often the case in verses. If we follow this assumption, namely 
that dharmatä in the verses is to be understood as tathägata-dharmatä, there will 
be no further need to argue that the meanings of dharmatä in the TGS go beyond 
those mentioned in (2). 

If, on the other hand, we decide that the use of dharmatä in the verses does 
not allow us not to attribute a positive character to it, we shall have to admit that it 
must mean "more" than the alternatives mentioned under (1) and (2). To identify 
this dharmatä with the dharmatä of (3), namely the one, all-pervading absolute 
truth, would nevertheless not be in line with the sutra itself. The contexts in which 
the term dharmatä appears for the most part involve living beings in the plural. 
The purport is clearly the fact that all living beings have their dharmatä rather than 
that a single dharmatä pervades them. The philosophical background can thus 
hardly be called monistic; if there are any monistic overtones at all, they are not 
intended by the authors. Accordingly, I think that the semantic range of dharmatä 
in the TGS occupies a position somewhere between (2) and (3) and is (not yet) 
thought of as a hypostatized unit. 

If we turn to the two sutras which, I believe, are most closely related to the 
TGS, namely the Saddharmapundarlkasütra and the *Tathägatotpattisambhava-
nirdesa, it becomes clear that the term dharmatä in the meaning of "absolute 
truth" was likely not used in these texts.95 Further, in the simile of the painted 

94 See 8.4 and 8.5. In 3.4 the dharmatä is characterized as "like mine." The use of dharmatä 
there fits well into the semantic range of (2). 

95 Throughout the SP the term dharmatä appears only five times, among them once in the prose 
text (40.15), where it plainly means the "true universal law" in the second sense of (1) (see 
Zimmermann 1999: 157ff). In K 57.13 (= 2.134), K 130.13 (= 5.38), and K 392.2 (= 20.1) 
dharmatä stands for this true law as the most fundamental teaching, and is in some cases rendered 
as such in the Tibetan and the Chinese translation by Kumärajiva: K 57.13: t^&'^Jmx^', K 
130.13: chos, ^\%^j(^;K7>92.2: chos. In AT 294.14 (= 13.67) we find the päda bhävitva dharmam 
FD sprsitvD dharmatäm. This part is missing in Di and D2; O and the Farhäd-Beg ms read 
(bo)dhi(m) instead of dharmatäm. The Tibetan follows, as usual, K (... chos nyid reg). 
Kumärajiva's translation has iHfjtillffl, supporting the wording dharmatä, whereas 
Dharmaraksa's translation offers IEJJ ibodhi)—with the exception of two relatively late, and 
probably (in view of Kumärajiva's translation of this passage) "emended" manuscripts which read 
TF-fe instead. This is the only passage in the SP where dharmatä can but need not (given that it is 
the older reading) be interpreted in the sense of "absolute truth." However, the fact that the 
Kashgar manuscripts usually contain the older wording suggests that the reading dharmatä is 
secondary (though it would be a lectio difficiliorl). We are thus left with one very meager example 
of dharmatä in the meaning of an absolute entity. 

In the TUSN, as far as I can see, the term dharmatä appears several times in the meaning "natural 
and normal custom," "normal state" (1): Q 81a6 and 81b7: chos nyid rab tu thob pa'i phyir 
(*dharmatä-pratilambhät: "in a normal, natural way," "naturally, automatically," see also BHSD 
s.v. dharmatä); Q 100a8: chos nyid thob pas (*dharmatä-präptena: "naturally, automatically"); Q 
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cloth in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa, the direct predecessor of the trope 
presented in the TGS, the term dharmatä does not appear. Instead, we are told only 
of tathägatajnäna. If dharmatä in the passages of the TGS designated in fact the 
hypostatized "absolute truth," this would mean that, when it came to the usage of 
this basic philosophical term, the authors of the TGS did not agree with the 
Saddharmapundarlkasütra and the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa but based 
themselves on a different terminological convention. 

Be that as it may, the mention of the (tathägata-)dharmatä serves to 
illustrate the buddha-nature of living beings and their essential equality with the 
tathagatas.96 Here also, as has already been observed in the case of tathägatajnäna, 
dharmatä is described in a metaphorical setting: it is encased by defilements, and 
in OM even said to be motionless. All living beings have this true nature. It 
constitutes their essence, thus relegating all differentiating aspects of living beings 
to a provisional, contingent level. 

Among other terms that render the idea of the buddha-nature in the TGS, 
we find the word tathägatadhätu.91 The term dhätu is well known from the 
Mahäyänist Mahäparinirvänasütra, where it appears frequently in the compound 
buddhadhätu, synonymous with tathagatagarbha, and obviously interpreted as a 
tatpurusa compound. Dhätu can have the very concrete meanings "mine," 
"primitive matter" (called also mahäbhüta), "element of the body" (the six 
elements are prthivl, äpas, tejas, väyu, äkäsa, Vijnana), the "group of eighteen 
dhätus" forming the six sense organs with their respective sense objects and the 

140bl: ... chos nyid rab tu thobpa dang ... (* dharmatäpratüambha- "[Bodhisattvas gathered]..., 
automatically,....") etc.; dharmatä as "rule, teaching" (1) in Q 138a5f.: byang chub sems dpa' 
thams cad kyi chos nyid rtogs par khong du chud pa (see BHSD s.v. gatimgata; *sarva-
bodhisattva-dharmatä-gatim-gata: "adept in all the rules for/teachings of the bodhisattvas"), in Q 
141al; If.: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i chos nyid mi 'phrogs (pa) (... yongs su) brjod and Q 141a5f.: GH 
bzhin gshegs pa'i mnga' mi 'phrogs pa'i chos nyid... brjod (*asamhäryä tathägatadharmatä: "[to 
utter] the irresistible teaching(s) of the tathagatas"); probably in Q 138al:... byang chub sems dpa' 
de ni I byang chub sems dpa 'i chos nyid la yang dag par byung ba ma yin no II (see BHSD s.v. 
samudägacchati, "te and following entries; *bodhisattva-dharmatäyäm asamudägatah(l): "That 
bodhisattva (who does not know about or believe in the magnificence of the tathagata) has not 
accomplished the teaching for the bodhisattvas"(?); TUSNcm'- 7£^MM§i^'WM (630al6f); 
TUSNcm'- ^ f lF^ f iÄI I I IS l t (277c 18f.)), in Q 141a3: de bzhin gshegs pa 'i chos nyid rab tu thob1 

pas I1 Q: thos corrected to thob according to S (186a5) and TUSNcm- ?##P5fäfe$: (278c4-5)] and 
probably in Q 139b7f: chos nyid rjes su bsnyegs pas bstan pa ("(you) explained according to 
(*samanubandhena) the teaching"; TUSNcm- WWM& (630cll); TUSNcm- WWM^. (278b3)), 
though in the last case one could also approve the meaning "true, universal law" (1) or "absolute 
truth" (3); as "character," "nature," "disposition" (2) in Q 89b8-90al (verse); 90a2 (verse): chos 
nyid tshul (*dharmatä-yogena: "(Rain water/The teaching of the Buddha becomes differentiated) 
according to the disposition (of the surface of the earth/of the disciples)"; unclear is the context 
and thus the meaning of Q 129b3: chos nyid khong du chud pa 'i tshul gyis (*dharmatädhigama-
yogena: "according to the realization of the teaching/universal law/absolute truth(?)"; TUSNcm-
Ä Ä & t t # t (627cl2); TUSNcm'- 7 l ß f & & Ä Ä t t # t (275c23)) and Q 138a5: byang chub sems 
dpa' ... byang chub sems dpa'i dbang rang 'byung gi chos nyid la gnas (*bodhisattva-vasa-
svayambhü-dharmatä; the Chinese reads instead: TUSNcm'- J^PJf^iJiSilEtÄ (630a22f); 
TUSNcm'- S ^ f f g S (277c24)). 

96 See OM: "And [the Tathagata], having perceived inside those [sentient beings] defiled by all 
defilements the tathägatadharmatä motionless and unaffected by any of the states of existence, 
then says: 'Those tathagatas are just like me!'" 

97 The term tathägatadhätu appears once, in 8B (for details see my note in the translation). It is 
rendered in Tib with the term rigs, which usually is applied as a translation for gotra or kula. On 
the term dhätu see also Seyfort Ruegg 1969: 261ff. 
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six forms of Vijnana, "relics" or (in medical theory) "essential bodily 
ingredient/humor." Especially the two meanings "relics" and "bodily element" 
seem to have had some influence on the genesis of the buddhadhätu theory of the 
Mahäparinirvänasütra.99, However, the main thrust of the term buddhadhätu in the 
Mahäparinirvänasütra is to indicate the future possibility of all living beings 
becoming a buddha." Though this understanding of dhätu as a cause stands in 
contrast to the above-mentioned substantialist background from which the term 
dhätu is believed to have emerged in connection with the Mahäparinirvänasütra, 
it is not altogether surprising, since it can be an equivalent of hetu, as stated 
explicitly in, for example, Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä 72.10: tat(=tathägatatva)-
präptaye hetus tathägatadhätur iti I hetvartho 'tra dhätvarthah I. We further 
know that dhätu can, like the term dharmatä, also mean the "rule to which all 
dharmas are subject" and, again parallel to the development of the term dharmatä, 
can even take on the meaning of a metaphysical entity, in the compound 
dharmadhätu. 

How are we to understand the term dhätu in the passage in 8B? Let us first 
have a look at the quotation of the passage in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä and 
the context in which it is embedded there. The quotation appears after the last of 
three basic interpretations of the compound tathagatagarbha. I cite the whole 
passage (72.7ff): 

pancabhir nidhitaruratnavigrahacakravartikanakabimbadrstäntais trividhabuddha-
käyotpattigotrasadbhävärtham adhikrtya tathägatadhätur esäm garbhah 
sarvasattvänäm iti paridipitam I trividhabuddhakäyaprabhävitatvam hi 
tathagatanam I atas tatpräptaye hetus tathägatadhätur iti I hetvartho 'tra dhätv­
arthah I yata äha I tatra ca sattve sattve tathägatadhätur utpanno garbhagatah 
samvidyate na ca te sattvä budhyanta iti I 
[' for the emendation °sadbhävärtham for °svabhävärtham see Schmithausen 1971: 157] 

By way of the five similes of the treasure, the tree, the precious image, the 
universal emperor and the golden figures—with reference to the fact that the 
disposition (gotra) of the threefold body of the buddhas to manifest is present [in 
all living beings]—it has been shown that the tathagata element (dhätu) is the 
embryo/germ (garbha) of all these sentient beings. [This can be said] because 
tathägatahood is constituted by the threefold body of the buddhas. Therefore the 
cause of the attainment of that [threefold body] is called the "element (dhätu) of 
a tathagata." "Element" means here "cause" (hetu). Therefore it is said [in the 
TGS]: "And though in each sentient being the element (dhätu) of a tathagata has 
arisen and is present as an embryo/germ fgarbhagata), those sentient beings do 
not realize it." 

The general context here is an explanation of the three svabhävas of the dhätu, 
namely dharmakäya, tathatä and gotra, the three key terms of verses 1.27-28. 
These verses constitute the heart of the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä), being a 
commentary on the central phrase sarvasattväs tathagatagarbha!}. The passage 
translated above deals with the third aspect, namely the gotra, and contains the last 
of the three interpretations of the compound tathagatagarbha. Garbha is here 
identified with dhätu, which is immediately afterwards defined as the "cause" 

9S See SeyfortRuegg 1969: 516, n. 1; 1976: 352f; Shimoda 1997: 272; 276; Habata 1989; Hob 
s.v. Byö. 

99 See Shimoda 1997: 272. 
100 For further references for dhätu in the sense of "cause" see Schmithausen 1969a: 114c; 145. 
101 See Schmithausen 1969a: 147. 
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(hetu) of the attainment of buddhahood. Consequently garbha can here only have 
the meaning "embryo" or "germ," which is the cause of living beings becoming 
tathagatas. In order to reinforce its analysis, the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä then 
cites the sentence from the TGS. The fact that this passage was cited by the authors 
of the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä is probably not only due to the unique 
appearance of the term dhätu throughout the TGS, but also to the predicate 
garbhagata, which according to the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä characterizes the 
dhätu "as an embryo" (see also RGVVf. snying por gyur pa; the Chinese translation 
is here missing). 

The interpretation of garbhagata as indicating a state or condition is 
grammatically possible. Further, in view of the fact that the five similes this 
explanation in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä refers to include the sprout in the 
seed and the embryonic emperor in the womb of the poor woman, the 
understanding of garbha as a germ or embryo is in fact plausible. However, the 
context in the TGS imposes a different conclusion as to how garbhagata should be 
understood. Both Tibetan translations of the TGS support the notion that garbha 
means "womb" or "inside" of living beings: khong na yod (Tib); snying po la gnas 
pa (Bth).102 This analysis of garbhagata as indicating a local relation ("within 
(living beings)" or "in the womb") is likewise possible from the point of view of 
Sanskrit grammar and, for the unbiased reader, even much more reasonable.103 But 
even leaving aside the two Tibetan translations that favor garbha as "inside," there 
are three other arguments strongly supporting this understanding in contrast to the 
Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä. 

One argument is found in the Ratnagotravibhaga itself, in the verses that 
freely render the simile in question: though it is true that verse 1.122 compares the 
dhätu with the embryo of an emperor, in the following verse 1.123 we find two 
concessive formulations: ... garbhäntarasthe nrpe ("... though the king is found 
within the womb [of sentient beings]"); ... sDnnäthesu FD sDtsu ... 
svätmäntDrDsthesv DSL ("... even though the good protectors are found within 
[living beings] themselves."). In both cases the main accent lies on the fact that the 
emperor or "protectors" are present within sentient beings, not on the fact that they 
are still embryos. The presence of the word antara does not allow for any 
ambiguity. This nuance was duly expressed by the Tibetan translators (Tib), in a 
word-play with khong ("inside"): ... khong na yod kyang sems can de dag gis 
khong du ma chud do II. 

Right after the above sentence in question, the Tathagata repeats the same 
message a second time in direct speech to living beings (8B.7-8). Nothing is said 
on this occasion about an embryonic state. Instead, mention is made of a tathagata 
inside (the bodies) of sentient beings: nang na (Bth); J^tfi (Ch,2); \=\M (Chi); Tib 
has simply khyed la. 

Finally, we have the evidence displayed by Hara (1994: 38, n. 4), who, if 
mainly with regard to the epics, states that garbha bears the meaning "womb" 

102 Cfi2 takes garbha of garbhagata to be the buddha-store and not the womb: j|$n5f$ii?. Chi 
offers no help here. 

103 The two interpretations perhaps do not lie very far apart, since speaking of the dhätu "in the 
state of an embryo" implies that it is present "in the womb" or "inside." Nevertheless, if the dhätu 
is being described as just being "inside" living beings (a "neutral" formulation which the use of the 
term "embryo" would contravene), this does not mean that it has to be a hetu, as the 5*99 would 
have it. 
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"when construed with words expressive of staying in, dwelling at," and cites 
examples for garbhastha, °gata, °väsa etc. 

There is little prospect of settling the question definitely. However, arguing 
from the perspective of the TGS itself and the undoubtedly very old citations of the 
TGS in the verses of the Ratnagotravibhaga, we ought clearly to favor the latter 
alternative, though the (more recent) commentarial parts of the Ratnagotra-
vibhägavyäkhyä and the general biological overtone of the cakravartin simile 
allow for a different opinion. 

Now, what does this all mean for an understanding of the term dhätu in the 
TGS, the question that served us as the springboard for the above discussion? Once 
the reading of dhätu as hetu in the Ratnagotravibhägavyäkhyä is seen to have no 
validity for the passage in the TGS, we are free to speculate on the meaning of 
dhätu in the contextual framework of the TGS. We should therefore note what 
other terminology in the upameya of the present simile is used to designate the 
buddha-nature. In the direct speech of the Tathagata in the second part of 8B, we 
find the term tathagata; in the verses below, dharmatä twice appears. Neither of 
these words suggests the notion of "embryo." 

On the other hand, the upamäna of the same simile several times speaks of 
sattva ("life") which enters the womb of the woman. The parallel to the passage 
under discussion is obvious: here also the tathägatadhätu enters into living beings. 
The direct speech of the Buddha that follows is similar in structure. The Buddha 
speaks of "the tathagata [who has] entered [and] is present within...." It thus seems 
that the upameya side of the simile has adopted the terminology of the upamäna— 
a phenomenon similarly found in the descriptions of the tathagatas as encased in 
klesa sheaths in the upameya. In any case, given the biological motifs throughout 
the simile, should we not assume that the single employment of the term dhätu in 
the whole sutra is integrally related to this context? I think it likely that the author 
of the simile thought of the tathägatadhätu as a constituent element within the 
body of living beings, just as sattva is in the womb of the poor woman. He could 
have had in mind the six elements of the body (see above), with the vijnänadhätu 
as the most fundamental (in the sense of being constitutive of life) and central one 
(as underlying all other sense organs).105 In analogy to these six elements, and to 
the vijnänadhätu in particular, the tathägatadhätu would be understood as another, 
even more essential (metaphysical) element of living beings, constituting and 
guaranteeing their inherent buddhahood.106 Designating as it does an independent 
element of the body, the term dhätu would fit well into the biological framework 
of the simile. At the same time, tathägatadhätu recalls the term nirvänadhätu, the 
sphere a person enters after liberation. The TGS, by replacing the term nirväna-
with tathagata-, would continue the work of the Saddharmapundarikasütra of 
pointing out the insufficiency of nirvana as a goal and advancing the only 
destination really worth striving for in Mahayana, namely to become a tathagata. 

This argument loses some of its force when, with an eye on the occurrence of the term 
utpanna before the compound garbhagata, we read Hara's following remark that the meaning 
"embryo" is prevalent "when construed with words of production, conception, development, and 
others." 

105 On Vijnana as the (cosmic) element see Langer 2001: 43ff. 
106 See also the terms citi-dhätu and ätma-dhätu in the terminology of the Vedänta. These are 

employed to designate the true self of living beings. Dhätu, in these cases, clearly undergoes an 
extension of metaphysical meaning (see Schmithausen 1969a: 83). 
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We have seen that the buddha-nature of living beings is described with a great 
variety of terms in the TGS. The terminology includes markedly substantialist 
expressions, such as buddha and *jinakäya, and even terms which figure in the 
upamäna—words like nidhi or kosa. Tathägatajnäna, a term with strong 
ontological connotations, appears along with actual states of being, such as 
buddhatva and svayambhütva. With dharmatä we reach the other end of the scale, 
a term similar to tathatä in being bare of any concrete nuances, and in designating 
the nature of a tathagata or, as some passages could imply, even absolute reality. 
Though the terms denoting the buddha-nature differ considerably in their degree of 
abstractness or substantialist connotations, the authors of the sutra did not hesitate 
to use them all in the standardized metaphorical phrase "wrapped with sheaths of 
Mesas." One characteristic of the TGS seems in fact to be this tendency to 
formulate the upameya with the help of vocabulary taken from the upamäna. The 
negligence in the choice of the basic terminology for designating sentient beings' 
buddha-nature, on the other hand, shows, as will be demonstrated below, that the 
authors were more concerned to present this new idea effectively than to lay it out 
in clear philosophical terms. 

All the terms used to designate the buddha-nature of living beings can be 
characterized as being associated with the level of perfect spiritual realization.107 

The notion of potentiality, implied in terms like "germ" (gotra) or "embryo" 
(garbha), is inherent to none of them. This is even more surprising in view of the 
fact that in two of the similes the counterpart of the buddha-nature in the upamäna 
seems to have causal force: the sprout and the cakravartin embryo. Though in 
these two illustrations they could have easily done so, obviously the authors were 
not interested in adding to their corpus of terms for the buddha-nature ones which 
carry the notion of potentiality. It appears to me that what the authors had in mind 
was, first of all, to stress the essential equality between living beings and the 
buddhas. They therefore had to choose a terminology which left no room for doubt 
about this basic fact. For them to speak in this context of an embryonic (tathagata-) 
garbha or (-)gotra of living beings would not have served their ends. 

If we compare all this with the conception of the buddha-nature in the 
simile of the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa, we can observe another 
characteristic of the theory in the TGS. The main aim of the *Tathägatotpatti-
sambhavanirdesa is to describe the wonderful and incomparable nature of the 
Buddha's qualities. The greatness of tathägatajnäna, along with nine other 
characteristics, lies in the fact that it penetrates (pravisati) the mind of all living 
beings. It is in this context that the simile of the piece of cloth with the whole 
cosmos painted on it is expounded. The goal the TGS has set for itself, on the other 
hand, is not to describe and extol the limitlessness and greatness of 
tathägatajnäna. The TGS seems to focus on the living being as the "container" or 
"owner" of tathägatajnäna. Living beings are not simply perceived as the objects 
of the Jnana of the Tathagata; they step into the foreground in their own right. 
Every single one of them is in possession of tathägatajnäna. Seen from this 
perspective, tathägatajnäna appears rather as an element segmented so as to be 
present in all living beings. The idea of a segmented tathägatajnäna may not have 
been unknown to the author of the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa. This is 

This is not so if we take tathagatadhatu in 8B as a cause, as suggested by the 5*99 (see 
above). 
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documented in the upamäna of the simile where myriads of painted cloths appear 
as independent elements by analogy with tathägatajnäna. Thus I do not wish to 
exclude the possibility that the philosophy of the *Tathägatotpattisambhava-
nirdesa in fact propounds the idea of a multitude of fragmented buddha-
knowledge which, while embedded in different living beings, penetrates each part 
the other. Nevertheless, the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa seems rather to 
assume that the cosmos is penetrated by an all-pervasive ether-like Jnana in which 
living beings are embedded, whereas in the TGS the picture is clearly inverted; that 
is, Jnana is contained in the minds of living beings. This latter perspective allows 
the bulk of attention to be directed to living beings as autonomous subjects. This 
difference in perspective is also mirrored in the core statements of the TGS and the 
corresponding passage in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa. In the TGS the 
agents are living beings containing a tathagata (sadaivaite sattväs tathagata­
garbha^), whereas in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa the agent is tathägata­
jnäna in its diffusive power itaihägatajnänam ... sakalam anupravistam; quoted in 
RGVV 22.10-11). Without this change in perspective the employment of terms for 
the buddha-nature with substantialist overtones would not have been possible in 
the TGS. 

3.2 Becoming a Buddha 

The TGS states that all sentient beings contain a tathagata and are essentially equal 
to the tathagatas. The sutra, however, does not say that they themselves are 
therefore awakened and already tathagatas. The reason why they cannot be said to 
have attained awakening is the fact that their essence is not yet purified from 
klesas, which, in the metaphorical expression of the TGS, enwrap and pollute this 
essence. Only when these defilements (klesa) have been removed will the essence 
of sentient beings become manifest to and efficacious for them. Thus the basic 
idea of the TGS is that sentient beings always partake of the nature of tathagatas. 
This nature cannot essentially be affected by the defilements, because it is 
unchangeable. The klesas, on the other hand, are said to be only ägantuka (4.3), 
that is, accidental in nature. They are removed in the process of purification so that 
finally the buddha-like nature will be revealed. The idea is best put into words in 
8B, where the Buddha in a direct speech states that "... it will happen that one day 
the tathagata [who has] entered [and] is present within you will become manifest" 
{*tathägatah pravistah samvidyamänah ... prädurbhavisyati). It is thus clear 
that becoming a buddha does not involve an essential transformation or generative 
causal act by which the gap between the state of being hindered by mental 
defilements and that of perfect awakening is bridged. 

However, two of the upamänas appear to attest to a different view: the 
simile of the sprout in the seed and that of the future emperor in the womb of the 
poor woman. The sixth simile speaks of the sprout in a seed of a fruit. The seed is 
planted in the earth and becomes a big tree. Verse 6.4 explicitly compares the fact 
that the tree has grown from a seed to the awakening of sentient beings. Now, the 
sprout has to undergo different stages of growth and development before finally 

Tib: khyHG OD GH bzhin gshHgs SD zhugsSD yoG SD G us shig nD 'byung bDr 'gyur WH I. 
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turning into a big tree. From this one might expect that the buddha-nature of living 
beings is first something comparable to a sprout which gradually, by the 
transformational process of ripening, develops into an entity possessing 
buddhahood. Such an immature buddha-nature would thus be the cause of the 
attainment of awakening, just as the sprout in the seed generates the tree. But 
while this interpretation, especially in light of the later understanding of the term 
tathagatagarbha as "buddha-embryo" or "buddha-germ," could, prima facie, be 
felt to be what the authors of the TGS wanted to suggest, a closer look at the simile 
reveals that this is not the case. 

What the authors have focused on in this simile is clearly found in verse 
6.2, which states that the body of a sugata exists similarly to a cane seed in all 
living beings. This verse is revealing, since the authors could have chosen to use a 
term other than *sugatakäya (such as, e.g., °gotra or "garbha). In other words, they 
could have expressed that the buddha-nature of sentient beings is still in need of 
further development.109 Instead, they continue to employ the same terminology as 
in the similes before. This terminology, chosen to describe the process which 
makes the buddha-nature of sentient beings efficacious for the world, does not 
connote any kind of growing or ripening. Rather, as in the earlier similes, it is 
expressive of the purification (6B, 6.4) from the sheaths of defilements—a fact 
which may indicate that the authors had in mind not mainly the growing process of 
a sprout but its being enclosed in seed coverings and the outer fruit from which it 
must be separated. 

Though the growing process of the seed is, of course, one important aspect 
of the simile, the main focus would seem to lie elsewhere. As in 6A and 6.1, the 
simile here affirms the imperishability of the seed, and the fact that the result 
(kärya), namely the tree, is already contained in the seed. It emphasizes that seed 
and tree are of the same nature. The seed, as CA2 has it, "realizes the quality of 
indestructibility as a result of the fact that the seed and sprout generate each other 
alternately...." The assertion by the authors of the TGS that the seed already bears 
the tree within itself certainly accords well with their "theory of revelation." The 
figure offers correspondences to the full-fledged tathagatas in living beings. The 
manifestation of these tathagatas triggers the awakening of living beings. 
However, there is an important difference between this "tree" in the seed and the 
full-grown tree in terms of temporal development, even if it does not seem to be of 
relevance for the authors. What is decisive for them is the essential oneness of 
seed and tree. Nothing new has to be added; the complete tree is already found in 
the seed.110 

In the simile of the poor woman the situation is similar. Though the 
embryo of a cakravartin in her womb could easily be compared to the germ or 
embryo of a buddha in living beings, the author prefers to employ tathägatadhätu 
(8B), tathagata (8B) and dharmatä (8.4, 8.5). Here again, the fact that the 

It is true that in 6B dharmatä is spoken of as garbhagatä or garbhasthä. I have argued in the 
note to my translation that these latter should be understood as "in the womb." However, it could 
also be understood as "in the state of an embryo," and we cannot, as a matter of fact, exclude 
outright the possibility that the authors used this ambiguous formulation to allow for both 
interpretations (see also above, p. 57f„). 

110 For orthodox Buddhist thinkers the idea of the sameness of nature between seed, sprout and 
tree, and the existence of the tree in the seed (satkärya), would hardly hold water. Cp., for 
instance, the Buddhist Sälistambasütra, where such ideas are strictly rejected as harboring the fault 
of eternalism (Schoening 1995a: 285ff„). 
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cakravartin is still an embryo does not seem to be crucial for an understanding of 
the simile. His nature, namely that of a cakravartin, will not change, his future rule 
is already preprogrammed, and the growth process the embryo is subject to does 
not figure in at all.111 What the simile plays up, rather, is the striking contrast 
between the poor, ugly and pessimistic woman and the glory of the cakravartin 
inside herself. Still, this simile can easily give rise to a different view of the 
buddha-nature. Without the exact wording in mind, one is naturally tempted to 
compare the growth of the embryo to a continuous ripening process in sentient 
beings of their buddha-nature. To be sure, this would not be in line with the 
original intention of the authors, who favored a theory of manifestation. 

Now, the idea that a full-fledged tathagata is from the very beginning 
present in living beings raises serious problems for Buddhist philosophers. The 
TGS states that the tathagatas inside are covered by defilements and that only 
through a process of purification can living beings become awakened. 
Nevertheless, sentient beings are said to be always essentially the same as the 
tathagatas, and this immanence of the Absolute can easily lead one to downplay or 
even brush over the fact that between the state of being defiled and that of perfect 
awakening is a gap which has to be bridged. As seen above, the authors of the TGS 
do not seem overly cautious in this matter. They do not hesitate to attribute an 
obviously substantialist notion to the buddha-nature of living beings. More than 
the assumption of two qualitatively different stages of development, for them it is 
the gap between these two states that underlies the efficaciousness of sentient 
beings' buddha-nature, which can be realized only through a process of 
revelation.112 They therefore did not expend much effort in choosing similes with a 
unified conception of the buddha-nature. This may also be resulting from the 
authors' very intention, which, as we shall see below, seems primarily to have 
been to present reasons why all living beings can become buddhas and, maybe 
even more importantly, to stimulate their readership, which had possibly hitherto 
not felt vitally drawn to Buddhist spirituality, to join the Mahayana community. 
The use of a philosophically and spiritually unsophisticated, imprecise and even 
ambiguous terminology, along with the substantialist and metaphorical 
formulation of the upameya, may have been considered necessary in order to attain 
their ends. It would therefore be wrong to expect elaborate explanations about the 
exact relation between the state of defilement and awakening. This painstaking 
work, whether intentionally or not, was left to later exegetes. 

Regarding the attainment of awakening, the authors of the TGS do not tire 
of emphasizing that this leads to the performance of the tasks of a buddha. They 
obviously consider this fact as an automatic consequence of the manifestation of 

1 ' ' It is, however, probably no coincidence that the only passages where the terms garbhagata 
or garbhastha appear are in the similes of the seed and the poor woman. Although the translations 
of the TGS itself and the parallels in the quotation of the similes in the RGV interpret garbha" as 
"inside," the other possibility, i.e. "embryo," cannot be ruled out. 

1 n This becomes clear in the similes of the seed which already contains the whole tree, the 
embryo of the cakravartin in the womb of the poor woman, and in the simile of the 7 8 6 1 where D 
cloth on which the whole universe is painted is found compressed to a small particle and has to be 
opened in order to achieve its effect. Thus, the counterpart in the upamäna to living beings' 
buddha-nature is not yet in a fully developed state; for it to manifest fully requires a further stage 
of ripening or expansion. But given that the sutra stresses the essential sameness of the element in 
sentient beings before its revelation (when it is not yet efficacious) and afterwards (when it 
becomes so), this does not undermine the basic concept. We should not expect or claim an 
absolute isomorphic relationship between the upamäna and the upameya for all similes. 
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one's buddha-nature, and in several passages it alone is stated to be a characteristic 
of buddhahood. This in itself demonstrates that efficaciousness was a main 
category in the earliest stage of tathagatagarbha thought. The reason for 
describing a tathagata primarily in terms of dynamic activity may well lie in an 
attitude of worldly engagement predominating over mainly theoretical concerns. 

3.3 How to Become a Buddha 

The purification from the klesas leads to the manifestation of buddhahood. Now, 
what are the factors leading to this purification? Let us first note in what terms the 
*Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa deals with this question. There, when the 
Tathagata sees that living beings are not aware of their tathägatajnäna, he says 
(RGVV 24.4-7): 

yan nv aham esäth sattvänäm äryamärgopadesena sarvasamjnäkrta-
bandhanäpanayanam kuryäm yathä svayam eväryamärgabalädhänena mahaüm 
samjnägranthim vinivartya tathägatajnänam pratyabhijäniran I tathägatasamatäm 
cänupräpnuyuh I te tathägatamärgopadesena sarvasamjnäkrtabandhanäni 
vyapanayanti I [' äryena märgo° emended to äryamargo° according to Takasaki 1966: 397] 

Suppose now that by teaching [them] the Noble [Eightfold] Path, I remove all the 
fetters from these sentient beings that are caused by [their wrong] conceptions, so 
that through attaining power [by following]113 the Noble Path they remove this big 
knot of [wrong] conceptions by themselves, recognize114 tathägatajnäna [which 
penetrates them] and attain equality with the tathagatas. Then, thanks to the 
tathagatas teaching [them] the Path, they will get rid of all the fetters caused by 
[wrong] conceptions. 

The passage is very clear in attributing the actual process of purification to sentient 
beings alone (svayam eva). The Tathagata's role is limited to teaching them the 
Eightfold Path, thereby setting their purifying activities into motion. The text 
stresses that it is sentient beings themselves who remove their misconceptions and 
finally realize tathägatajnäna. The verb used to describe this realization is 
pratyabhijänite. It is here used in the sense of "to become aware of," "to 
recognize" something which living beings have always been carrying around with 
them, namely tathägatajnäna. This recognition is the result of living beings' 
practice along the Noble Path and coincides with the full manifestation of their 
tathägatajnäna, the realization of their buddhahood. The verb from 
pratyabhijänite implies, then, more than just the pure act of recognizing. 
According to the passage in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa, recognition 
can only take place when living beings follow the Holy Path. It is thus clear that 
the meaning of pratyabhijänite in this passage goes far beyond the process of 
abstractly remembering the fact that one has the buddha-nature. Here, the term 

113 My understanding of äryamärgabalädhäna follows from the two Chinese translations of the 
7 8 6 1 by Buddhabhadra ( f ^AÜj I ; 7861cm 624a20) and Siksananda ( f i H U j I ; TUSNcm 
273al), along with the Chinese translation of the passage in the 5*99 (\^ J\^M.; in Nakamura 
1961:46.4). 

114 The verb pratyabhijänite is not very common in Buddhist texts. Seyfort Ruegg (1973: 78) 
understands it as "la re-connDissDncH (ou anagnosis) GH OD U é DO ité p in contUDst to thH BuGGhist 
notion of "compU éhHnsion (adhi-gam-)." In the same passage he also provides us with several 
occurrences of the term in non-Buddhist schools. It is impossible to know if the verb appeared in 
the TGS, since the Tibetan does not have a standardized translation for it. 
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implies a fundamental change brought about by the adoption of certain rules that 
lead to the full manifestation of buddhahood. In the lines before the passage cited 
above, the Buddha had stated that, as long as living beings are defiled by wrong 
conceptions, they would not "be aware of' and not "realize" their tathägatajnäna. 
Four verbs are used in these lines, and we can see that they cover the meaning 
contained in the verb form pratyabhijänite. These verbs are jänanti, prajänanti, 
anubhavanti and säksätkurvanti (24.1). 

If we now turn to the TGS, we see that the process of purification is 
described in very similar terms. There, however, the distinction between the 
activity of the Tathagata, on the one hand, who teaches the Dharma and thereby 
makes sentient beings know that they themselves have the buddha-nature, and 
living beings' own efforts, on the other, is less clear. It seems to me that the simile 
in the *Tathägatotpattisambhavanirdesa already bears the seeds of such 
ambiguity. It is quite evident that the authors of the *Tathägatotpattisambhava-
nirdesa stressed sentient beings' contribution with the words svayam eva, while at 
the same time specifying the exact nature of the Buddha's role in clearing away all 
doubt: the Buddha's teaching activity, which leads to the realization of 
tathägatajnäna; it is "attaining power [by following] the Noble Path" (äryamärga-
balädhänena) that capitalizes on this activity. This clarification seems necessary, 
since otherwise one may be inclined to read the situation according to the 
upamäna, where it is the skilful person alone who makes the compressed cloth 
useful for the whole world. 

In the TGS such clarifications are only sporadically found. In most of its 
similes it is a single person who knows about the precious hidden substance and 
purifies it. In several passages this person is explicitly compared to the Tathagata. 
The most common formulation in the TGS is expressive of finality: the Tathagata 
teaches the Dharma in order to purify sentient beings. Of course, such a statement 
could mean that the Tathagata directly destroys the klesas of sentient beings, but it 
could also be understood in the sense conveyed in the *Tathägatotpattisambhava-
nirdesa. Formulations in the simile of the golden figures in the molds are 
suggestive of the former alternative. There it is stated that the Tathagata with "the 
vq/ra[-like] hammer of the Dharma ... hews away all outer defilements in order to 
entirely purify the precious tathägata-knowledge ..." (9B) "so that their 
defilements are expelled without any remainder." (9.4). However, it is hardly 
imaginable that this is to be taken as denying any kind of participation of sentient 
beings in the process of their own purification. It signifies rather that the authors 
tried to treat the two sides of the simile isomorphically, adopting the framework of 
the upamäna when comparing the Tathagata to the smith. 

We do in fact find some passages in the sutra indicating clearly the active 
role sentient beings themselves play in the process of purification. The most 
representative among them is in IB, where it is said that the Buddha teaches 
sentient beings the Dharma and leads them to have faith (mos) in order to destroy 
their defilements. Sentient beings then apply (abhiyujyate) themselves assiduously 

115 In the TGS the Tibetan does not allow the exact Sanskrit terms to be reconstructed where it 
is said that sentient beings "realize" (khong du chudpa) their buddha-nature after learning about it 
through the teaching of the Tathagata. It is quite possible that any such Sanskrit term could be 
understood in both ways, i.e., "to become aware" and "to accomplish." The former alternative 
would entail that the knowledge of the presence of a buddha within was considered as leading to 
awakening. 
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to these teachings and become free from their defilements.116 Again, in 5B and 5.5 
sentient beings or bodhisattvas are said to acquire faith in the teaching of the 
Buddha, which later, when they exert themselves (5.5), leads to their awakening. 
In 5.4 we find an exhortation in which the Tathagata calls upon the bodhisattvas to 
"take the treasury of knowledge" and to become protectors of the world. Finally, 
in the simile of the poor woman the Tathagata calls upon sentient beings to exert 
the energy which will lead them to realize buddhahood.117 

From the passages mentioned above it becomes obvious that living beings 
were expected to participate in the removal of their defilements. Nevertheless, 
under the sway of the august figures in the upamänas, the authors did not hesitate 
to use formulations which leave no or else very little room for the participation of 
living beings. Two consequences can be drawn from this observation. First, it 
demonstrates that the purificatory work of the Tathagata was conceived as the 
main factor in the process of manifesting living beings' buddha-nature. It seems in 
fact to go far beyond his activity of teaching the Dharma. Secondly, the sutra 
touches only sporadically on the question what sentient beings have to do to attain 
awakening, when it refers to the very general notions of "faith in the Dharma" and 
its practice. This shows that the details of the process of purification were not an 
integral part of the message which the authors wanted to convey. Therefore they 
did not elaborate this point any more than they provided an exact definition of the 
buddha-nature—tasks they left for later systematizers. Other means of awakening 
(recitation etc.) suggested in the sections following the similes are a general 
feature of many Mahayana sutras, and thus not peculiar to the theory of the 
buddha-nature. This, of course, does not mean that the authors of the TGS did not 
consider it appropriate to practice them. 

4. The TGS as a Part of Indian Buddhism: Its Sources, Motives and Reception 

The title of this section may raise expectations which cannot be fulfilled, among 
them successfully tracing the roots and defining the position of the 
tathagatagarbha teaching against the background of a comprehensive history of 
Indian philosophy in general, and in particular its relation to the upanisadic notion 
of atman and the Päsupata doctrine of abhivyakti, which latter concept, namely 
liberation as the manifestation of the innate Siva's perfections through the removal 
of impurities (mala), is strikingly similar. I restrict myself to delineating only a 
few aspects of the sutra's relation to other Buddhist texts. Likewise, I cannot here 
deal with the development of tathagatagarbha thought in Tibet and China. For the 
Indian region, my central ideas about post-TGS developments are based on 
Takasaki 1974, a work which has remained the point of departure for any serious 
historical study of the tathagatagarbha teaching in India. 

In Tibet, the teaching of tathagatagarbha became a highly controversial 
issue in the well-known gzhan stong and rang stong debate among the Buddhist 
schools. The proponents of gzhan stong ("other-empty") believe that the inherent 

116 A similar conclusion is reached at the end of 5A. There it is said that as a result of not 
hearing of the buddha-nature sentient beings do not apply themselves to their purification. 

117 There seems to be no clear distinction between normal living beings (sattva) and 
bodhisattvas in the TGS, except for a passage in 8B where the threefold categorization sattva -
bodhisattva - tathagata appears (cf. p. 74). 
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