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ABSTRACT
Yongming Yanshou (904-975) was an influential Buddhist figure during the
Wuyue Period (907-978) known for his writings, teachings, and tenure as abbot at
Lingyin Temple

靈隱寺 and Yongming Temple 永明寺 (later known as Jingci Temple 淨

慈寺). A look at his early biographies, such as his biography included in the Song
gaoseng zhuan 宋⾼僧傳 [Song Biographies of Eminent Monks] (988), indicates that he
was an eminent monk worthy of veneration. Yet, by the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) the
narrative surrounding his life had changed significantly. He was being claimed as an
incarnation of Amitabha Buddha and was worshiped as such. This study attempts to
discover how this drastic change to Yanshou’s narrative developed. By tracing through
Yanshou’s biographies it is evident his narrative was manipulated, growing his spiritual

powers and abilities, slowly deifying him in the process. By the time of the Ming Dynasty
these changes to Yanshou’s narrative had been fossilized. Three individuals named
Yuanjin Dahuo (1576-1627), Yu Chunxi (jinshi 1583), and Huang Ruheng (1558-1626)
were deeply influenced by the Yanshou they knew in the Ming. After rediscovering
Yanshou’s relics, these three individuals produced a new biography of Yanshou, the
Yongming daoji

永明道蹟 [Traces of Yongming’s Path] (1607), as an effort to raise funds

to build a new stupa for Yanshou at Jingci Temple. Within the Yongming daoji, and in
later records surrounding the building of Yanshou’s stupa that are collected in the Chijian
jingci sizhi

勅建淨慈寺志 [Officially Built Jingci Temple Monastic Gazetteer] (1805),

Dahuo, Yu, and Huang claimed Yanshou was an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha, Dahuo
being the first to do so. Yu and Huang later interpolated Yanshou’s narrative by including

8

four known figures as other incarnations of Yanshou and Amitabha (two having lived
before Yanshou’s birth and two living after his death). By placing Yanshou within a series
of incarnations Yu and Huang were able to solidify their claim of Yanshou as an
incarnation of Amitabha. Yanshou was thereby fully deified into Amitabha during the
Ming Dynasty.

9

INTRODUCTION
As an important figure in Buddhism, Yongming Yanshou

永明延壽 (904-975) has

been approached by scholars many times in an effort to understand his contributions and
legacy. Much has been revealed about his political career, his eventual renunciation of the
worldly life to become a monk, and even his time spent as abbot at Lingyin Temple

靈隱

寺 and Yongming Temple 永明寺 (later known as Jingci Temple 淨慈寺) in Hangzhou,
Zhejiang, China. Yanshou made important written contributions to the Buddhist canon
including the Zongjing lu

宗鏡錄 (961), and the Wanshan tonggui ji 萬善同歸集 that

scholars continue to analyze.1 Even today he still has his own Buddhist followers and
even worshipers of his stupa.
While on a research trip to Hangzhou in May of 2017 I had the great fortune of
visiting the Jingci Temple which is situated looking out over the scenic West Lake. While
there I was able to visit the Yongming Yanshou Stupa

永明祖塔. It was unassumingly

tucked away from the public area of the monastery. Upon approaching the stupa, myself
and the other researchers came upon what was to me a very curious phenomenon. There
was a group of about 30 or so lay worshipers circumambulating Yanshou’s stupa while
chanting to Amitabha Buddha. Interestingly, when we returned to this site in May of 2018
we found these same worshipers once again worshiping Yanshou as Amitabha.
This raised a question in my mind that needed to be answered. Having studied
under the Western world’s leading expert on Yongming Yanshou, Albert Welter, I was
familiar with Yanshou’s life, accomplishments, and influence during the Wuyue Period
1

For example see Albert Welter’s The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds: a Study of Yung-Ming Yen-Shou
and the Wan-Shan T'ung-Kuei Chi, and his Yongming Yanshou's Conception of Chan in the Zongjing Lu: A
Special Transmission Within the Scriptures.
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(907-978) and after his death and on into the Song Dynasty (960-1279). However, there
was little about his monastic career that lead me to think at our time in history he would
have laymen and laywomen worshipping him as Amitabha on a regular basis. So how
then did Yanshou transform from an influential monk of the Wuyue to an incarnation of
Amitabha Buddha?
To understand the contexts surrounding this question I would like to briefly
position Yanshou’s narrative within the context of the Song Dynasty and the Ming
Dynasty (1368-1644). During the Song Dynasty, Buddhism was undergoing important
changes. There were divisions among the Chan sects as differing approaches to Chan led
to increased productions of written materials promoting a variety of practices. Yanshou’s
life and writings were reconsidered and then positioned to promote certain sects.
Furthermore, factional debates between Chan and Tiantai

天台 adherents fueled the

production of new narratives of deceased eminent monks, including Yanshou. As these
debates continued over how best to approach Buddhism, Tiantai adherents gradually
gained more traction and influence.2 Yanshou’s narrative followed along with this growth
and he became known predominantly as a Pure Land practitioner with a few Chan
tendencies.
The Ming was a time of growth and change as well. Buddhism in the Ming
Dynasty appears to have been a time of revival for Buddhism.3 The Tiantai School too
was flourishing, along with Yanshou’s connection to Tiantai’s Pure Land tradition. His
syncretic approach of Chan and Pure Land teachings was greatly appreciated due to the

2
3

See Albert Welter’s The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds.
See Dewei Zhang, A Fragile Revival: Chinese Buddhism under the Political Shadow, 1522-1620.

11

Ming Buddhist emphasis on practice rather than doctrine.4 Yanshou was championed by
those seeking to justify their Pure Land worship of Amitabha.5 It appears that during the
Ming in the Hangzhou region, Yanshou’s changed narrative continued to be embraced
and celebrated. He was promoted as a practitioner of the Pure Land tradition, his practices
were mimicked by his admirers, and he was deified into Amitabha Buddha.
I would like to briefly mention here my approach to deification before moving on
to a description of this study. I do not use the terms “deity” or “deification” in this study
as it has been used in studies of Christianity. The Christian approach elects to use these
terms in conjunction with a Supreme Being. This is not the case in this study. Here I will
treat the terms “deity” and “deification” as a way to describe something that has been
made into an object of worship.
In Chapter One of this study I begin by demonstrating that Yanshou’s status as a
bodhisattva had taken shape by the Ming Dynasty. Then, I show that prior to the Ming,
Yanshou’s narrative began to change as new stories were added to his narrative that
connected him to bodhisattvas and bodhisattva-like powers.6 I argue in this chapter the
development surrounding Yanshou’s narrative grew to the point that he became very
closely associated with a near deity-like status by the end of the Song Dynasty. Then, as
time passed these changes to his narrative fossilized, and few significant changes were
made to his narrative until the Ming.

4

Chün-fang Yü, The Renewal of Buddhism in China, p3-5, see footnote 3.
Robert H. Sharf, “On Pure Land Buddhism and Ch'an/Pure Land Syncretism in Medieval China,” p41.
6
I am greatly indebted to Albert Welter’s work in his book The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds: a Study of
Yung-Ming Yen-Shou and the Wan-Shan T'ung-Kuei Chi. Without his previous work surrounding Yanshou’s
biographies and his translations of four of Yanshou’s biographies I would not have been able to identify a
clear pattern of Yanshou’s narrative development.
5
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Next, Chapter One goes on to explore significant changes in the Ming made by
Yuanjin Dahuo

元津⼤壑 (1576-1627). I argue in this chapter Dahuo was the first to

explicitly claim Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha. He did so by including a
never before recorded story of Yanshou’s transformation into Amitabha in his
compilation of a new biography of Yanshou, the Yongming daoji

永明道蹟 [Traces of

Yongming’s Path] (1607) (hereafter YMDJ).7 As the first to claim Yanshou as an
incarnation of Amitabha, Dahuo was then responsible for opening up a narrative space for
further interpolations of Yanshou’s narrative.
In Chapter Two I continue to explore further the interpolations made to Yanshou’s
narrative that brought him closer to full identification with Amitabha. Editors of the
YMDJ Yu Chunxi

虞湻熙 (jinshi 1583) and Huang Ruheng ⿈汝亨 (1558-1626)

included in their edits such interpolations to the narrative of Yanshou by asserting two
Yuan and Ming figures named Shanji

善繼 (1286-1357) and Song Lian 宋濂 (1301-1381)

were incarnations of Yanshou. Then, in the records collected in the Chijian Jingci Sizhi

勅建淨慈寺志 [Officially Built Jingci Temple Monastic Gazetteer)] (1805) (hereafter
CJSZ) Yu and Huang likewise add two more figures, Fenggan 豐⼲ (fl. 9th century) and
Shandao 善導 (613-681), as earlier incarnations of Amitabha and Yanshou.
Later in Chapter Two I argue that by including Yanshou among a series of
reincarnations of Amitabha, Yu and Huang were working to solidify Yanshou as a true
incarnation of Amitabha. I explore their social milieu and apparent anxieties about
asserting Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha. I analyze quotes from their writings

7

The organization of the YMDJ and the reason for its production will be covered later in Chapter One and
Chapter Two.
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found in the CJSZ to show these anxieties. These writings are evidence of their concern
and desire to deify Yanshou, making him an incarnation of Amitabha.
My aim in this study of Yanshou’s deification is to discover how and why
Yanshou was deified into Amitabha. This study serves as a foundation for future narrative
analysis of Yanshou’s deification beyond the Ming into the Qing Dynasty and on into
contemporary times.

14

CHAPTER ONE: TRACING THE BIBLIOGRAPHIC DEIFICATION OF
YONGMING YANSHOU
My initial exploration of Yanshou’s status as Amitabha led me to a few references
by Huang Ruheng and Yu Chunxi in the CJSZ that claim Yanshou was the response body
of Amitabha Buddha.8 Two of these references will be included in this chapter to
illustrate Yanshou’s status as an incarnation of Amitabha in the Ming Dynasty. After
discovering these Ming Dynasty references I was curious to discover how the narrative of
Yanshou’s life had transformed to the point where he could be claimed as an incarnation
of Amitabha by the Ming.
Tracing through his biographies and the secondary sources surrounding them, I
found that many additions were made to Yanshou’s narrative that over time gave him
more and more bodhisattva-like qualities. These additions to his narrative developed
largely due to the Chan and Pure Land debates that Albert Welter has thoroughly
investigated.9 Welter has established Chan biographers and Tiantai’s Pure Land
biographers used Yanshou’s position and manipulated his image into one that fit their
factional agenda.
Over time, and perhaps incidentally, this developed the spiritual powers of
Yanshou and closely associated him with bodhisattvahood. In fact, by the Ming Dynasty
he was so closely associated with being a bodhisattva it is not surprising to find that
Yanshou’s Ming Dynasty dharma heir, Yuanjin Dahuo, was the first to claim Yanshou as

8

I use the terms “response body” and “incarnation” interchangeably in this study.
See Albert Welter’s The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds: a Study of Yung-Ming Yen-Shou and the
Wan-Shan T'ung-Kuei Chi, chapter eight.
9
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Amitabha Buddha. In his biography of Yanshou, the YMDJ, he included a new story that
explicitly identifies Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha.

Part A: Yongming Yanshou as a Deity in the Ming
There is little doubt concerning the influence of Yanshou on East Asian
Buddhism. From the time he was alive to hundreds of years after his death, even to today,
his contribution to Buddhism, real or imagined, is indeed great. He currently has
worshipers of his stupa in Hangzhou, Zhejiang, China who worship him as an incarnation
of Amitabha Buddha while circumambulating his stupa. But how did Yongming Yanshou
become a deity worshiped as Amitabha Buddha incarnate by the Ming?
Investigating further into the narratives surrounding Yanshou’s life I discovered
the CJSZ in its 11th fascicle contains about 60 pages (p741-p800 in the temple gazetteer)
discussing Yanshou’s stupa at the Jingci Temple.10 The CJSZ is a monastic gazetteer that
provides a collection of documents surrounding the Jingci Temple. Compiled in 1805 by
Ji Xiang

際祥 (fl. 1805), it includes entries on figures and locations that are important to

the monastery including the Yongming Yanshou Stupa. Most locations and figures in this
gazetteer do not have an entire fascicle dedicated to them. This stupa’s importance to this
record and the Jingci Temple is confirmed by the fact that it has an complete faciscle
dedicated to preserving its history. A deeper look into this fascicle indicates a drastic

10

I wish to mention here of the makeup of the CJSZ. This gazetteer, like many other monastic gazetteers, is
a collection of many writers’ records regarding a particular temple, in this case the Jingci Temple in
Hangzhou, Zhejiang, China. Unfortunately, there is limited information included in the record about who
the writers were and from what sources the records were collected. However, other sources do reveal some
of this information. As it becomes relevant to this study this information will be included.
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change to the status of Yanshou’s narrative by the Ming and Qing Dynasties, as compared
to his earlier, more commonly studied biographies composed closer to his death.
As for the notable change to Yongming’s narrative, there are assertions made by
both Yu Chunxi’s and Huang Ruheng’s records which identify Yanshou as the response
body11 of Amitabha Buddha. It is not surprising to find Yu making such a contribution to
Buddhism in the Ming. He is best known as a devout Buddhist from Hangzhou that wrote
the “Man of Paradox” open letter to Matteo Ricci.12 As for Huang, he was a Ming
Dynasty calligrapher known for his involvement in Buddhist circles. He too was a native
of Hangzhou.13
It should be noted that Yu’s and Huang’s claim of Yanshou as an incarnation of
Amitabha is a drastic change from Yanshou’s status during the Wuyue and Song. Below
are two significant instances in the 11th fascicle of the CJSZ that mention Yanshou as an
incarnation of Amitabha Buddha:

師名延壽⻑⽿和尚。證為彌陀應⾝者也。”

1. “

14

“The Master’s name is the Long-eared Monk [Yongming]
Yanshou. He has been confirmed as the response body of
Amitabha Buddha.” (Author: Yu Chunxi)

11

Denotes the nirmanakaya, or the emanation body. In Mahayana Buddhism it is the body of the Buddha
that is presents itself to sentient beings. It can appear in human, animal, or other forms. See "Nirmāṇakāya."
The Princeton Dictionary of Buddhism, Eds. Robert E. Buswell and David S. Lopez.
12
R. Po-Chia Hsia, Jesuit in the Forbidden City: Matteo Ricci, 1552-1610. Oxford University Press USA,
2010.
13
See Jennifer Lynn Eichman, A Late Sixteenth-Century Chinese Buddhist Fellowship.
14
Chijian jingci sizhi
, p754.

勅建淨慈寺志
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永明壽禪師⽣于唐昭宗天祐元年甲⼦。⻑⽿證為應⾝彌陀。
天台號為下⽣阿逸。”

2. “

15

“Chan Master Yongming [Yan]shou was born during the reign of
Zhaozong of the Tang, in the first year of the emperor’s reign, the
first year of the sixty year cycle. The long-eared monk was
confirmed as the response body of Amitabha Buddha. In Tiantai he
is referred to as the coming Ajita (Maitreya).” (Author: Huang
Ruheng)
Both passages above are the first sentences in their respective records included in
the 11th fascicle of the CJSZ. It is significant that these two authors refer early in their
record to Yanshou’s role as the response body of Amitabha. Their choice to put
Yanshou’s role as the reincarnated Amitabha Buddha as one of the first pieces of
information about him indicates the importance of this connection between Yanshou and
Amitabha in both Huang’s and Yu’s minds. Both of these authors were active in the 16th
and 17th centuries, showing that by that time of the Ming Dynasty it may have been
common knowledge that Yanshou was the “response body” of Amitabha Buddha.
Furthermore, Yanshou’s connection to Amitabha was one of the most important features
that these authors felt must be communicated before proceeding with other information
about Yanshou.
Moreover, within the 11th fascicle Huang Ruheng adds more than Yu Chunxi,
indicating that according to the Tiantai tradition Yanshou will be reincarnated as Maitreya

15

Ibid, p756.

18

Buddha in his next life. Thus, the narrative of Yanshou is open for expansion into further
reincarnations. It is clear that by the Ming, Yanshou’s narrative had been recreated
associating him as the reincarnation of at least two Buddhas, Amitabha and Maitreya.
There are only a couple of references to Yanshou’s connections to Maitreya Buddha in
the CJSZ, but the one above is the most significant, predicting Yanshou to be reborn as
Maitreya.
For the purposes of this study, I simply wish to note the Maitreya connection in
conjunction with the Amitabha connection. This is because it is my intent to show that
the narrative had changed surrounding Yanshou, leading to his deification by the Ming
Dynasty. This process of biographical deification from the Wuyue Period to the Ming
Dynasty is outlined in this chapter’s proceeding sections below.

Part B: The Deification of Yongming Yanshou Through Chan Biographies
How did the narrative of Yanshou’s life change over time to reflect his status as a
deity by the Ming? It is my belief that the factional debates between Chan and Pure Land
Buddhists contributed significantly to the changes that occurred to the narrative of
Yanshou’s life and Buddhahood. In this section I will first cover the Chan biographies of
Yanshou followed by his Pure Land biographies. A table is include in Appendix I, found
in the end matter of this study, which outlines the changes to Yanshou’s narrative. This is
included to allow for greater clarity in tracing the deification of Yanshou in this section
and the following two sections of this chapter.

19

The Song gaoseng zhuan Biography
The earliest biography of Yanshou’s life is recorded in 988, thirteen years after his

宋⾼僧傳 [Song Biographies of Eminent
Monks] (988) (hereafter SGSZ) by Zanning 贊寧 (919-1001). Zanning was the highest
death in 975, in the Song gaoseng zhuan

ranking Buddhist at the Song court and had key ties to the emperor.16 In the SGZS he kept
with the gaoseng zhuan

⾼僧傳 genre tradition set by Huijiao 慧皎 (497-554) by using

similar classifications and by avoiding a sectarian approach to his collection of
biographies.17 Within this record Zanning includes Yanshou as a xingfu

興福 (“promoter

of blessings”).18
Welter notes that Zanning and Yanshou were contemporaries, and indicates that
Zanning likely had a intimate knowledge of Yanshou’s activities.19 Welter also notes that
these biographies are closer to hagiographies than biographies and should be approached
critically as such.20 However, in this study the fantastic and supernatural are being
investigated, which makes the hagiographical portions of this biography the most
noteworthy.
In his biography of Yanshou, Zanning used Yanshou’s tomb inscription as a base
for composing Yanshou’s biography.21 In the SGSZ Yanshou is described as “sincere,”
“honest,” “altruis[tic],” and “compassion[ate].”22 However, there is no association
between Yanshou and any Buddhas. This biography gives the impression Yanshou was a

16

Albert Welter, Yongming Yanshou's Conception of Chan in the Zongjing Lu, p16.
Ibid, p17-18.
18
Ibid, p15-19.
19
Albert Welter, The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds, p53.
20
Albert Welter, Yongming Yanshou's Conception of Chan in the Zongjing Lu, p15.
21
Ibid.
22
Albert Welter, The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds, p193-194.
17
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stalwart monk seeking to improve the world around him but not by any means a Buddha
himself.
Yet, this biography does attribute some near superhuman-like abilities to Yanshou
as many hagiographical works do. He is remembered as having sat for 90 days in

天柱⼭ with “birds the size of quails nested in the folds of
Furthermore, Yanshou is remarked as having “recited the Lotus Sutra [法華

meditation on Mount Tianzhu
his robes.”23

經] more than 13,000 times” and having written more than 10 million words.

24

While

these feats are certainly not impossible tasks for a human being to achieve, they certainly
speak to the strong dedication Yanshou had to his own Buddhist practice and opened up
space for more supernatural powers to be added to his narrative.

The Jingde chuandeng lu Biography
The next available biography of Yanshou is contained in the Jingde chuandeng lu

景德傳燈錄 [Jingde Record of the Transmission of the Lamp] (1004) (hereafter JCDL)
by Daoyuan 道原 (n.d.). Little is known about Daoyuan, but there is evidence to suggest
that he and Yanshou may have known each other, both having studied under Tiantai
Deshao

天台德韶 (891-972).

25

The JCDL, like the SGSZ, serves as a collection of

hagiographical works on Chan patriarchs, including Yanshou. However, unlike the SGSZ,
the JCDL is organized to demonstrate lineage. Yanshou is recorded in the JCDL as a
Chan patriarch, specifically the third patriarch of the Fayan

23

Ibid, p193.
Ibid, 194.
25
Ibid, p96, note 1.
24

法眼 lineage.
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Within this record Yanshou’s narrative grows, with more information being added
about some of his more remarkable abilities. The first of these to note is the narrative
growth regarding Yanshou’s recitation of the Lotus Sutra. Yanshou is recorded as being
able to chant seven lines of this sutra with a single glance at it, and he could “recite it
entirely [from memory] in only sixty days.”26 However, the most notable supernatural
change to Yanshou’s Lotus Sutra recitation is that his virtuosity in doing so “inspired a
flock of sheep to kneel down and listen.”27
There are several other small expansions to Yanshou’s narrative including his
strict diet, denial of possessions, and service to other monks. Yanshou is noted to have
ordained thousands of monks, offered food to spirits, taught the bodhisattva precepts,28
and administered precept rites to more than 10,000 people.29 These additions do not
develop as far as indicating Yanshou as a bodhisattva at this point, but they do expand on
the bodhisattva-like qualities, especially his compassion which is further developed in
later biographies.
One of the most crucial changes to Yanshou’s narrative in the JCDL is Tiantai
Deshao’s secret prediction of Yanshou’s future Buddhahood:

他⽇⼤興佛事。密受記。”

30

“

“[Yanshou] will extensively promote Buddhist activities in the future. He
[Deshao] secretly predicted that [Yanshou] would become a Buddha.”31

26

Ibid, p194.
Ibid.
28
See footnote 55.
29
Albert Welter, The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds, p197.
30
Jingde chuandeng lu
. Daoyuan
(n.d.). T 2076: 0421c08.
31
Albert Welter, The Meaning of Myriad Good Deeds, p195.
27

景德傳燈錄

道原

22

It is a common occurrence for masters to predict their disciples’ future Buddhahood in
secret. Though this is a common practice it should not be overlooked. This prediction
allows for an important narrative opening. At this point Yanshou’s deification is not
further explained nor defined. However, Yanshou’s future buddhahood is thereby left
open for interpretation by later Chan and Pure Land biographers, and Yuanjin Dahuo in
the YMDJ.

The Chanlin sengbao zhuan Biography

禪林僧寶傳 [Chronicles of the
Sangha Jewel in the Chan Grove] (1123) (hereafter CSBZ) by Juefan Huihong 覺範慧洪
Interestingly, in the Chanlin sengbao zhuan

(1071-1128), Yanshou’s prediction of future Buddhahood is removed:

它⽇⼤作佛事。惜吾不及⾒⽿。”

32

“

“In the future [Yanshou] will greatly promote the Buddha-work. It is a pity
I [Deshao] will not be able to see it.”
Huihong was part of the wenzi

⽂字, or “lettered,” Chan movement.
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This movement

was an effort to revisualize Chan in harmony with the teachings of the Buddha, rather
than as a tradition of transmission outside of the Buddha’s teachings. Perhaps this
removal by Huihong was an effort to promote “lettered” Chan by refocusing Yanshou’s
image on his written achievements.
Yanshou’s biography in the CSBZ is predominantly a collection of quotes from
his written work. To reiterate, CSBZ was created in order to promote “lettered” Chan
32
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. Juefan Huihong
(1071–1128). XZJ 137: 0510a17.
For more on Yanshou and his connection to the “lettered” Chan movement please see Albert Welter,
Yongming Yanshou's Conception of Chan in the Zongjing Lu, chapter 2.
33

23

practice.34 In an effort to move away from secret predictions and to focus on the written
works of Yanshou, Huihong removes the secret prediction of Yanshou’s future
Buddhahood. This is the only example I found showing the image of Yanshou being
manipulated in order to move him away from being deified. However, this instance is
quickly obscured by the changes made to Yanshou’s narrative that increase his deification
moving forward in history.

The Rentian baojian Biography

⼈天寶鑑 [Treasure Mirror of Humans and Gods] (1230)
(hereafter RTBJ), composed by the poet Tanxiu 曇秀 (n.d.), we find several fabrications
In the Rentian baojian

added to Yanshou’s narrative, including a story from Yanshou’s early life not previously
included in his earlier biographies.35 The RTBJ itself is another Chan collection of
biographies. It works to promote Yanshou as a harmonizer.36 This story describes an
episode in which during an argument between his parents, Yanshou, then a baby, threw
himself off of his high bed, ending the incessant quarrel between his parents.37 Welter
discusses the significance of this event in relation to the time it was written and the need
for harmonizers among Buddhist factions, as well as among Buddhism and other ways of
thought including Confucianism. I include this episode here to show that Yanshou’s
narrative was being manipulated in order to fit an agenda.
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Welter notes an interesting effect of this manipulation occurs as Yanshou’s
character gains an intrinsic ability to settle difficult debates.38 In other words, this
addition shows Yanshou’s narrative was restructured in order to fit a religious agenda.
Simultaneously this re-creation contributed to the deification of Yanshou by attributing
bodhisattva-like characteristics to him.
There are three additional stories added to the narrative of Yanshou’s life in the
RTBJ biography, at least in the context of the Chan biographies.39 The first of these
stories indicates Yanshou read a line from the Huayan Sutra

華嚴經 that influenced him

greatly. This line stated bodhisattvas must take a vow to save sentient beings. The second
story tells of a time when Yanshou was circumambulating an image of Puxian

普賢 when

a lotus flower that had been previously offered to Puxian miraculously appeared in his
own hand.40 In the third story Guanyin

觀⾳ appears to Yanshou and anoints his lips with

dew.
The inclusion of these stories acts as a Chan concession in the Chan/Pure Land
debate over Yanshou’s image. As Welter says, “the Rentian Baojian record reflects an
attempt to reestablish Yanshou’s Chan identity while conceding that divine intervention
played a major role in Yanshou’s life.”41 As a side-effect of conceding his divine
connections, all three of these stories in this Chan biography directly connect Yanshou to
bodhisattvas. These accounts not only show his potential to possess bodhisattva-like
qualities but his use and development of those qualities. These additions to the Yanshou
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narrative demonstrate that he was being reimagined as closely resembling a bodhisattva
by the 13th century. That is, at least without directly stating that Yanshou was in fact a
bodhisattva.
We can see through these biographies that Yanshou’s narrative had developed to
the point that Yanshou was already only one step away from the full deification found a
few hundred years later in the 17th century. However, the Chan biographies did not
achieve this progress on their own. As mentioned above the Chan and Pure Land debate
over Yanshou’s image acted as a catalyst in Yanshou’s deification. It is in the Pure Land
biographies of Yanshou that several of these additions to Yanshou’s narrative are first
invented. More on these biographies is found in the section below.

Part C: The Deification of Yongming Yanshou Through Pure Land Biographies
The Longshu jingtu wen Biography
The first of the Pure Land biographies to include Yanshou is the Longshu jingtu

⿓舒淨⼟⽂ [Writings by Longshu on the Pure Land] (1160) (hereafter LSJW). It
was written by lay Buddhist practitioner Wang Rixiu 王⽇休 (d. 1173). This record
wen

promotes faith in Amitabha’s Pure Land. Wang’s Buddhist name was Longshu (hence the
title of the LSJW). After becoming a renowned scholar Wang left his scholarly position to
pursue Buddhism.42 Wang’s contribution to Buddhism, and Yanshou’s narrative, has been
lasting. The LSJW began a new tradition of treating Yanshou as a practitioner of Pure
Land Buddhism that has been carried down until today.43
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Interestingly, Wang’s biography of Yanshou in the LSJW is the first to include the
episode of Guanyin visiting Yanshou to sprinkle dew on his lips that signaled his
virtuosity with language, both spoken and written.44 This episode is later adapted into
Chan biographies, permanently changing the image of Yanshou by adding his spiritual
connection to Guanyin. This connection, as I argued earlier, adds to the deification of
Yanshou by showing his bodhisattva-like qualities.
The next addition to the narrative of Yanshou is perhaps one of the most
significant, if not the most significant in the deification process of Yanshou before the
Ming. Found in the LSJW is a story of a monk who is found worshipping the stupa of
Yanshou by circumambulation. When asked his reason for doing this the monk tells a
story from his past life when he was in the underworld. He said while in the underworld
he witnessed King Yama prostrating in front of an image of Yanshou. He was then
informed that King Yama did this because though everyone must pass through hell,
Yanshou was exempted and went straight to the Pure Land, and thus King Yama
worshipped him.45
This story greatly contributes to Yanshou’s deification by being the first source
that records active worship of Yanshou. Furthermore, it details how he should be
worshipped, at his stupa through circumambulation. Also, this story, like the
aforementioned bodhisattva stories, demonstrates Yanshou’s divine power by establishing
that he is the only one to ever have skipped past hell and straight on to the Pure Land.
Thus, this short episode: (1) establishes Yanshou as a figure of worship, (2) shows how
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he should be worshiped, (3) explains why he should be worshiped, and (4) indicates the
first of his powers his worshipers can implore--delivery from hell and access to the Pure
Land. This biography of Yanshou’s in the LSJW is the first record of an already
developed cult of worshipping Yanshou through his stupa. It also shows that the growth
of Yanshou from a monk to a deity began to take significant steps due to his biography in
the LSJW.

The Lebang wenlei Biography
The Lebang wenlei

樂邦⽂類 [Collect Passages on the Pure Land] (1200)

(hereafter LBWL) is the next of the Pure Land biographies that works to alter the
narrative of Yanshou into a deity. It was compiled by Zongxiao

宗曉 (1151-1214) as an

effort to organize the Pure Land patriarchs.46 Zongxiao’s biography of Yanshou also
includes the Guanyin dew story but adds to it two additional episodes to Yanshou’s life.
In the first of these episodes Yanshou is worshipping at night when he is approached by a
god in human form that is carrying a halberd. Yanshou questions this god-man’s actions
of bringing a weapon into a place of worship. The god-man replies he is there to inform
Yanshou that he has qualified for entrance into the Pure Land.47 This episode ratifies the
earlier story of Yanshou skipping hell to go straight to the Pure Land. Furthermore, it
shows that Yanshou knew he would pass on to the Pure Land, making him cognizant that
he was to be a bodhisattva. This is important because in the next story added to
Yanshou’s narrative in the LBWL, Yanshou is reminded of his vow to help all sentient
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beings. With his path to the Pure Land set and a vow to help all sentient beings Yanshou
would essentially have become a bodhisattva.
The second episode added in this biography is the first instance of the story of the
lotus flower appearing in Yanshou’s hand while circumambulating an image of Puxian. In
this story, the appearance of the flower in his hand causes Yanshou to remember two
vows he took earlier in life. One, to recite the Lotus Sutra. Two, to devote himself to
helping all sentient beings. After struggling to decide between his Chan practice and his
vows, Yanshou cast lots to decide which path to follow. After praying to the Buddhas and
patriarchs, the lots he cast indicated he should fulfill his vow to help all sentient beings.48
This episode effectively illustrates that Yanshou was selected by the Buddhas and
patriarchs to become a bodhisattva, working to help all sentient beings. This addition to
Yanshou’s narrative points to Yanshou as not only a practitioner of Pure Land Buddhism,
but also verifies his divine role as an eventual bodhisattva and Buddha.

The Shimen zhengtong Biography
Next in the list of Pure Land Biographies is the Shimen zhengtong

釋⾨正統

[Orthodox Record of Buddhism] (1237) (hereafter SMZT) complied by the Tiantai monk,
Zongjian

宗鑑 (n.d.). In this record Yanshou is identified as a hufa 護法 (“Dharma

Protector”).49 The SMZT biography adds several bits of information to the narrative of
Yanshou’s life. Most of these additions solidify earlier stories already contributed to his
narrative while adding some more information about Yanshou’s earlier life.50 However,
48
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the most significant addition that furthers Yanshou’s role as a deity is a description of his
own worship practices on Mount Xuedou

雪竇⼭. He is described as worshiping

Amitabha Buddha while “presumably” circumambulating Amitabha’s image:51

夜念阿彌陀佛。⾏道發願。”

52

“

At night [he] chanted to Amitabha Buddha, circumambulating to enkindle
[his] vow.
This is particularly significant because it establishes a direct connection between
Amitabha and Yanshou. It is the earliest biographical record directly connecting Yanshou
to Amitabha Buddha (though it obviously does not claim him as Amitabha). Furthermore,
he is said to have worshiped in just the same way as his own future stupa worshipers, by
chanting to Amitabha while circumambulating. Moreover, Yanshou’s intentions in
worshiping in this manner are likewise revealed as a effort to enkindle his own vow,
presumably to help all sentient beings. Thus, it is easy to see in this light how later
admirers of Yanshou were able to connect him to Amitabha Buddha.

The Fozu tongji Biography
The last biography I will mention is the Fozu tongji [Chronicles of the Buddhas
and the Patriarchs]

佛祖統紀 (1269) (hereafter FZTJ) by Zhipan 志磐 (1220-1275).

Zhipan was a Tiantai historian who created this record to serve as a large compilation of
the story of Buddhism with an emphasis on Tiantai orthodoxy.53 Included in the record
are biographies describing the lives of many monks including Yanshou. Interestingly, this
51
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biography does little to add to the deification of Yanshou. However, the FZTJ like other
records mentioned above also continues to affirm the other bodhisattva stories such as the
Guanyin dew story and the stupa worship story. It includes mention of Yanshou teaching
the bodhisattva precepts:

常與眾授菩薩戒。”

54

“

[He] often taught the bodhisattva precepts to the crowd.
Once again, by teaching the bodhisattva precepts Yanshou is being connected with
bodhisattva-like qualities that indicate his own future role as a deity.55
Up to this point in the 13th century there had been significant changes to the
narrative of Yanshou. These include miraculous stories, direct connections to
bodhisattvas, Yanshou’s own knowledge of his rebirth being guaranteed in the Pure Land,
Yanshou’s divinely directed vow to save all sentient beings, worship of Yanshou through
his stupa, and Yanshou’s own worship of Amitabha Buddha. Yet, there is no direct
statement that Yanshou is an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha. In the next section I will
present the first explicit claim of Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha incarnate.

Part D: Dahuo’s Yongming daoji and the First Explicit Claim of Yanshou as Amitabha
From the 13th century to the 17th century the stories discussed above continued to
be passed down with little significant variation. However, several notable changes occur
in the early 17th century, particularly in the YMDJ by Yuanjin Dahuo. Dahuo was an
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abbot of the Jingci Temple and claimed to be one of Yanshou’s dharma lineage
descendants. He was involved in several Buddhist societies and was actively seeking to
promote Yanshou during his monastic career.
In his biography of Yanshou, the YMDJ, we find 32 stories that contain the events
of Yongming Yanshou’s life. These stories are followed by eulogistic comments made by
Dahuo’s contemporaries. As Welter claims, this record is comprised of mostly a
collection of information from the previous biographies of Yanshou.56 However, there are
several additions to Yanshou’s narrative including a direct claim that Yanshou was an
incarnation of Amitabha Buddha. I will focus on Dahuo and his role in putting forth the
first explicit claim of Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha for the remainder of this chapter.
Yuanjin Dahuo was from the Qiantang (Hangzhou) region. Huang Ruheng
records the miraculous story of Dahuo’s birth and childhood, in a similar way to many
other Buddhist biographies such as Yanshou’s. When Dahuo’s mother was pregnant she
had a dream where an Indian monk in red robes appeared to her and offered her a single
stick of sugar cane. Afterwards, she gave birth to Dahuo, who was glistening like snow
and ice. After weaning he preferred a vegetarian diet, and the smell of fish made him
vomit.57 He was from youth set to become a great Buddhist. This is, at least in the eyes of
his friend and known associate Huang Ruheng, who was noted earlier as one of the
authors in the CJSZ asserting Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha.
Huang and Dahuo were both members of multiple Buddhist societies. Jennifer
Eichmann has identified them as local figures that were part of a larger network of
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Buddhist fellowships.58 Huang and Dahuo were joined by other influential Buddhist
figures in the West Lake area including Zhu Hong
Tao Wangling

祩宏 (1535-1615) , Yu Chunxi, and
59

陶望齡 (1562–1609) . These men were inspired by Yanshou’s narrative
60

and made great efforts to recreate a Buddhist landscape in the West Lake area by
constructing life-releasing ponds and rebuilding the Yongming Yanshou Stupa among
other projects.61
This group was deeply influenced by the Yanshou they knew in the 16th and 17th
centuries. By the time they received his narrative, the stories and changes discussed
above had been fossilized over several hundred years. In her study of these figures
Eichmann shows that the stories of Yanshou’s bodhisattva-like practices along with his
own writings, including the Zongjing lu, had influenced them to create life-releasing
societies in addition to their Buddhist site construction and reconstruction projects.
One of the group’s members, Yu Chunxi, received word in 1593 that Yanshou’s
relics had been dug up by a local doctor while he was digging a burial site for his
deceased wife. Upon discovering the relics, the doctor reburied them. Yu informed Dahuo
of this occurrence, who then recovered the relics obtaining 11 pieces in total. As
witnessed by this group of men, the relics emitted a radiant luminosity, confirming in
their minds the legitimacy of the relics.62
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It is important to briefly note the significance of relics before continuing forward.
Relics in Buddhist traditions are difficult to approach. Their descriptions and functions
vary. In this case we find that the relics produced a miraculous glow or radiance. This
was a signal to those who witnessed it that these remains were pieces of a Buddha. Relics
provide a focal point for worship and the construction of sacred sites such as stupas.63
This is precisely what occurs in this case. The event with the glowing relics of
Yanshou strengthened this group’s infatuation with Yanshou and inspired them to raise
funds for the reconstruction of the Yongming Yanshou Stupa. As part of this group’s
efforts to raise funds for the reconstruction of the Yongming Yanshou Stupa, the YMDJ
was produced.64
The YMDJ was compiled by Dahuo, edited by Huang Ruheng and Yu Chunxi,
and included a preface by Tao Wangling. All four of these men were present during the
miraculous experience with Yanshou’s rediscovered relics. As mentioned above, previous
to their witness of the relics, they had already been engaged in mimicking the practices of
Yanshou as they understood them. It is not a surprise then to find them, along with Zhu
Hong and many others, as contributors to this project. Their contributions to the YMDJ,
like many Buddhist biographers before them, built upon the already established narrative
of Yanshou’s life.
Interestingly, the text of the YMDJ is itself in many ways a condensed version of
the stories previously discussed above. Each story is followed by a eulogistic
commentary by one of Dahuo’s contemporaries. The stories themselves contain little
63
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variation from what had already been previously added and changed to Yanshou’s
narrative, with a few immensely important exceptions. Dahuo himself includes a story
that identifies Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha:

吳越王以誕⾠飯僧於永明寺。王問師云。今有真僧降否。師⽈。⻑
⽿和尚乃定光佛應⾝也。王趨駕參禮。定光云。彌陀饒⾆。少選。跏
趺⽽化。”
“

65

The King of Wuyue was feeding the monks at Yongming Temple because
it was his birthday. The King asked Master [Yanshou] saying: “Today are
there true monks overcoming [the world]?” The Master said: “The
long-eared monks are the response body of Dīpaṃkara Buddha.” The
King quickly sent out men to participate in ritual worship. Dīpaṃkara
Buddha said: “Amitabha Buddha spoke too much.” After a little while of
sitting in the lotus position [Yanshou] transformed [back into Amitabha].66
This account is key in the deification of Yongming Yanshou. It is the first written record
that claims directly that Yanshou was in fact the response body of Amitabha Buddha.67
By including this story the entire narrative changes surrounding Yanshou. He is no longer
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simply an influential monk closely associated with bodhisattva-like characteristics. He
has become the explicit incarnation of Amitabha.
It is unclear as to whether or not this story is reflective of a common current belief
regarding Yanshou, though it is possible. On the other hand, it seems more likely this
claim was reflective of Dahuo’s own (and his group’s) personal beliefs. Unfortunately,
neither of these is clearly indicated with the records available. However, it is clear this
story added in the YMDJ is the first time Yanshou is explicitly claimed as Amitabha
Buddha.
In addition, this short but impactful story that was added to Yanshou’s narrative
opened a creative space for editors of the YMDJ, Yu Chunxi and Huang Ruheng. Later in
the YMDJ, they took advantage of the narrative addition of Yanshou being Amitabha
Buddha by adding on a total of four incarnations of Yanshou and Amitabha. These
occurrences will be discussed in Chapter Two.

Conclusion
In conclusion, Yongming Yanshou’s narrative changed dramatically over time.
However, most of these changes were subtle manipulations of his Chan and Pure Land
biographies. As the biographers added more stories to Yanshou’s narrative, they likewise
added spiritual power to his character that allowed him to slowly progress closer to
Buddhahood.
By the Ming, Yanshou’s narrative had already been altered to reflect
bodhisattva-like qualities. This led to the development of a Buddhist fellowship group
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that included Yuanjin Dahuo. Having rediscovered his relics and experienced their
supernatural luminescence, Dahuo along with other members of this fellowship gathered
funds to rebuild the Yongming Yanshou Stupa at Jingci Monastery to house Yanshou’s
relics. As part of their fundraising efforts Dahuo compiled the YMDJ. Dahuo embellished
the narrative of Yanshou in the YMDJ by including a new story that explicitly indicates
Yanshou to have been the response body of Amitabha Buddha.
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CHAPTER 2: THE INTERPOLATIONS OF YU CHUNXI AND HUANG
RUHENG IN THE NARRATIVE OF YONGMING YANSHOU
In the previous chapter I investigated the biographical deification of Yongming
Yanshou. In that chapter I explored the changes in Yanshou’s biographies that allowed his
narrative to progress towards bodhisattva status. By the time of the Ming Dynasty
Yanshou’s narrative was replete with deity-like powers. Furthermore, I argued that
Yuanjin Dahuo included in the YMDJ for the first time an explicit declaration of Yanshou
as an incarnation of Amitabha. However, this was not the end of the growth of Yanshou’s
image in the YMDJ, nor in the Ming.
Following Dahuo’s claim of Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha in the YMDJ are
found further interpolations of Yanshou’s narrative. In this chapter I will demonstrate Yu
Chunxi and Huang Ruheng, editors of the YMDJ, included Shandao, Shanji, and Song
Lian as incarnations of Yanshou and Amitabha. Later in the CJSZ, Yu also added
Fenggan as incarnation of Yanshou and Amitabha. I argue these interpolations were
added as a way to further the claim of Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha. By
claiming Yanshou as one among a series of Amitabha’s incarnations Yu and Huang were
able to solidify the claim of Yanshou as the response body of Amitabha. While these
incarnation interpolations add weight to the claim of Yanshou as Amitabha, they likewise
further his deification.
Yu and Huang continued to argue for Yanshou’s place as an incarnation of
Amitabha as is found in the records about the Yongming Yanshou Stupa collected in the
CJSZ in the 11th fascicle. There appears to have been some anxieties, or perhaps
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resistance to this narrative of Yanshou as Amitabha’s response body. I argue the
continued interpolative effort in these post-YMDJ claims demonstrates that Yu and
Huang had a strong desire to position Yanshou as the incarnation of Amitabha Buddha.
In this chapter I will first discuss the claims of Yanshou as incarnations of
Fenggan and Shandao (and Amitabha). Then, I will cover the connections made
surrounding Shanji as an incarnation of Yanshou. Next, Yu and Huang’s assertion of Song
Lian being another incarnation of Yanshou will be considered. This section will also
reveal details surrounding the social milieu of Yu and Huang as an attempt to understand
why they would claim Yanshou as Amitabha. Finally, Yu and Huang’s post-YMDJ claims
of Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha will be explored.

Part A: Yanshou as Incarnations of Fenggan and Shandao
In the CJSZ we find a preface in the 11th fascicle that is assumably written by the
compiler of the record, Ji Xiang. In this preface there is a brief comment on Yu Chunxi’s
and Huang Ruheng’s attempt to identify Amitabha’s response bodies. Ji remarks that their
attempt was possibly the result of illusion, or possibly correct.68 He also mentions that
these identified incarnations were Fenggan, Shandao, and Shanji.
However, there are two problematic issues with Ji’s assessment: (1) He fails to
mention Song Lian, an important incarnation of Yanshou’s and Amitabha’s, who is first
mentioned in regards to Yanshou in the YMDJ,69 (2) he identifies Qiantang District
Magistrate Nie Xintang
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Amitabha’s incarnations. Yet, investigation into the YMDJ and CJSZ do not indicate any
such attempt by Nie. Thus, Nie is not considered more deeply in this study.
It is intriguing that Fenggan and Shandao are identified by Yu Chunxi in the CJSZ
as incarnations of Amitabha and Yanshou:

于百千萬億化較之豐⼲善導。”

70

“

In the countless number of transformations, compare him [Yanshou] with
Fenggan and Shandao.
Though both figures are mentioned here, there is little done to grow the connection
between Yanshou and these two figures. Yu does not explain anything further about
Fenggan and Shandao, other than they too were incarnations of Amitabha (and Yanshou).
The only other mention I have found in the Ming trying to connect Yanshou to
either Fenggan and Shandao is part of a eulogistic comment made by author of the Mingji
[Book of Tea]

茗笈, Tu Benjun 屠本畯 (1542–1622), in the YMDJ. Tu likewise

identifies Yanshou as an incarnation of Shandao:

為再⽣之善導。”

“

71

[Yanshou] was the rebirth of Shandao.
Shandao was known for his recitation of Amitabha’s name after having a vision of
Amitabha’s Pure Land and as a Pure Land patriarch.72 He first became known as a Pure
Land figure in the Song. Perhaps this is why Tu, Yu, and Huang chose to include him as
an incarnation of Amitabha and Yanshou.
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As for Fenggan, there is very little known about him. There is small collection of
poems and an observation of him supposedly made by Lüqiu Yin

閭丘胤 (fl. 7th

century). In this observation he is described as a mad hermit wandering near and living at
times at Guoqing Temple

國清寺.

73

Why he is included by Yu as an incarnation of

Amitabha and Yanshou in the CJSZ is a mystery. Perhaps Ji was not too far off in his
assessment of Yu and Huang’s attempts to identify Amitabha’s incarnations as illusionary.
Either way, it is clear that the incarnations of Amitabha and Yanshou were
important to both Yu and Huang. It is evident they took steps to identify these
incarnations and include them in their writings concerning the Yongming Yanshou Stupa.
These interpolations to Yanshou’s narrative effectively align Yanshou as one of many
“known” incarnations of Amitabha. This a strong, direct effort to deify Yanshou, making
him into Amitabha Buddha. In the next section I will explore Shanji as an incarnation of
Yanshou and its effect on Yanshou’s deification.

Part B: Shanji as an Incarnation of Yanshou
As part of their edits of the YMDJ, Yu and Huang included an interesting
connection between Yanshou and the Yuan Dynasty Chan Master Shanji of the Bantang
Shousheng Temple

半塘壽聖寺. Following the story of Yanshou’s stupa being worshiped

by a monk that claims he saw King Yama worshiping Yanshou’s image in the
underworld, we find a short story about Shanji. The first line of this story claims Yanshou
was reincarnated as Shanji. This is then followed by how Shanji passed away:
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師⾝後為善繼禪師。甞刺⾎書華嚴經於姑蘇半塘寺。頃有聽經之
雉。⼀⽇集堂中。踰時不動。眾驚視之。已瞑⽬斂翮⽴化。遂為築塔
寺中。”
“

74

Later Master [Yanshou’s] body was reincarnated as Chan Master Shanji.
He tried writing the Huayan Sutra in his own blood at Gusu Bantang
Temple. In an instant there were pheasants listening to the sutra. All day
they were gathered in the hall. After an exceeding time he did not stop.
The crowd was frightened to look upon him. He died contently with a quill
in hand sitting straight up. Thereupon, there was a stupa built in the
temple.
This is a significant interpolation to Yanshou’s narrative by Yu and Huang.
Drawing upon Yuanjin Dahuo’s addition of Yanshou being an incarnation of Amitabha,
they then in their own edits of the YMDJ included Shanji as the next incarnation of
Yanshou (and Amitabha). Once Dahuo made his claim, then these two editors naturally
had creative space, and perhaps an obligation, to fill in the next step of Yanshou’s
narrative.
Shanji is a unique choice for Yu and Huang to select as the next incarnation of
Yanshou. The episode strangely emphasizes blood writing as the act that associates
Shanji with Yanshou. Up until the YMDJ there is no evidence I have found that indicates
Yanshou actively engaged in blood writing. However, there is an addition made to
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Yanshou’s narrative surrounding his youth included in the YMDJ that opens up this
connection:

師兒時即以出家為念。⽗⺟不聽。遂斷葷。刺⼼⾎濡毫寫經。”

75

“

When Master [Yanshou] was a child, he precisely wanted to leave home to
become a monk for his studies. His parents did not listen. Thereupon he
cut out non-vegetarian food. He pricked his heart’s blood and dipped the
brush in it to write sutras.
With this addition made to Yanshou’s narrative, the karmic connections between Yanshou
and Shanji are much easier to bridge.
Similarly, there is mention of a stupa built for Shanji following his death. The
same is true for Yanshou. It was not uncommon for stupas to be built for monks after
their passing, yet this is included in the short record surrounding Shanji as Yanshou
incarnate and should have attention given to it. This is especially true considering the
YMDJ was complied as a effort to rebuild the Yongming Yanshou Stupa at Jingci
Temple. I suggest that this is precisely the case for this inclusion, and the inclusion of
Shanji generally. A look at the biography of Shanji in the Da ming gaoseng zhuan

⾼僧傳 (DMGZ) (1617) by Ruxing 如惺 (fl. 1617) indicates some reasons why.

⼤明

The DMGZ, like other gaoseng zhuan is a collection of biographies of monks, in
this case from the Song to the Ming. It is much shorter than other similar records and
only contains eight fascicles. Shanji is included in the category of translators in the
DMGZ; his biography is included in the first fascicle. Shanji’s biography begins as many
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other Buddhist hagiographies, including a short story describing the miraculous nature of
his birth, his mother dreaming of a monk and then becoming pregnant. Upon being born
he was able to speak immediately. Following his birth-story, Ruxing focuses primarily
upon Shanji’s translation efforts.
However, toward the end of his record we find a very different narrative
surrounding his death compared to the story found in the YMDJ:

專修淨業繫念彌陀晝夜不輟。⼀⽇忽告眾⽈。佛祖弘化貴乎。時節
因緣。緣與時違化將焉。托吾將歸矣。乃端坐⽽逝………荼毘⾆根不
壞。塔於靈祕之西。”
“

76

[Shanji] practiced with a single-mind the pure activities, his thoughts
constantly upon Amitabha. One day he suddenly announced to the crowd,
“Was the Buddhas’ and the patriarchs’ spreading of the teachings of
value? There is a fixed time of causes and conditions. How will the
conditions and time defy the teachings in the future? I entrust to you that I
will return.” Then he passed away sitting upright...When cremated his
tongue was unspoiled. His stupa is located west of Lingmi.
Here in this record of his death Shanji likewise passes away sitting up and has a stupa
built for him. However, the other details vary completely from what is found in the
YMDJ. There is no mention of blood writing in this biography of Shanji. Considering this
is a biography about a translator, and that the DMGZ does not include a section on
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self-immolators,77 it seems as though his blood writing activities could have easily been
included in this biography. Yet, this is not the case.
One of the strongest connections between Yanshou and Shanji is their mutual
worship of Amitabha. Shanji’s worship and focus on Amitabha is not mentioned in the
YMDJ. However, it is explicitly mentioned in his biography in the DMGZ. It is clear
there was an association between Amitabha and Shanji during the Ming Dynasty.
However, this connection was not recorded as him being an incarnation of Amitabha in
the DMGZ. Instead, it appears as a focus on Amitabha in Shanji’s thoughts. Perhaps, it is
due to this connection Yu and Huang decided to select him as another incarnation of
Amitabha, and therefore as an incarnation of Yanshou. Much like Yanshou’s narrative, Yu
and Huang appeared to have embellished Shanji’s record and made him an incarnation of
Yanshou and Amitabha.
In addition, instead of finding similar narratives in the Shanji stories in the YMDJ
and DMGZ we find two stories with contradicting details about his death. It is readily
apparent there has been some manipulation of his narrative. Yu and Huang likely felt the
need to expand Yanshou’s narrative in regards to his incarnations. If Yanshou was an
incarnation of Amitabha, then there would need to be further incarnations. Selecting
Shanji as the next incarnation is a curious choice, but there are some similarities between
the two figures as shown above. Perhaps it is because both Yanshou and Shanji passed
away sitting up,78 have a stupa built for them after their death, worshiped Amitabha, and
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engaged in blood writing (at least in the YMDJ), though none of these are without
speculation.
What is certain is that Yu and Huang significantly altered the narrative of Yanshou
by including Shanji as his next reincarnation. By doing so they were able to solidify the
notion that Yanshou was an incarnation of Amitabha. This interpolation further deifies
Yanshou by demonstrating his multiple incarnations, equating him with Amitabha.
Interestingly, Yu and Huang take the narrative of Yanshou another step further when they
include another incarnation of Yanshou after Shanji. According the YMDJ, Yanshou also
reincarnates as the Yuan and Ming Dynasty official Song Lian. More on Yanshou’s
incarnation as Song Lian will be discussed in the next section. There will likewise be a
investigation on the social milieu surrounding Yu and Huang as an attempt to understand
their assertion of Yanshou as Amitabha.

Part C: Song Lian as Yanshou’s Incarnation and the Social Milieu of Yu and Huang
In biographical notes contributed by Yu and Huang in the YMDJ, we also find
that Song Lian was claimed as an incarnation of Yongming Yanshou.79 Both Yu and
Huang first describe a story of Song’s birth, recounting that while his mother was
pregnant with him a monk named Yongming Yanshou appeared to her in a dream asking
for a space to finish copying the Huayan Sutra.80 In the 11th fascicle in the CJSZ Yu once
again identifies Song as Yanshou’s incarnation:
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師後⾝之為宋景濂也”

81

“

“The next body of Master [Yanshou’s] was Song (Jing) Lian.”
Thus, it is evident that Yu and Huang were working to change Yanshou’s narrative in
order to connect him to Song. Song was a very important figure in the early Ming. He
was highly ranked and trusted by both the Yuan and Ming courts, even being requested to
advise after retirement. He is known in history as a foundational influence in the early
Ming Dynasty.82 His connection to Yanshou raises some interesting questions: (1) Why is
a major Yuan and Ming official being claimed as an incarnation of Yanshou? (2) What
may have influenced Yu and Huang to assert Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha
Buddha in the first place?
Natasha Heller answers this first question by quoting Yu and Huang’s own claim
that Song’s writings were similar to Yanshou’s Zongjing lu.83 She also shows that
Yanshou’s and Song’s roles in their respective kingdoms (Wuyue and Yuan/Ming) were
similar. Both had acted as the “public face of Buddhism.”84 Heller argues, and I concur,
that these similarities are what must have inspired Yu and Huang to associate Yanshou
with Song Lian.85
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To answer the second question above we must consider that Yu and Huang were
both fond of Yanshou’s writings. In his letter written in response to Matteo Ricci, Yu
recommends a list of books for Ricci to read if he is to better understand Buddhism. The
first of his recommendations is Yanshou’s Zongjing lu. Moreover, Yu and Huang knew
Yanshou’s writings well enough to be able to claim Song Lian’s works were “‘the
lingering rays of the Zongjing lu.’”86 Unfortunately, Yu and Huang do not elaborate
further as to the details of how Song Lian and Yanshou’s writings were similar.
However, this should not detract from the effort Yu and Huang made to associate
both Yanshou and Song Lian as reflections of each other.87 It is clear that these two
figures, particularly Yu, were deeply invested in the written works of Yanshou and were
striving to connect him to Song. It seems there was a need to provide multiple
incarnations of Yanshou to demonstrate that Yanshou was one of a series of incarnations
of Amitabha.
Investigation into Huang and Yu’s lives reveals that Huang was a member of Yu’s
Superior Lotus Society

勝連社, a group that gathered together to participate in releasing

life practices.88 Jennifer Eichmann describes a record of observations by Zhu Hong where
after releasing the animals this group would all chant the name of Amitabha 1,000 times.
89

According to Zhu Hong’s other records Yu and Huang, along with their other group

members, also collected funds to build a new stupa to house Yanshou’s relics.90
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Interestingly, Yu and Huang along with other members of their society, including
Zhu Hong and Dahuo (the compiler of the YMDJ), obtained these relics after they were
accidentally dug up and then reburied by a local doctor. The then contemporary dharma
heir of Yanshou, Dahuo, went to where the relics were discovered and removed them
secretly. After the relics were collected this group witnessed the relics emit a radiance,
confirming in the minds of this group of Buddhists the authentic nature of the relics.91
It took the group 15 years, but they managed to raise the funds and erect a new
five-story Yongming Yanshou Stupa. After the stupa was erected at Jingci Temple with a
hall around it, Huang gathered together a group known as the Incense Adorned Society

⾹嚴社. According to Eichman, “The group took hagiographical descriptions of
Yongming’s mythical fortitude in recitation practice quite literally; for this reason,
recitation of the name Amitabha Buddha and of sutra texts became two primary activities
associated with this complex.”92 It is apparent that Huang’s Incense Adorned Society
furthered Yanshou’s role as Amitabha when they used his stupa to worship Amitabha
Buddha.
It seems that after Yu and Huang’s addition of Song Lian to Yanshou’s narrative,
their connection to each other through life releasing societies, their work together to erect
a new Yongming Yanshou Stupa, and their own practice as worshipers of Amitabha, Yu
and Huang were deeply invested in inventing Yanshou’s role as Amitabha Buddha on
paper. I posit that following the tradition surrounding Yanshou, Yu’s and Huang’s
idolization of Yanshou lead them to further embellish his record. They not only connected
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Fenggan, Shandao, Shanji, and Song Lian to Yanshou as his reincarnations, but they later
declared him as the response body of Amitabha again in their descriptions of the
Yongming Yanshou Stupa in the records collected in the CJSZ. More on their further
interpolations and arguments for Yanshou being an incarnation of Amitabha are discussed
in the next section.

Part D: Yu and Huang’s Other Affirmations of Yanshou as Amitabha in the Chijian jingci
sizhi
There are multiple records written by Yu Chunxi and Huang Ruheng included in
the 11th fascicle of the CJSZ. It can be assumed that these records were produced after
the YMDJ (1607). The titles of these records indicate these writings were produced for
the commemoration of the building of the Yongming Yanshou Stupa which took place in
1610, or possibly thereafter. The composition of these records after the YMDJ helps us
understand how Yu and Huang continued to develop Yanshou’s interpolative connection
to Amitabha.
When comparing the efforts made by Yu and Huang it is clear that Yu held far
greater anxieties about justifying Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha. He has more writings
about Yanshou and his stupa included in the CJSZ than Huang, and he spends more time
in those writings trying to convince readers that Yanshou was an incarnation of
Amitabha. However, Huang does make a few important contributions in his records in the
CJSZ.
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In the previous chapter I demonstrated Yanshou’s status as Amitabha in the Ming
by quoting Huang’s record in the CJSZ:

永明壽禪師⽣于唐昭宗天祐元年甲⼦。⻑⽿證為應⾝彌陀。”

93

“

“Chan Master Yongming [Yan]shou was born during the reign of
Zhaozong of the Tang, in the first year of the emperor’s reign, the first
year of the sixty year cycle. The long-eared monk was confirmed as the
response body of Amitabha Buddha. ”
After briefly mentioning when Yanshou was born, Huang immediately in the next
sentence states that Yanshou was the response body of Amitabha. This shows that in
Huang’s mind this is one of the most important things one needs to know about Yanshou.
The title of this composition indicates it was written to record the rebuilding of the
Yongming Yanshou Stupa. After years of time, effort, and funds spent on this stupa there
needed to be a significant reason for rebuilding it. It seems to Huang that Yanshou’s
status as Amitabha Buddha incarnate was one of the best rhetorical ways to justify the
stupa’s reconstruction at Jingci Temple.
The rebuilding of the stupa was a large, expensive project. It took the fellowship
of Yu and Huang 15 years to collect the funds to rebuild it. Huang’s record in the CJSZ
indicates the stupa was five stories high and housed in a hall. It was built after the Ashoka
style, with seven precious metals used in its construction. The stupa included sandalwood
tiles and pebbles of jade and pearl.94 Yu Chunxi even records that the old image of
Maitreya at the temple was tossed out and a new image of Amitabha was put in instead.95
93
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It is clear with all of the investments put into the stupa’s reconstruction Huang likely
wanted to make sure in his record of its rebuilding to justify its costs by confirming that
Yanshou was indeed an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha. Though Huang was limited in
how much time he spent discussing Yanshou as Amitabha, he did position this argument
front and center in his writing.
In comparison, Yu also positions Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha early in
one of his writings collected in the CJSZ:

師名延壽⻑⽿和尚。證為彌陀應⾝者也。”

96

“

“The Master’s name is the Long-eared Monk [Yongming] Yanshou. He
has been confirmed as the response body of Amitabha Buddha.”
Just like Huang, Yu in the second sentence of his record declares that Yanshou was an
incarnation of Amitabha. However, it should be noted that both Huang and Yu in their
declarations of Yanshou as Amitabha state that he has been “confirmed” as Amitabha.
There appears to have been some anxiety that led to both of their needs to say it was a
confirmed fact that Yanshou was Amitabha. It infers that there may have been a counter
argument against such a declaration.
This becomes more evident as Yu in other records collected in the CJSZ continues
to justify Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha. He states:

無⾮彌陀化。”

“

97

[Yanshou] is nothing else but the incarnation of Amitabha.
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This is strong language. It is language that seems to be pushing back against something.
He is not just stating that he knew Yanshou was an incarnation of Amitabha, he is
emphasizing that there is no way he could have been anything else. Yu furthers this
argument by stating:

並彌陀千百億化⾝之⼀⾝也。”

“

98

Furthermore, [Yanshou] is one of Amitabha’s countless transformation
bodies.
And then later he says:

予稽壽師之化。六百三⼗餘年傳記互異。

99

“

I inspected Yanshou’s transformations. Over 630 plus years his
biographies differ from one another.
He shortly thereafter adds:

于今不啻敦史。彌陀之為壽師信矣。”

“

100

Nowadays [Yanshou] is not only esteemed historically. Master [Yan]shou
is believed to be Amitabha.
As apparent, Yu continued to assert these interpolations in the narrative of Yanshou’s life.
He justified over and over his belief in Yanshou as Amitabha Buddha.
Moreover, these justifications did not just act as interpolations into the narrative
of Yanshou’s life. They fossilized his deification process, causing him to be changed into
a deity. As shown in Chapter One, the biographical changes to Yanshou’s life over time
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allowed him to progress towards deification. Yuanjin Dahuo then was the first to declare
Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha. Following this, Yu and Huang filled in these
gaps providing who the other incarnations of Yanshou and Amitabha were. Finally, they
sought to solidify their beliefs by addressing the matter in other records collected in the
CJSZ. In these records, as shown above, Yu and Huang continued to emphasize and argue
for Yanshou’s status as an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha.

Conclusion
Yu Chunxi and Huang Ruheng continued to grow the narrative of Yanshou’s life
by repeatedly asserting his status as Amitabha reincarnate. Yu and Huang were clever in
their creation of Yanshou as Amitabha. After Yuanjin Dahuo opened up creative space for
Yanshou to be Amitabha Buddha, they provided Yanshou’s incarnations previous to the
Wuyue Period by claiming that Fenggan and Shandao were previous incarnations of
Yanshou and Amitabha. Then, following these interpolations to Yanshou’s narrative, Yu
and Huang also included Shanji and Song Lian as Yanshou’s incarnations after his death.
After making these assertions of Yanshou as Amitabha in the YMDJ, Yu and
Huang still had some anxieties about Yanshou. The records collected in the CJSZ
demonstrate these anxieties, as Yu and Huang continued to claim Yanshou as Amitabha
Buddha. Yu and Huang repeatedly worked to entrench Yanshou as an incarnation of
Amitabha by placing him within a series of incarnations of Amitabha. As they did so they
likewise solidified Yanshou’s deification process. Due to the efforts of these men,
Yanshou’s deification process had come to complete fruition in the Ming.

54

CONCLUSION
In this study I have attempted to discover how Yongming Yanshou became
associated with being an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha. This was done by first seeking
to understand how his biographies developed over time. Investigation into his Chan and
Pure Land biographies in the Song Dynasty showed that over time he gained more and
more bodhisattva-like qualities as his narrative was manipulated to fit with factional
agendas.
By the time of the Ming, Yanshou’s narrative had developed significantly. He was
very similar to a bodhisattva in all but the explicit declaration of him as such. Yuanjin
Dahuo in his biography of Yanshou, the YMDJ, included for the first time a story that
made such a declaration. Thus, Dahuo was the first to claim Yanshou as an incarnation of
Amitabha, deifying him in doing so.
The editors of the YMDJ, Yu Chunxi and Huang Ruheng then were able to further
this notion by using the creative narrative space provided by Dahuo in his interpolative
claim of Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha. They included four persons as other
incarnations of Yanshou and Amitabha: Fenggan, Shandao, Shanji, and Song Lian.
Positioning Yanshou within a series of incarnations of Yanshou acted as a fossilizing
agent, cementing Yanshou as an incarnation of Amitabha.
However, Yu and Huang’s work on this front was not over. They continued to
affirm Yanshou was in fact the response body of Amitabha in their later writings recorded
in the CJSZ. The continued interpolative affirmations appear to come from some anxiety
to claim Yanshou as Amitabha. In these attempts to position Yanshou as Amitabha
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incarnate, Yu and Huang also contributed to Yanshou’s deification by strengthening the
narrative surrounding his place as an incarnation of Amitabha.
Why Dahuo, Yu, and Huang were so determined to position Yanshou as an
incarnation of Amitabha was likely due to their own infatuation with the Yanshou they
knew in the Ming. They mimicked his practices, studied his writings and biographies, and
rebuilt his stupa. Having rediscovered his relics and experienced their radiant glow, these
three men, and their associates, worked to not only rebuild the Yongming Yanshou Stupa,
but to build Yanshou into Amitabha Buddha.
There is still more to be explored concerning the deification of Yanshou. Future
scholarship would do well to investigate how his narrative grew beyond the Ming to the
Qing and on into modern times. Little is known about the development of Yanshou’s
narrative after the Ming. There are modern worshipers actively worshiping Yanshou in
connection with Amitabha. Thus, it is evident that the tradition of identifying and
worshiping him as an incarnation of Amitabha has been passed down through the
generations. If scholars were to approach Yanshou’s deification beyond the Ming, then
perhaps more could be revealed about the nature of this Yongming Yanshou cult and how
Buddhism in the Hangzhou region has developed since the Ming. Similarly, investigation
of these worshipers’ motivations and interpretations of Yanshou’s connection to
Amitabha would be of great scholastic value. It would allow for an understanding of not
only how Yanshou is viewed today, but of how Buddhists in the Hangzhou region view
themselves and their Pure Land practices.
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APPENDIX I: TABLE OF THE PROGRESSIVE DEIFICATION OF YANSHOU
Record Name Author

Date
Published

Contributions to Deification of
Yanshou

Song gaoseng
zhuan

Zanning

988

90 days meditation/ 13,000 sutra
recitations/ 10 million words written

Jingde
chuandeng lu

Daoyuan

1004

Recite sutra 7 lines at a time/ recite
from memory in 60 days/ inspired
sheep to kneel/ secretly predicted to
cause the buddhawork to flourish

Chanlin
sengbao
zhuan

Juefan Huihong

1123

Removal of Yanshou’s secret
prediction to assume the role of a
Buddha (the only counter-example)

Longshu
jingtu wen*

Wang Rixiu

1160

Guanyin anoints lips with dew/
monk worshiping Yanshou at his
stupa for going straight to Pure Land

Lebang
wenlei*

Zongxiao

1200

God-man tells Yanshou he will be
reborn in Pure Land/ lotus flower
appears in his hand while worshiping
Puxian

Rentian
Baojian

Tanxiu

1230

Yanshou settle parental debate as a
baby/ first Chan record to affirm
Pure Land bodhisattva stories
(Guanyin, Puxian, Huayan inspires
him to remember vows)

Shimen
zhengtong*

Zongjian

1232

Yanshou circumambulating
Amitabha’s image to enkindle vow

Fozu tongji*

Zhipan

1269

Affirms previous stories showing
solidification of Yanshou’s narrative

Yongming
daoji

Yuanjin Dahuo

1607

Identifies Yanshou as incarnation of
Amitabha

*Indicates Pure Land Biography
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