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Jainism As Perceived by Huen-Tsang*

h**

Dr. Arun Pratap Sing

The records of the Chinese pilgrims who visited India for the
purpose of knowing Buddha and his tenets are credible source of
contemporary India. The first pilgrim whose writings have come
down to us was Fa-hian. After him Sung-yun and Huen-tsang came
the pious land of Buddha in the first half of the sixth and seventh
century A.D. respectively. The last Chinese pilgrim enriching us by
his writing was I-tsing who paid a visit in the last decades of the
seventh century A.D. Of all them Huen-tsang deserves to be
appreciated for his acumen and vide range of knowledge' while other
pilgrims confined themselves only to Buddhist religion, Huen-tsang
enriched us with the information of prevailing sects and cults of not
only Buddhism but others too.

In this article I have endeavoured to focus the condition of
Jaina religion during the visit of Huen-tsang. India was facing a
turmoil period at that time. Imperial Guptas had disintegrated just
before his coming and consequently a lot of small kingdoms were in
offing. Jainism though slowly but steadily had spread almost all
over India till this date but really its golden days had gone out for
ever, never to return again as there was none to protect and provide
royal facilities like Samprati and Kharavela; it was nevertheless still
popular and was followed by a large population as we come to know
from the records of Huen-tsang and other contemporary sources.

Huen-tsang informs us about the presence of Jaina followers
in Kapisha® (Kia-pi-shi) and Simhapur® (Sang-ho-pu-lo). According

* Paper read at International Seminar on India’s Perception Through
Chinese Travellers held at Varanasi, Feb. 8-14, 2004.

** Reader, Ancient History Department, S.B.P.G. College, Dadar
Ashram, Sikandarpur, Ballia - U.P.
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to him, there were naked ascetics in Kapisha. Naked ascetics may be
identified with the Digambara Jaina as they used to wander without
cJothes. One may here raise doubt about this similarity as the followers
of some sects like Pasupatas and Kapaladharin as they were also
roaming as naked. It is important to note here that Huen-tsang as
truth-lover gives no place for doubt; he clearly mentions these different
sects wherever he finds them. Like Kapisha, Simhapura also had a
lot of Jaina followers specially Svetambaras. It is strange to note
that Buddhist pilgrim here regarded them as dishonest separatist
from Buddhism. ‘“By the side of the stupa” he writes “‘is the spot
where the original teacher of the white robed heretics arrived at the
knowledge of principles he sought and first preached the law.........
In their ceremonies and modes of life, do greatly resemble the priest
(of Buddha), only they have little twist of hair on their heads and
they go naked. Moreover what clothes they chance to wear are white.
Such are the slight differences which distinguish them from others.
The figure of their sacred master they stealthily class with that of
Tathagata; it differs only in point of clothing, the points of beauty
are absolutely the same.”

Huen-tsang here seems to be bewildered seeing the similarity
between the images of Jinas and Buddhists. The statues of.both
religious are alike except the Jina images are naked. Probably he for
the first time came into the contact of Jina images who looked like
Buddhist images. As he was familiar only to Buddhist images, he
could not make the difference.

So far the identification of the cities of Kapisha and Simhapura
are concerned, it is a question of debate. In his famous book Ancient
Geography of India. Gen. Cunningham has identified it with Opiaﬁ
in Afaghanistan, while according to some, it was situated “on the
declivity of the Hindukush, not far from the little town of Ghorband
or perhaps near Kushan, 10 miles west of Opian.” The situation of
Simhapura is also doubtful: Gen. Cunningham has identified it with
modern Ketas in the salt range of modern Pakistan.® While some
scholars prefer to place it at Simhupuri near Saranatha, Varanasi.
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- But it is really difficult to place it near Varanasi as the pilgrim has
described this city between Taksasila (Ta-Cha-Shi-Lo) and Urasha
(Wu-la-shi), identified with modern Hazara district of Pakistan. It
was therefore undoubtedly situated in North-Western India, not in
the plain field of river Ganga. Besides, there are archaeological reports
which indicate the presence of Jaina remains. In one of his reports,
Prof. Stein clearly states that the Jaina sculptures of Simhapur are of
better execution than those of Ellora.” It is remarkable to note here
that Vararngacrita, a text written in the seventh century A.D. just
contemporary to Huen-tsang, informs us about the popularity of Jaina
religion at Simhapur while describing the travelling route of prince
Varanga.®

=

Huen-Tsang does not mention the Jaina presence in Taksasila,
nevertheless it has been a great Jaina centre from early periods.
Literary as well as archaeological both sources provide us ample
information regarding this. Avasyaka Niryukti and Ciirni associate
this place with king Bahubali who had reigned here. He was the son
of first Tirthankara Rsabhadeva and younger brother of Cakravarti
Bharata. It is stated that Bahubali had installed a jeweled Dharmacakra
on the foot-prints left by Rsabha at this place.’ It has been identified
with the ruins near Shah-Dheri between Attock and Rawalpindi in
Pakistan.'® In archaeological excavations, Sir John Marshall has found
the remains related to Jaina religion. According to him, Taxila must
have been adorned by a vast number of Jaina edifices, some of which
were no doubt of considerable magnificence.'! It is to be noted here_
that even in the beginning of the fourteenth century A.D., Ac.
Jinaprabha in his Vividhatirthakalpa mentions it as a Jaina holy place
which was associated with Bahubali.'?

Then, Huen-tsang enters into the plain field of Ganga- Yamuna
and finds a number of Jaina followers in various cities of that time
like Varanasi'® (Po-Lo-Ni-sse), Vaisali'* (Fei-she-li), Magadha'®
(Mo-Kie-t’0), Rajagrha'® (Ho-La-Shi-Ki-Li-hi), Pundravardhana'’
(Pun-Na-Fa-Tan-Na), Samatata'® (San-Mo-Ta-cha) and in Kalinga'
(Kie-Ling-Kia). Almost all cities referred to by him were the Jaina
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holy places. For cxample, Varanasi like Hinduism and Buddhism
was the sacred place of the Jaina followers. It is regarded to be the
birth place of four Tirthaikaras namely - Supar§vanatha, (the seventh
Tirthankara); Candraprabha (the eighth Tirthankara - at Candravati
near Varanasi); S'reyﬁméanﬁtha (the eleventh Tirthankara) and
Par§vanatha (the twenty-third Tirthankara), Similarly, Vaisali,
Magadha and Rajagrha were known centres of Jainism. Magadha
comprising with Rajagrha was the great centre of Jaina followers.
'Mount Vipula was the most auspicious place associated with several
Siddhas, Cakravartis who attained emancipation here. Describing
the daily activities of Jaina monks on this mountain, Huen-Tsang
states, “‘at the present time naked heretics (Nigranthas-Ni-Kin) frequent
this place in great number; they practise penance night and day without
intermission and from morn till night walk round the Stipa and
contemplate it with respect.”?

It clearly indicates that Jainism was much popular in the heart-
land of India. Literary and epigraphical records throw light on it.
The illustrious Banabhatta, the contemporary of Huen-tsang and also
close to king Harsa, informs about the presence of Jaina followers in
the upper land of India. He has referred to them describing the serene
atmosphere of the hermitage of sage Divakaramitra. Among the
various types of Jaina monks - Arhats, Svetapatas and Kesaluficanas
have been mentioned. Svetapatas were clearly the Svetambaras and
Kesaluficana were the Digambara Jainas. Arhats seem to be those
monks wandering naked like Digambaras or Saivas. It is to be noted
here that Banabhatta calls some Buddhist monks as Jinas in the
Harsacarita.?!

Huen-tsang’s silence on the presence of Jaina followers in
Mathura is really amazing and needs verification. This city has been
a great Jaina centre of Jainism since the early centuries of the christian
era. A number of big and small inscriptions have been discovered
from here which prove the popularity of Jainism before and after the
coming of the Huen-tsang. He, however, names the Deva-stipa but
says nothing about the Nirgranthas (Ni-Kin). While Deva Stiipa was
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related to Jaina religion from earliest times upto fourteenth century
A.D. in the period of Acarya Jinaprabhasiiri as he records it in his
Vividhatirthakalpa.* “If one analyses the travel account of Huen-
tsang, it would be presumed that there is some confusion; and in
place of Mathura, some other town was described. The Yamunariver
which is the chief feature of area finds no mention.......... The distance
and measurements of the places do not seem to be correct. It appears
that he bypassed Mathura and maintained the record on the basis of
his personal enquiry.”*

Bengal and Orissa have been the strong-hold of Jainism from
the early centuries. The Kalpasitra Theraval™ mentions the four
branches of Godasagana, a line originating from preceptor Godasa
famely - Tamraliptika, Kotivarsikd, Pundravardanika and
Dasikharabatika. The first three §akhas were closely associated with
the land of Bengal. Just before the coming of the travellor, the
Paharapur copper plates® of A.D. 478 records the donation of some
land for the maintenance of worship at the Jaina Vihara at Vata Gohali,
which was presided over by the pupils of the Nirgrantha teacher
Guhanandina of the Paiicastiipanikaya of Varanasi. It indicates the
general acceptance of Jainism and its popularity among the middle
classes. Even after the departure of Huen-tsang. Jainism continued
to be popular in these areas. We have some epigraphical records
belonging to this period. An inscription of Sailodbhava dynasty,
belonging to the later half of the seventh century A.D. refers to some
Jaina monks as Prabuddhacandra and his preceptor. Another
inscription belonging to the same period has been discovered from,
Ratnagiri hills situated in Cuttak district of Orissa. It gives the
information about the installation of Jaina images and the existence
of early Jaina establishment on these hills.”®

The Chinese traveller visited south India and there, too, he
finds the presence of Jaina followers. He states that the Nirgranthas
were in abundance in the country of Cola®’ (Chu-li-ye) and Malakuta
(Mo-lo-kin-cha)®® It seems that both cities were situated near modern
Kanjieevaram. Some scholars are of the opinion that Huen-tsang did
not go farther south than Kancipura or Kanjeevaram.”
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It is clear that Jainism in south India, was in a good condition
during the time of Chinese pilgrim. It we believe on Sirhhal texts
Dipavariisa and Mahavarisa, the inhabitants of South India were
quite familiar with the tenets of Jaina religion. The Sangama text
like Silappadikarama and Buddhist epic Manimekhalai already mention
the presence of Jaina religion in remote part of south India. During
the time of Huen-tsang, Calukyas under the leadership of Pulake$ina
II were ruling over a larze part of south India. We come to know
‘from his famous Aihol inscription that Jaina followers were respected
‘and honoured. The poet Ravikirti who is credited to have composed
this inscription was a devout Jaina. He was probably associated with
the Yapaniya sect of Jainism. This inscription opens with the
invocation of Jina. like Calukyas almost all the dynasties flourished
during this period were tolerant and had soft-corner for Jaina religion.
The kings of Kadamba and Ganga dynasties were foremost in this
pious cause. They created an amicable atmosphere in which Jainism
could flourish in the coming centuries.*

To sum up, during the visit of Huen-tsang in the first half of
the seventh century A.D. Jainism was prevalent more or less from
North-West to Bay of Bengal and even in the south India. From the
accounts of Huen-tsang and other contemporary sources, we come to
this conclusion that Jainism was loosing its base in northern India
while it was in a flourishing condition in western and southern India.
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NO PLY, |
NO BOARD, NO WOOD.
‘ i

A

ONLY NUWUD.

INTERNATIONALLY ACCLAIMED

Nuwud MDF is fast replacing ply, board and
wood in offices, homes & industry. As ceilings,

DESIGN FLEXIBILITY

Jlooring, furniture, mouldings, panelling, doors,
windows... an almost infinite variety of

VALUERE FOR MONTEY
woodwork. So, if you have woodwork in

mind, just think NUWUD MDF.
VEPCIHER 7 =
Ciren eNER:
E[%_]E]
E£-48/12, Okhia Industrial Area, =hogs
Phase i1, New Delhi-110 020 wood fot
Phones : 632737, 633234, e one Sesdmerh

6827185, 6843679 i all gous T
Th: 031-75102 NUWD IN [(=
Teletax: 91-11-6848748 N |

& MARKETING OFFICES: © AHMEDABAD: 440672, 469242 ¢ BANGALORE: 2218219

© BHOPAL: 552760 © BOMBAY: 8734433, 4937522, 4952648 © CALCUTTA: 270549
© CHANDIGARM: 603771, 604463 ® DELHI: 632737, 633234, 6827185, 6849679
© HYDERABAD: 226607 @ JAIPUR: 312636 ® JALANDHAR: 52610, 221087
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