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The Form, Nature, and Origins of Dharani Pillars Studies on
Dharani Pillars, Part II

Liu Shu-fen

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This paper represents the second in a series of studies about Buddhist dharani pillars
(ching-ch'uang #&%%) in T'ang China. Such pillars derived from the stone stupas of the
Northern Liang, as well as the octagonal pillars of the medieval era. The paper is divided
into two parts. Part I provides a detailed description of the main iconographic
characteristics of these monuments, particularly their shape, their location, and the Buddhist
sutras, dharani, and other texts which were carved on them. Variations and transformations
of dharani pillars are also discussed. Part II explores the nature of these monuments. While
traditional scholarship has claimed that dharani pillars represented a type of "inscribed
scripture” (k'o-ching %|4%), I argue that this was not the case. Instead, I use a variety of
sources to show that such pillars were in fact a type of stupa in which Buddhist texts could
be placed (fa-shen t'a 7 % ¥). I therefore conclude that dharani pillars combine
characteristics of inscribed scriptures and stupas to form a new type of stupa which

appeared in medieval China.

Key Words: T'ang dynasty, Buddhism, dharani pillars, stupas
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