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Sacred Scriptures and Transmissions:
The Notion of “Iranslation” in Six Dynasties

Daoist Scriptures

HSIEH Shu-wei

The notion of Daoist Celestial Writing was a synthesis of a variety of practices,
including the Mandate of Heaven, as well as Buddhist practices and scriptural
traditions. Expanding on the mythology of the auspicious celestial writs, and other
portents whose mysterious appearance was proof of the ruler’s authority, the Weft
texts were described as ancient scripts or patterns, which needed translation in order to
understand the will of Heaven. In addition, Buddhism had some impact on the notion
of “translation” in Daoist scriptural tradition, especially the idea of taking Sanskrit as
a type of Celestial language. In the Shangging tradition, the theory of writing not only
relates to cosmology, but also already includes Sanskrit. The inspiration for celestial
script lies not only in traditional Chinese notions of writing; the idea that celestial script
needed transcription and translation into a human language was strongly reinforced
by the introduction of Buddhism. In certain Lingbao scriptures, the characters of the
Celestial Script are based on transliterations of Sanskrit syllables. Furthermore, they
are grouped into strings of pseudo-Sanskrit words. The Celestial Script is also called
“the hidden language of the Great Brahman.” When this Celestial Script was translated
into human script, it is written with standard Buddhist transcription characters.
According to the Lingbao tradition, “Brahman” refers to the “primal pneuma”
which swirled in undifferentiation before the separation of Yin and Yamng. This article
investigates the idea of Daoist revelation as a chain of transmissions and translation
that stretches across vast distances from Celestial Script to mundane language.

Keywords: Lingbao Celestial Writing translation Daoism
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