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Dharani Sutra and the Growth of Dharani Pillars in T’ang China
Liu Shu-fen

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This paper represents the preliminary results of an on-going research project about the
history and significance of Buddhist dharani pillars (ching-ch’uang $%0E), a type of
Buddhist sculpture highly popular during the T’ang dynasty. This paper treats the sutra
carved on such pillars, entitled the Fo-ting tsun-sheng t’o-lo-ni ching {fEEMSIEEEER,
describing this sutra’s transmission into China, the factors behind its spread, and its
influence on dharani pillars. Particular attention is devoted to the ways in which political,
social and religious factors all played a role in the spread of this sutra. The evidence
indicates that while this sutra exerted a powerful appeal on Buddhist believers, a key factor
behind its spread throughout the urban and rural landscape of T’ang China involved an
imperial decree issued by the T’ang emperor Tai-tsung (r. 762-779) in 766, ordering all
members of the sangha to recite the Fo-ting tsun-sheng t’o-lo-ni ching a total of 21 times
per day. At the same time, the fact that such a decree was issued in the first place may be
traced to the efforts of leading Tantric Buddhist masters at the T*ang court at that time. This
indicates how the complex interaction between religious, political, and social factors could

influence the spread of such an important sutra throughout T’ang China.
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