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Signs from the Unseen Realm: Buddhist Miracle Tales from Early Medieval
China. By Robert Ford Campany. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2012. Pp.
xix+300.

Severina Balabanova » (#4f) FEKE P LFHE LB R

Robert Ford Campany’s study and translation of the Buddhist miracle tales
collection Mingxiang ji EA¥EC by Wang Yan T3 (4547-c. 520) is in the context of
his long-time work on the Six Dynasties (220-589) accounts of anomalies (zhiguai
xiaoshuo EZ/N&),” and texts with a Taoist and Buddhist content of the same
period, and is another important contribution in this academic field following his
other translation of the Taoist immortals biography collection Shenxian zhuan {H{|[]
{8 by Ge Hong Bt (283-342).*° Translations of such texts in Western languages
are, unfortunately, still rather few; therefore Campany’s interpretation and study of
this collection is admirable. This is enhanced by the fact that Mingxiang ji is one of
the few surviving texts of Buddhist miracle tales from the Six Dynasties preserved
relatively well, as compared to some other collections, which center on the same topic
but which are now lost or of which we are able to read only a limited number of stories,
for example Xuanyan ji ‘5 5gE0 by Liu Yiging 3B (403-444) and Jingyi ji [ ED
by Hou Bo #H.Y While separate tales of Buddhist evidential miracles are scattered

BOME: T (ZXZ) X8R TH) > THAFEEE TP 9—HRIE- 1 LM
C(PEZBERKFE) (SbF WK AR 0 1999 ) 0 B 467 °

MM (BE) fwo TR (FHFE) > EH40 A2

25 Robert Ford Campany, Strange Writing: Anomaly Accounts in Early Medieval China (Albany:

State University of New York Press, 1996).

26 Robert Ford Campany, To Live as Long as Heaven and Earth: A Translation and Study of Ge

Hongs Tradition of Divine Transcendents (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press,

2002).

27 There are also three other surviving collections of Buddhist miracle tales centered on the cult of

the bodhisattva Guanyin: Guangshiyin yingyan ji -+ J&5z 32 written from memory by the

Liu-Song Dynasty Fu Liang 1% % (374-426), Xu Guangshiyin yingyan ji % -# -3 JE %3¢ by

Song Dynasty Zhang Yan 7k % before the mid-fifth century, and Xi Guanshiyin yingyan ji %

BAtF e Bt complied by Lu Gao [ £ (459-532) in 501. They are briefly discussed by the
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in a number of other Six Dynasties stories of the strange, Wang Yan’s collection is the
largest and most varied as to types of tales covered in it.

The translation is organized in two main parts—introduction and translated
texts of 129 items—followed by appendices 1 and 2, consisting of lists of fragments
and questionable items and of major motifs, bibliography, and index.

The importance of this collection lies in the fact that it provides another aspect
for studying Buddhism of the Six Dynasties, in addition to the large body of sutras,
texts on Buddhist history, and religious biographies. (preface, pp. xi-xii) As the author
states, a miracle story is “an artifact of collective memory” reflecting “what some
people believed and wanted others to believe had happened,” (p. xii) the implications
of which could support one interpretation of the history of Chinese Buddhism at
that time. Simultaneously, miracle tales reflect “social processes by which collective
memory was shaped, transmitted, and preserved.” (p. xii)

The introduction elaborates on this point from several aspects. The author
defines the compilers of miracle tales as “Buddhist laymen of the gentry classes,”
and their intended audience as “not only nonmonastic but also potentially skeptical of
Buddhist teachings or relatively new to Buddhist norms,” (p. 2) suggesting the social
and textual pre-conditions of such tales, which guarantee their efficacy. The assumed
reader and the world depicted in the text should demonstrate closeness: . . . this
event happened to someone very much like you, in the presence of named witnesses,
at a particular place and time in your country.” (p. 3) Further in the introduction the
author focuses on Wang Yan, discussing texts where facts about his lifetime can be
found. He also analyzes the concepts from the title of the collection—xiang, ming and
Jji. A substantial part of the introduction (pp. 17-30) is devoted to the communities in
which the miracle tales originated and exchanged, thus describing the context in which
Mingxiang ji and other similar story collections were created and circulated. Here the
author concentrates his discussion on three aspects—the stories in Mingxiang ji were
mostly compiled and not invented by Wang Yan; they were fashioned by many parties;
and most of them recount events which have happened to one or more individuals. (p.
17) Analyzing these aspects from an ethnographic and narrative perspective, the author
explores the process by which stories of the kind in Mingxiang ji came into existence
as well as the fabric of the texts themselves. His suppositions consider factors such as
specifics of the genre and social conditions in the transmission of the stories, and what
this meant for the history of Chinese Buddhism and of Chinese Buddhist literature of
that period.

Next the author reflects on the “idiom,” or characteristic style, of Buddhism
as seen in the text of the tales. (pp. 30-37) Some features of the Buddhism style
reflected in the tales are that it is lay oriented, displays elements primarily illustrating
Buddhism’s practical efficacy in life and after death rather than of its doctrinal
teachings, with its focus on sin and punishment, and a kind of Buddhism where the

2

author on pp. 3-4.
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mechanism of “stimulus-response” (ganying J&[f) is “at its doctrinal and functional
heart.” (p. 31)

The various groups participating “in the idiom of Buddhism reflected in the
miracle tales wanted to convey the message that afterlife punishment is real and
horrific.” (p. 35) Next, the author contemplates the question of the sinicization of
Buddhism and how it is reflected in the miracle tales. (pp. 37-43) In the tales this
process is first evident in the way certain claims of Buddhism can be identified and
appear true on Chinese territory, happening to Chinese individuals, and secondly in
the way Buddhism “negotiates arguments” with elements of non-Buddhist religion,
(pp. 37-38) seen as a contest between “elements in the repertoires of religious
imagined communities.” (p. 43) In the discussion of several narrative types (pp. 43-
48) encountered in Mingxiang ji the author identifies seven story lines. The shaping of
these narratives is viewed as a process explained by the fact that these stories are social
and cultural products, and as such are intended to respond to certain expectations, use
specific familiar narrative patterns to persuade their audience, and answer the need to
present the evidence of one’s afterlife experiences. (pp. 47-48) In the final part of the
introduction (pp. 49-62) the author identifies several religious themes in Mingxiang ji,
some of which include the concept of ganying, the devotion to the Bodhisattva Sound
Observer (Guanshiyin #{{Ht), the abstinence ceremony (zhai 7%), images, dreams,
visions and spirit mediums, and rebirth.

The translation part of the book is itself organized in two parts—the translated
texts and comments on each item/story. The author provides detailed information on
the source texts where each story can be found and notes on scholarly discussions
about it, which is very helpful. The translated texts are annotated with references to key
terms and realities (religious, social, and literary), and the translations are faithful to
the original, with the comments further clarifying the context of each text, its narrative
specifics and the religious themes found in it, demonstrating an excellent command of
both the language and the realities that inform the text of Mingxiang ji.

Viewed as a whole, both the introduction and the translations support the
author’s intention of showing Buddhism as present in this collection of miracle tales
not as something rigid and unchanging but rather as a process in which religious ideas,
practices and beliefs were in constant communication, as “a vast repertoire of elements
... some of which meshed harmoniously and others of which were in tension with one
another.” (p. 36) In this process compilers, collectors, and disseminators of such stories
played a vital part. The author defends his point of view throughout the introduction by
discussing aspects of Wang Yan’s life and the way Mingxiang ji came into existence.
He also does so by focusing on the communities which shared such miracle tales, on
how these tales influenced the molding of the idiom of Buddhism in medieval China
and what it meant for the sinicization of Buddhism. Finally, he analyzes how narrative
patterns simultaneously responded to and influenced the shaping of this religious
environment by communicating certain Buddhist ideas. The author applies a variety of
theories related to social, cultural, ethnographic and literary studies, as well as history
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of religion, to illuminate some aspects of the history and practice of Chinese Buddhism
and Chinese religious narratives of the medieval period. In the impeccable translations
of the texts he also displays a sharp sense of linguistic precision and clarity, all of
which contribute to a highly readable, knowledgeable and insightful piece of work.

While the merits of this elaborate annotated translation are undeniable, there are
a few points I would like to note that spring more from my own expectations while I
was reading the book, rather than being actual shortcomings in it.

First, the explanation of the key concepts in the title, more specifically that of
ming . The author discusses it in one paragraph on page 14, giving a definition of
its root meaning as “that which is hidden, dark, or obscure.” He continues to say that
it is also a realm (emphasis by the author) “of spirits, gods, Buddhas and bodhisattvas,
the dead, the afterlife,” mentioning other works such as Huainan zi YEfd -1, Zhoushi
mingtong ji & FCE@EC by Tao Hongjing &AL 5 (456-536) and Youming lu 41HER
by Liu Yiqing #|Z##. This is an important term in Chinese religion, philosophy and
literature,” and therefore reflects many aspects of Chinese culture. As noted by the
author, this could be a space inhabited by spirits, gods and Buddhas; it could also mean
the afterlife, but the mechanism by which ming comes to designate all these types of
spaces could be noted by a brief reference showing in what contexts and how it was
used during the pre-Qin and Han dynasty periods both in philosophical and divination
texts, and religious practices, and what it meant for the construction of the idea of the
imagined space of the “unseen realm.” Through a short review of its other uses and
contexts prior to the context which gave rise to Mingxiang ji, readers would be able to
compare it to the way it is used by Wang Yan in its Buddhist, but not only Buddhist,
context. Such a clarification is important, as this is primarily a translation, which itself
is a linguistic study, and key terms, especially in the title, should be explained briefly
in their diachronic meanings and developments as well. This would not only enhance
the understanding of ming as a whole but would also contribute to a reflection on how
indigenous Chinese terms were adopted to describe Buddhist ideas and cosmological

28 For example, Hsiao Teng-fu # %48, Xian Qin liang Han mingjie ji shenxian sixiang tanyuan
A miEZ R B S A8 R (Taipei: Wenjin chubanshe, 1990); Hsiao Teng-fu # %4&, Fo
Dao shiwang diyu shuo i+ EH3% (Taipei: Xinwenfen chubanshe, 1996); Hsiao Teng-
fu 7 %48, Han Wei Liuchao Fo Dao liangjiao zhi tiantang diyu shuo 3%~ 30438 f %2
K% Hpk 3 (Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1989), and the last item being cited by the author in the
bibliography but not used in the discussion of “ming.” Poo Mu-chou 5 32 |, Zhuixun yiji zhi
Ju: Zhongguo gudai de xinyang shijie 1% % — T2 4% « F B & K 945 475 (Taipei: Yunchen
wenhua, 1995); Matsumoto Koichi #* &% —, Dokyo to Jigoku, in Sakurai Tokutaro #% 3 1&
K BB ed., Seichi to takai kan % Hs ¥ .5 (Bukky minzoku manabu taikei 3 % R 6 2 K &
3, Tokyo: Meicho shuppan, 1978), pp. 409-430; Sobukawa Hiroshi % #i )| &, Konronzan e no
shosen: kodai Chugokujin ga egaita shigo no sekai %2 i~ ® A4l + TR FEAD#H W 1=
7t o # 5% (Tokyo: Chuo koronsha, 1981); Wang Qing £ %, “Xiyu mingfu youli gushi dui
Zhongtu de yingxiang” ¥ 3% & i %5 JiF 4 F 4 P L 69 &, Xinjiang daxue xuebao (shehuikexue
ban) #f 5% kK £ 23 (4 FH28r) 32.1 (March, 2004): 100-105.
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realities, especially in view of the fact that in the introduction the author discusses the
issue of Buddhism contesting ideas with non-Buddhist religious practices.

Second, as argued in the introduction, the concept of ganying plays an essential
role in this, indeed of every, miracle tales collection. It comes first in the list of
religious themes identified in the introduction and is carefully traced by the author in
the texts of the tales. However, in some tales this theme could be further emphasized.
For example, in the stories about the nuns Huimu Z£K (story 90, pp. 212-214) and
Tanhui 2= (story 99, pp. 223-225), their diligent religious practice could also be
considered a kind of “stimulus,” as a result of which they are capable of evoking a
“response”—eventually they successfully become members of the Buddhist monastic
community. The nun Tanhui achieves excellence in meditation practice at an early age,
and her achievements are later recognized by the monk Kalayasas who encourages her
to become a nun, as eventually she does. In the case of Huimu this “response” comes
under the form of radiance, visions of a celestial person and dreams of the Buddha.
These “responses” serve the purpose of affirming the nuns’ place in the religious
community achieved because of their persistent and sincere religious practice. The
miracles in the nuns’ lives are not simply a demonstration of divine and extraordinary
powers. For them miracles are an “answer” and a confirmation from the divine realm
of their eligibility to be fully accepted into the Buddhist monastic community. Hereby
I see the much deeper meaning the miraculous events have in the lives of the Chinese
nuns than they have in the lives of the monks. The importance of the miracles is in the
expression of their determination displayed in the Buddhist practice, which is a way
to prove themselves as religious practitioners, showing them as capable of religious
cultivation as monks; the miracles are also a means by which we see these women
situated in the context of the expectations from traditional Chinese society, proving that
they can be nuns and still receive benevolent approval of their choice of life style.

Aside from the above two points, there are also minor differences in translating
the term shenyi #fi52. It has been translated in three different ways: “divine anomaly,”
(p. 110) “numinous anomalies” (p. 88, n. 121; p. 91, n. 142) and “divine wonders,”
(p- 91, n. 141) with the translation on page 91 notes 141 and 142 referring to the same
section shenyi in Fayuan zhulin {£3GEF K. While all these translations are similar, the
translation of key terms should be unified; or, if there is a reason for the differences in
translation, probably a note could be added explaining why one translation is preferred
to another.

Viewed as a whole, Signs from the Unseen Realm is an excellent achievement
from which both scholars and students from a wide range of specialization can benefit.
While I will come back to this work many more times for my personal research, I am
also looking forward to Robert Ford Campany’s next publication.
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