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Bianhong, Mastermind of Borobudur?
Hiram Woodward
Walters Art Museum 

Bianhong, a native of Java, arrived in Chang’an in 780. The brief 
Chinese biography of Huiguo (746–805), the monk who studied with 
the prolific esoteric master Amoghavajra and was in turn the teacher 
of Kūkai (774–835), states that Bianhong 辨弘 came from Holing (Java) 
and presented Huiguo with a copper cymbal, two conches, and four 
vases, expressing interest in the teachings of the Womb Mandala.1 
According to Kūkai—a towering figure in the history of Japanese 
Buddhism—Bianhong had already studied esoteric texts in Java, and in 
Chang’an, Huiguo initiated him into the Womb (but not the Diamond) 
Mandala.2 (Kūkai was initiated into both.) It is not known whether 
Bianhong ever went home to Java.

The hypothesis that Bianhong did return and was involved in 
the design of Borobudur was proposed by Hudaya Kandahjaya.3 Brief 
inscriptions on Borobudur’s covered base belong on palaeographic 
grounds to the 820s, and it has been suggested that the monument 
was founded by King Warak (r. 803–827).4 Bianhong could well have 
participated in planning sessions in the early 800s. To the question, 
“Was Bianhong the mastermind?” the answer is surely, “Quite possibly.” 
Still, since the true answer is essentially unknowable, the question is 
not really a good one. More fundamental are two distinct matters, one 
being the degree to which the monument should be understood in a 
Chinese context, the other being whether there is a tantric element. 

In regard to tantric, or Mantrayāna, elements, a case can surely be 
made that by 800 there was awareness of esoteric texts in Central Java. 
There were the texts Bianhong himself studied before his departure to 
China. Very likely the excerpts from such texts as the Mahāvairocana-
sūtra (also known as the Mahāvairocana-abhisaṃbodhi-tantra) preserved 
in Java in the Sang Hyang Kamahāyānan Mantranaya were circulating 
in the eighth century.5 Evidence dating from the 790s indicates that 
there were links between central Java and the Abhayagiri Monastery 
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in Sri Lanka, where Amoghavajra was presumably in residence in the 
740s.6 (He returned to China in 745, where he died in 774.) Finally, 
the inscription found less than a hundred meters from Borobudur, 
discussed by Hudaya Kandahjaya in his contribution to this issue of 
Pacific World, may be considered a dhāraṇī with esoteric content, and 
it shows that Buddhists following the Mantrayāna were active in the 
vicinity of the monument.7 That the Buddhists who planned Borobudur 
were ignorant of these currents is improbable. On the other hand, 
the content of the reliefs at Borobudur is not esoteric. It depends on 
a scripture concerning the law of cause and effect (a Karmavibhaṅga), 
the Lalitavistara, the Jātakamālā and other jātaka and avadāna texts, 
the Gaṇḍavyūha, and the Samantabhadracārya-praṇidhana (Vows of the 
Bodhisattva Samantabhadra, the Bhadracarī).8 The monument, in its 
overall thrust, surely conforms with the doctrines of the Avataṃsaka-
sūtra, of which the Gaṇḍavyūha and the Bhadracarī are the final parts. 
(Sometimes the arrangement of the buddhas overlooking the galleries, 
with jinas of the center and of the four directions of space, is considered 
evidence of esoteric content, but these buddhas may simply be 
buddhas who have descended from pure lands in various galaxies to 
pay homage to the teaching.) All this means that the planners must 
have chosen one of several paths: they could have suppressed all 
knowledge of the Mantrayāna in their efforts to create a monument 
proclaiming Avataṃsaka (Ch. Huayan) tenets; or, they could have 
embraced certain Mantrayāna beliefs but re-interpreted them in 
their own way; or, on the other hand, they could have decided they 
wanted to build a monument that simultaneously had dual or multiple 
meanings, or, perhaps, meanings specifically outer, inner, and secret.9 
If Bianhong was an important player in the decision-making process, 
this last alternative is the only one possible—though it could be added 
that he likely regarded the Avataṃsaka content as both undergirding 
and totally consistent with his own beliefs. All of this supposes that 
Borobudur presents a coherent message, that it is not the product of one 
ideology grafted onto another in the course of construction. Although 
there is evidence of changes in plans while the monument was being 
built, the upper terraces and the galleries in their final form must have 
been planned together; otherwise there would not have been seventy-
two panels devoted to the Bhadracarī on the fourth gallery and seventy-
two latticed stūpas on the terraces.10 Of course, to the possibilities just 
listed above, various nuances could be added, such as that Borobudur’s 
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Avataṃsaka was already tantricized, and so there was not necessarily 
a strong consciousness of two distinct paths.

As for China, the very fact that Bianhong is a historical figure 
implies the existence of forgotten Javanese monks who also traveled 
to China. Once a Chinese factor is assumed, many conjectures can be 
made about the meaning of Borobudur, and discussion will be found in 
the pages that follow concerning the design of the terraces, the role of 
assemblies (hui, 會), cause and fruit, sudden enlightenment, and other 
matters. It has to be granted, however, that identifying elements for 
which no other explanation can be found than knowledge of Chinese 
thinking is a somewhat different matter, simply because there survives 
so much more evidence on the Chinese side than on the Indian. An 
example is the matter of the Gaṇḍavyūha–Bhadracarī sequence, the 
first text depicted in the reliefs of the second and third galleries, the 
second on the fourth. These two scriptures had existed independently 
until brought together in the eighth century, perhaps not until the 
creation of the text sent by the ruler of Uḍra (modern Orissa) to the 
emperor of China in 795. This was translated in Chang’an by Prajña 
in 796–798.11 The Bhadracarī illustrations at Borobudur best conform 
in certain details to the text translated by Prajña.12 Bianhong arrived 
in China in 780, but nothing is known about how long he stayed. If he 
was still there in 796, then he could have studied the text with Prajña 
and returned with it to Java. On the other hand, ties between Java and 
Orissa are attested by art-historical evidence, and recent excavations 
at the site of Udayagiri will doubtless strengthen the evidence for close 
communication.13 Therefore the text translated by Prajña could have 
reached Java directly from Orissa, without any Chinese connection at 
all.

My focus will be on Borobudur’s upper terraces. Since their design 
is unique in the Buddhist world and because they are relatively mute—
especially in comparison with the illustrations of the identified Buddhist 
texts in the gallery spaces below—there is no way to understand them 
without making imaginative leaps. The interpretations I have made in 
the past, as they are the basis for the proposals in this paper, will be 
first reviewed. Then I shall focus on the place of the alphabet diagram 
(prastāra), as found in esoteric texts, in the designing of the terraces, 
and on the implications this dependence has for the understanding of 
Borobudur.
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INTERPRETING THE TERRACES

Early on, I suggested that the designers of Borobudur were familiar 
with the story of the demonstration by the Huayan master Fazang 
(643–712) of the nature of the dharmadhātu (“truth realm”).14 He placed 
ten mirrors in a room, four on the walls, four in the corners, one 
on the ceiling, and one on the floor. In the middle he put a Buddha 
image lit by a bright torch. Fazang installed a permanent version of 
his mirrored hall at the Jianfu Temple in Chang’an, which Bianhong 
presumably visited, since it was still in existence in 814.15 Fazang is said 
to have declared: “Your majesty, this is a demonstration of Totality in 
the Dharmadhatu. . . . [I]n each and every reflection of any mirror you 
will find all the reflections of all the other mirrors, together with the 
specific Buddha image in each, without omission or misplacement. . . . 
right here we see an example of one in all and all in one—the mystery 
of realm embracing realm ad infinitum is thus revealed.”16

This led to my supposition that the stūpas of the Borobudur 
terraces were originally gilded, or intended to be gilded—a proposal 
unlikely ever to be demonstrable archaeologically because the stūpas 
would have been covered with plaster before any gilding was applied. 
They reflected not only each other but also the visitor, who saw his 
own reflection mingled with the sight of the Buddha Vairocana inside. 
This visitor, it can be imagined, has become an inhabitant (vihārin) of 
the pavilion of Maitreya.17 In the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra the Bodhisattva 
Maitreya gives the pilgrim Sudhana a tour of this pavilion (kūṭāgāra), a 
tour depicted in an extensive sequence of reliefs in Borobudur’s third 
gallery. There, however, the visitor to the monument perceives the 
architectural elements of the tower as a tourist would but not as a true 
inhabitant—an enlightened being for whom everyday experience is 
no different from the pavilion. For such a person the entire world is 
like Indra’s net, “where principal and satellites reflect one another,” 
representing “the nature of things manifesting reflections multiplied 
and remultiplied in all phenomena, all infinitely.”18 This understanding 
is like the samādhi (concentration) of oceanic reflection (sāgara-
mudrā-samādhi), which the Buddha had entered before he uttered the 
Avataṃsaka-sūtra —especially if imagined as a nighttime sea become 
suddenly calm and reflecting the stars.19 The Chinese title for the 
Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra was “Entering the Dharmadhātu Chapter,” and it can 
be said that on the Borobudur terraces, the visitor has actually entered 
the dharmadhātu.
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An argument made subsequently was that was that the three rings 
of 16, 24, and 32 stūpas could be understood as alluding to the sun, the 
moon, and the planets and stars, the latter comprising five-times-five 
planets and the seven stars of the Big Dipper, in accordance with a 
Daoist sequence that culminates in “pacing the mainstay” (bugang, 步
綱).20 These celestial bodies, the “Three Originals,” can also be found 
inside the human body, below the navel. At the same time, I proposed 
that the circular configuration of the perforated stūpas indicated a 
familiarity with the cakrākṣara, “wheel letters” or circle of phonemes, 
as illustrated in a text in Chinese attributed to Amoghavajra (T. 1020), 
but I did not attempt to explain the meaning or function of the wheel 
(fig. 1). In addition, I argued that the square- and diamond-shaped 
openings in the stūpas were also breaths, which the Javanese initiation 
text the Advaya Sādhana describes as having geometrical shapes.21 

Figure 1. Cakrākṣara with the forty-two letters of the 
Arapacana syllabary, as it appears in the Chinese text 
T. 1020. Reproduced from Lokesh Chandra, “Saṅ Hyaṅ 
Kamahāyānikan,” in Lokesh Chandra, Cultural Horizons of 
India, vol. 4 (New Delhi: International Academy of Indian 
Culture and Aditya Prakashan, 1995), 402.
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There is yet another connection that can be proposed, one that 
appeared in my publications of 2004 and 2005.22 This is that the three 
terraces are like the cakras of the interior yogic anatomy in the Yoginī 
tantras and in kuṇḍalinī yoga: they are imaginable as lotuses, each petal 
bearing a letter. 

LETTER DIAGRAMS

It has long been apparent that the numbers of the perforated 
stūpas on the three terraces correspond to those of a simple grid of 81 
squares, in which the outermost ring has 32 squares and the ones next 
to it 24 and 16 squares.23 Interpretations of the numbers of stūpas on the 
terraces, 16, 24, and 32, for a total of 72, have to take into account that 
the numbers were generated by this grid. What we don’t know is the 
form in which such a grid became known to the Borobudur designers 
and what its associated content was. I propose that the grid was known 
in the form of a letter diagram (prastāra).

Such a letter diagram has been reconstructed by Toru Tomabechi 
on the basis of the Tibetan text of the Uttarottara-tantra of the Sarva
buddhasamāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvara.24 Figure 2 is a re-drawing of Toma
bechi’s diagram, substituting Roman letters for Devanagari, and adding 
numbers that represent the order of the letters in the Sanskrit alphabet. 
The lost “root” Sarvabuddhasamāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvara is thought to 
be the text briefly described by Amoghavajra in his Introduction to the 
Yoga of the Eighteen Sections of the Vajraśekhara-tantra (T. 869), which has 
been translated into English by Rolf Giebel.25 The same letter diagram 
appears in a Hindu tantra, the Vīṇāśikha-tantra, with which the Buddhist 
text must bear a close relationship. This tantra, which can be read in an 
English translation by Teun Goudriaan, is one of the texts claimed by a 
Cambodian inscription of 1052 to have been used in a ceremony of 802, 
250 years previously—a claim that might be considered dubious, were 
it not for the fact of knowledge of the comparable Buddhist tantra in 
mid-eighth-century China.26 In both of these texts, the letter diagram 
exists for the primary purpose of extracting a mantra.27 The identity 
of the mantra can be disguised when it is described in terms of the 
position of the phonemes in the letter diagram.

There is a third such prastāra, one found inscribed on stone slabs 
at the Buddhist temple of Bat Cum at Angkor in Cambodia (fig. 3).28 It 
has only been published in the form of a sketch, in which the Khmer 
characters are replaced by Roman letters, and lacunae indicated with 
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Figure 2. Letter diagram (prastāra) according to the Sarvabuddhasamāyoga, 
as reconstructed by Toru Tomabechi, redrawn with numbers indicating 
the order of the letters in the Sanskrit alphabet.

conjectures in parentheses. Very likely it dates from 953, the date 
of the Buddhist inscription at Bat Cum—though it is sometimes held 
that the site was originally that of a Hindu temple constructed early 
in the tenth century.29 This diagram is of great importance because 
the outlines of lotuses are inscribed in the grid: this means that it is 
possible to imagine the letters in a circle, on the petals of a lotus, and 
to visualize them in three dimensions, one lotus above the other.

In the diagram (fig. 2), kṣaṃ appears in the center; kṣa is considered 
a fiftieth letter, added to the Sanskrit alphabet in tantric texts to 
make a more satisfying number than 49.30 Eight letters (numbers 
42–49 in the alphabet) lie in the innermost square, then letters 1–16, 
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the 16 vowels, in the middle square, and finally the 24 letters 17–40 
in the outer square. The missing letter is m, letter 41, the last of the 
twenty-five consonants. The forty-nine letters cannot be figured in 
such a diagram without adjustments. George Cœdès, who published 
the Bat Cum diagram (fig. 3), had thought the missing letter was k, 
the first consonant. Other than this, and the absence of a letter in the 
center, the only difference in the Bat Cum diagram is the location of 
the vowels 7 to 10, which start in the southeast corner in Tomabechi’s 
reconstruction and in the northwest corner in the Cambodian design.

Figure 3. Reconstruction by George Cœdès of a lithic inscription found 
at Bat Cum, Angkor, showing a letter diagram (prastāra). The numbers 
(indicating the order of the letters in the Sanskrit alphabet) have been 
added. After G. Cœdès, “Un yantra récemment découvert à Angkor,” 
Journal Asiatique 240 (1952): 465–477.
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The alphabet diagram is the matrix from which any mantra can 
be derived.31 It may also be considered to represent the emanation of 
speech, beginning with the supreme aum and extending to the primary 
phonemes, as well as an ideal totality. In the Chinese text, the place 
of the assembly (hui, 會) for the teaching of the Sarvabuddhasamāyoga-
ḍākinījālasaṃvara is a “mantra palace” (zhenyan gongdian, 眞言宮殿).32 
Perhaps this mantra palace is the letter diagram itself. In the Tibetan 
text, an aspect of the diagram is called a gźal yas khaṅ, equivalent to 
Sanskrit kūṭāgāra, a word that of course had great significance for the 
Borobudur planners.33

Knowledge of the prastāra helped shape the design of the terraces. 
If this argument is granted, then it has to be asked how much of its 
content carried over. Surely there is sound of some sort on the terraces; 
this is especially the case if the openings in the stūpas really are breaths. 
In Kūkai’s words, “No sooner does the inner breath of living beings 
vibrate the air of the external worlds than there arises voice (shō [聲, 
sheng, “voice”]).”34 The nature of the sounds may be open to dispute, 
however. They could be basic phonemes, just as in the prastāra. They 
might be a selection of these phonemes, re-arranged in the form of 
either three different mantras or a single mantra of 72 syllables.35 The 
syllables of a mantra could indeed be visualized in circle, corresponding 
to a ring of stūpas at Borobudur. Finally, the sounds could be those of 
discursive speech, if this speech is mantra-ized, so that its very sounds 
stand for the apprehension of Truth. Here arises the question of the 
Bhadracarī and of how the 72 panels correspond to the 72 stūpas.

It is contended here that the sounds are those of an extended 
alphabet. After all, this is the most direct way to deal with the 
planners’ understanding of the prastāra. The sixteen stūpas are the 
sixteen vowels, sounds that are the first to emanate, and which may be 
conceived spatially as the most celestial of the sounds.36 In the second 
ring are the sounds characterized by an increased degree of voiceness, 
namely the consonants.37 Since there are 25 consonants (letters 17–41) 
and only 24 spots, the letter m must be missing, just as in the prastāra. 
There is a passage in the Mahāvairocana-sūtra (or, at least, in the 
Tibetan text) that could be considered corroborative evidence, because 
it also omits the letter m. The consonants plus the eight semivowels 
and spirants (letters 42–49) are said in the commentary to the passage 
to be emblems of aspects of the “intrinsic nature of emptiness.”38 So 
that there are 32 rather than 33 letters and the absence of m is not 
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immediately apparent, the nasals (ṅ, ñ, ṇ, n, plus m if it were there) are 
pulled out of their ordinary sequence and put at the end. 

That leaves the third ring, which at Borobudur has 32 stūpas. 
But there are only eight letters left, the semivowels and spirants. 
Augmenting the alphabet so that it conforms to an ideal number is 
well attested; vowels can be divided in half, for instance, and nasalized 
sounds added at the end.39 No alphabet with 72 phonemes has been 
found, but here it is proposed that at Borobudur the third ring was 
identified with the semivowels and spirants, letters 42–49, each 
followed by the sounds a, ā, aṃ, and aḥ (8 x 4), a means found in the 
Mahāvairocana-sūtra to turn 25 consonants into 100 letters.40

CELESTIAL BODIES

Having constructed a provisional alphabetic sequence of phonemes, 
it must be asked what these sounds stand for: first, celestial bodies, 
and second, something more elusive—in the words just quoted, aspects 
of the intrinsic nature of emptiness. An allusion to celestial bodies is 
incontrovertible, even if there may be a question about which bodies 
are at stake. In the Vīṇāśikha-tantra, the following verses appear, in 
connection with the prastāra:

248. anenādhiṣṭhitaṃ devi cakravat parivartate |
	 yathā tāragaṇaṃ sarvaṃ grahanakṣatramaṇḍalam ||
249. dhruvādhiṣṭhitaṃ tat sarvam acalaṃ paravartate |
	 tadvac charīraṃ devasya sarvabījagaṇaṃ hi yat ||

This is translated by Goudriaan as follows:
248. (this whole system) revolves like a wheel under His presidence,  
	 just like the complete host of stars, the orbit of planets and celes- 
	 tial bodies,
249. the whole of which, presided by the Pole Star, revolves although  
	 being immovable. In the same way the body of the God which is  
	 identical with the complete host of Bījas [“seed syllables”].41

Transporting the prastāra (with its numerical sequence of 1, 8, 16, and 
24) to the Borobudur terraces, the central and surrounding stūpas 
would be visualized as follows:

(1) Pole star (dhruva)
(16) Stars (tāra)
(24) Planets (graha)
(32) Lunar mansions (nakṣatra)
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Here the numerology holds for the lunar mansions, if their number is 
augmented from 27 or 28 to the ideal number 32. As the structure of the 
prastāra is like that of the sacred diagram (the Vāstupuruṣa Mandala) 
used in consecrating the site upon which a temple is to be built, the 
literature on this subject can be considered relevant—especially the 
fact that Utpala, in his commentary on the Bṛhat Saṃhitā, repeated 
some of the nakṣatra in order to turn a list of 27 or 28 into a list of 32.42 

In Indian thought, the number 16 has had an enduring association 
with the moon.43 A day, sunrise to sunrise, has 24 hours, and the day 
replicates the year.44 This means that a correlation proposed by Mark 
Long and Caesar Voûte is very likely the correct one:

(16) Moon
(24) Sun
(32) Lunar mansions45

My thinking has changed since 1999, when I proposed that the 
configuration 16-24-32 was actually dependent upon knowledge of a 
Daoist sequence (sun; moon; 5 x 5 planets plus seven stars of the Big 
Dipper).46 Since the Borobudur design, instead (it is argued here), arose 
from the alphabet grid, what can be said is that when Bianhong went to 
China he might have become aware of other interpretations and that he 
would have considered them evidence of the fundamental universality 
of the prastāra. If, indeed, Huiguo had performed the Daoist kaozhao 
考召, “inspecting [demons] and summoning [spirits],” as Michel 
Strickmann believed, then Bianhong could have become aware of the 
cosmic significance of the numbers 16, 24, and 32 through his teacher.47 
Strickmann, however, may have misunderstood the meaning of the 
characters kao and zhao in Huiguo’s biography.48 Also arguing against 
such a scenario is the fact that although there is plenty of evidence for 
the incorporation of the seven stars into Buddhist practice, that seems 
not to have extended to the number 32.49 

There could have been, however, reinforcement of the cosmic 
aspect elsewhere. The mingtang of the Empress Wu (625–705), a 
Buddhist adaptation of a Han-dynasty ceremonial structure, was no 
longer in existence during the period of Bianhong’s stay, and so we 
need not be concerned with its actual appearance but, instead, the 
visual image that formed in his head as he heard about it. Firstly, the 
name mingtang could have been understood as *vidyā-kūṭāgara, that 
is, the tower of Maitreya permeated by the sound of mantras. Then 
Bianhong learned that the mingtang was many storied, square below, 
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like the earth, and round above, like heaven. Lastly he heard that on 
the ceiling of the round part were depictions of the sun, the moon, 
and the other heavenly bodies (riyue xing chen, 星辰星辰).50 Bianhong’s 
mental image of these heavenly bodies could well have corresponded 
to the eventual Borobudur.

There is an additional possibility. Bianhong was told that a water 
clock had been part of the mingtang complex. If this water clock 
resembled the well-documented Song-dynasty example, then it had 
a great wheel with 72 spokes, and among the lesser wheels, one had 
16 lugs for striking the double-hours of the day by bells and drums.51 
The visual relevance of these wheels would have been appreciated 
by Bianhong, who could have seen in them not only echoes of disks 
bearing letters but representations of the simultaneity of past, present, 
and future.

THE NATURE OF PHENOMENA

The letters of the alphabet can be arranged in three rings, as seen so 
far, as well as in other sorts of diagrams and in a single ring, in the form 
known as a cakrākṣara. There was a long textual tradition of cakrākṣara, 
and it is here proposed that to the prastāra all the established meanings 
of the cakrākṣara adhered. This traditional single-ring alphabet was not 
the regular Sanskrit alphabet, however, but another with 42 characters, 
known as the Arapacana syllabary, which originated in northwestern 
India.52 

In the Gaṇḍavyūha, the pilgrim Sudhana visits the Good Friend 
Śilpābhijña, a scene depicted in panel II.119, on the main wall of the 
second gallery at Borobudur. Śilpābhijña’s instructions are based on a 
forty-two-character cakrākṣara. His opening words are: 

so’vocat-ahaṃ kulaputra śilpābhijñāvato bodhisattvavimokṣasya lābhī | 
tasya me kulaputra mātṛkāṃ vācayamānasya akāramakṣaraṃ pari
kīrtayato bodhisattvānubhāvena asaṃbhinnaviṣayaṃ nāma prajñā
pāramitāmukhamavakrāntam |53

He said, “Son of Good Family, I have obtained higher knowledge of 
the arts and sciences of bodhisattva liberation. While reading the 
alphabet, Son of Good Family, when I enunciate the syllable a by the 
power of a bodhisattva, I enter a gate of perfected wisdom named 
pure sphere.”54

In Thomas Cleary’s translation from the Chinese: 
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“I have attained an enlightening liberation with higher knowledge of 
arts. In uttering the phonemes, as I pronounce A, by the associative 
power of an enlightening being [i.e., bodhisattva] I enter a door of 
transcendent wisdom called sphere of totality.”55 

Śilpābhijña then runs through the remaining 41 phonemes. Let us focus 
on the letter ṇ, the 36th phoneme (picked out because the Sanskrit 
contains the term cakrākṣara). The text reads:

ṇakāraṃ parikīrtayataḥ cakrākṣarākārakoṭivacanaṃ nāma prajñāpāra–
mitāmukhamavakrāntam |

“When I enunciate the syllable ṇa, I enter a gate of perfected wisdom 
named speech of the limit of forms of the wheel of syllables.”56

In Cleary’s English, again from the Chinese:
. . . pronouncing Na, I enter a door of transcendental wisdom called 
voicing the millions of configurations of the wheel of phonemes. . . .57

There are two Chinese texts based upon the visit to Śilpābhijña, T. 1019 
and 1020, both ascribed to Amoghavajra.58 T. 1019 takes the passages 
concerning the 42 phonemes and augments each of them. Śikṣānanda’s 
Chinese translation of the Gaṇḍavyūha text concerning the letter ṇ is:

唱拏嬭可切字時。入般若波羅蜜門
T. 279, 10.418b21: 名觀察字輪有無盡諸億字

T. 1019 takes the Gaṇḍavyūha text as a starting point and adds to it. 
Here is the entry for the phoneme ṇa in its entirety: 

T. 1019, 19.708c10: Na 儜上字時。
T. 1019, 19.708c11: 入字輪積集倶胝字般若波羅蜜門。
T. 1019, 19.708c12: 悟一切法離諸諠諍無往無來行住坐臥不可得故

The addition comes from a passage concerning ṇa in a cakrākṣara in 
the Śatasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā:

T. 220, 5.302c11: 悟一切法離諸喧諍無往無來行住坐臥不可得故。

The entire T. 1019 passage means something like “Pronouncing ṇa 
and entering the Prajñāpāramitā gate called ‘voicing the millions of 
configurations of the cakrākṣara,’ I realize (wu, 悟) that all dharmas are 
other than various noisy arguments, are neither coming nor going, 
[and that] standing, walking, sitting, [and] lying down cannot be 
perceived [in them].”60 

The passage combines a positive idea—that ṇa stands for all 
possible (sacred?) speech—with a negative one, that phenomena 
cannot be pinned down. Dharmas, in the plural, are phenomena, 

59
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or more specifically, the finite number of mental elements that 
comprise consciousness.61 What is at stake is the “empty” nature of 
these elements: the enlightened mind realizes not only that standing, 
walking, and so forth cannot be identified with phenomena when their 
true nature is understood, but that no such verbal entities apply at all. 

It would seem, logically, that the perforated stūpas of the terraces 
should be identified as the “gates” of the text. The image that arises, 
however, from the Sanskrit term mukha, or face, and the Chinese men 
門, or gate, seems to fit the Borobudur gates that are passed through 
in the ascent from one gallery to the next so well that it could even 
be said that that the Javanese architects were aware of the meaning 
of both terms and that both contributed to the design. The correct 
interpretation, therefore, is that the inhabitant of the terraces has 
achieved the enlightened understanding of the nature of reality and 
that the stūpas are not the gates, or doors, which have already been 
entered and passed through. The perforated stūpa that hums the 
phoneme ṇa, in other words, contains only the ghosts of the absent 
concepts, the noisy arguments and the others. In the Sarvāstivādin 
count, which may have been followed at Borobudur, there are in fact 
seventy-two conditioned dharmas—but these wouldn’t actually be 
present on the terraces, only the proper understanding of each.62

The title of T. 1019 includes a host of terms and concepts that go 
beyond both the Gaṇḍavyūha and the Śatasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā:

Dafangguang fo Huayanjing Rufajiepin dunzheng Piluzhena fashen zilun 
yujia yigui

大方廣佛花嚴經入法界品頓證毘盧遮那法身字輪 瑜伽儀軌

Ritual Procedure for the Syllable-Wheel Yoga of Suddenly Realizing 
the Dharma-Body of Vairocana, from the “Entering the Dharmadhātu” 
Chapter of the Buddhāvataṃsaka-nāma-mahāvaipūlya-sūtra63 

What makes this a Mantrayāna text, it may be surmised, is that 
the wheel of letters is no longer merely a collection of signs. Instead, 
the very sounds of the phonemes embody a realization of the concepts 
they stand for, and this realization can be implanted or sealed through 
a ritual procedure (yigui, 儀軌). “Entering the Dharmadhātu” is the 
Chinese name for the Gaṇḍavyūha-sūtra, and the position is taken 
here (as in earlier publications) that on the Borobudur terraces we 
indeed enter the dharmadhātu. The title suggests that this entering is 
equivalent to “Suddenly Realizing the Dharma-Body of Vairocana.” 
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“Vairocana” is unproblematic: the identity of the terrace buddhas as 
the supreme cosmic Buddha Vairocana is what is generally assumed. 
Furthermore, the Mahāvairocana-sūtra contains a statement that 
connects the terrace buddhas (in dharmacakramudrā, the wheel-
turning gesture) with letters: “Thus this is a single wheel of letters, 
a single continuum, which revolves like a wheel. If the mantrin [one 
adept at mantra] knows that wheel of letters, he will always illumine 
[the world], like the Bhagavat Vairocana who turned the wheel.”64 Two 
remaining terms in the title, however, “suddenly realizing” (dunzheng, 
頓證) and “dharma-body” (fashen, 法身; dharmakāya) raise issues that 
can be described in this paper but not entirely resolved—issues in part 
Buddhological in nature, in part involving the question of the degree 
to which the terraces stand for different degrees of accomplishment 
and of how the central stūpa is to be differentiated from the perforated 
ones. 

The term “sudden,” or “instantaneous,” most commonly in dunwu 
頓悟, “sudden enlightenment,” figures prominently in discussions of 
Chan Buddhism. It was more a Chinese than an Indian concern, and 
analyzing suddenness on the basis of Sanskrit rather than Chinese 
texts is no simple matter.65 But the term was also important in the 
Mantrayāna, as is apparent in the title of T. 1019. And it is not absent 
in Perfection (pāramitā) Path Buddhism. It was the opinion of Zhidun 
(314–366) that sudden enlightenment (dunwu) takes place in the course 
of the seventh of the ten stages of the bodhisattva path; other Chinese 
Buddhists placed it after the eighth stage.66 Since the classic text 
outlining the ten stages, the Daśabhūmika-sūtra, is part of the Avataṃsaka 
compilation, looking at Borobudur as embodying the stages, with a 
significant break occurring at the seventh or eighth stage, is entirely 
appropriate. J. G. de Caparis presented an interpretation along these 
lines, but later in his career he seemed to pull away from it.67 

Allowing a degree of suddenness to the passage onto the plateau 
and upper terraces from Borobudur’s fourth gallery raises the question 
of whether the Mantrayāna sudden realization of the dharmakāya 
was somehow acknowledged. It is possible to understand Borobudur 
as simultaneously presenting two paths to a common goal. It is not 
necessary to trace one’s way through all the reliefs; the axial stairs 
provide a direct route. The pilgrim who directly ascends the stairs 
must be arriving symbolically at the same spiritual level as one who 
has traversed the galleries. But no content is specifically stated; there 
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is merely the experience of passing through the gates at each level, 
with their suggestion of processes of death and rebirth. A pilgrim who 
passes through the galleries can be said to be following the Perfection 
Path to enlightenment. What remains to be determined is the degree to 
which just climbing the stairs implies the existence of a simultaneous 
Mantrayāna gate.

This is one way of addressing the relationship between Avataṃsaka 
and Mantrayāna elements at Borobudur. T. 902, a brief text attributed 
to Amoghavajra, “A Complete Explication of the Meaning of Dhāraṇīs,” 
was translated by Paul Copp in his dissertation. It begins as follows:

For a hundred thousand koṭis of asaṃkhyeya kalpas, Thus-come 
Ones [tathāgatas, the buddhas] have concentrated their bodhi-
endowments and empowered the words and syllables (wenzi, 文字) 
of dhāraṇī true words (zhenyan, 眞言, mantra, Japanese Shingon). 
These [dhāraṇī-true-words] correspond to bodhisattvas of immediate 
awakening (dunwu, 頓悟), who immediately gather (dunji, 頓集) their 
endowment of merit and wisdom (fude zhihui ziliang, 福德 智慧 資糧, 
i. e. puṇyajñānasaṃbhāra). 
	 There are two forms of cultivation for those who would cultivate 
the bodhisattva way within the Great Vehicle and confirm (zheng, 證) 
the peerless bodhi-way. They consist of what is called cultivating to 
complete buddhahood by relying on the paramitas and cultivating 
to complete buddhahood by relying on true words, dhāraṇīs, and the 
three mysteries. 68 

The relatively common term puṇyajñāna appears in a Javanese 
inscription of 824 (the saṃbhāra considered implied) and is sometimes 
considered relevant to Borobudur.69 If the T. 902 passage is interpreted 
in the light of the architecture of the monument, it can be understood 
to mean that the accumulation of merit and wisdom takes place in 
the galleries, and, having reached their summit, the pilgrim has 
an opportunity for sudden enlightenment or for sudden gathering 
(considering the two terms as equivalents of each other). Stepping 
into the realm of the terraces, becoming a bodhisattva of sudden 
enlightenment, means complete identification with dhāraṇī-true-
words. It may be that he who relies on “true words, dhāraṇīs, and the 
three mysteries” can reach the terraces by the staircases, avoiding the 
gallery reliefs altogether. The content of the reliefs nevertheless stands 
for the puṇyajñānasaṃbhāra that entitles the bodhisattva of immediate 
awakening to enter the terraces. 
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The T. 1019 title speaks of “Suddenly Realizing the Dharma-Body of 
Vairocana.” There seems to be no simple way to resolve the matter of 
giving “body” names to the Borobudur buddhas. There are four levels:

crowning stūpa
buddhas of the perforated stūpas of the terraces
buddhas overlooking the galleries
Śākyamuni in the first-gallery reliefs

There are, however, only three bodies in most systems, nirmāṇakāya, 
sambhogakāya, and dharmakāya, and so either one of these classifications 
must do double duty or a four-body nomenclature needs to be invoked. 
The nirmāṇakāya appears in the first-gallery reliefs, depicting the life 
of the Buddha. The buddhas overlooking the galleries are in my view 
the sambhogakāya; like the buddhas of the Lotus Sutra, they are jinas 
who gather from pure lands in the various directions of space to honor 
the teaching. The buddhas depicted in the upper register of some 
of the Bhadracarī reliefs of the fourth gallery are the same buddhas, 
assembled for the same reason. (On the other hand, if the gallery 
buddhas are primarily thought to radiate as the result of the mental 
accomplishment of the terrace buddhas, they could be understood as 
the nirmāṇakāya.)

If both the gallery buddhas and the terrace buddhas are considered 
the sambhogakāya, then it would have to be said that on the terraces 
we have entered a pure land and that our relationship to the 
sambhogakāya has been transformed (buddhas above us, in the galleries; 
approachable, on the terraces). This would presumably accord with 
Huayan doctrine. As Fazang wrote in “Cultivation of Contemplation of 
the Inner Meaning of the Hua-yen: The Ending of Delusion and Return 
to the Source” (T. 1876): “1. Third is the contemplation of the mystic 
merging of mind (xin 心) and environment (jing 境). 2. Mind means 
mind without obstruction; 3. all Buddhas realize this, whereby they 
attain the body of reality (fashen 法身 dharmakāya). 4. Environment 
means environment without obstruction; 5. all Buddhas realize this, 
whereby they achieve a pure land (jingtu 淨土). 6. This means that the 
Buddhas’ body of reward (baoshen 報身, sambhogakāya) and the pure 
land on which it is based merge completely without obstruction.”70 For 
Fazang, the distinguishing feature of the dharma-body was that it was 
mental (xin, 心) while the sambhoga-body had location (jing, 境). The 
terrace buddhas have a location, conceivable as a pure land or perhaps 
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in the sun, moon, and lunar mansions. The crowning stūpa, in such a 
scheme, could stand for the dharmakāya. 

Perhaps Fazang would also have said that on the terraces we enter 
a Vairocana assembly (hui, 會). In a letter he wrote to his Korean friend 
Ŭisang, ca. 690–692, there is a passage that seems to offer a window 
onto popular Buddhism: “Humbly, I pray that in the generations to 
come, after we have left behind [these] bodies and received [others], 
together, in the Assembly of [Vai]Rocana, we may listen and receive 
such an inexhaustible and excellent Law and train in the practice of 
such inexhaustible vows of Samantabhadra.”71 Sometime in a future 
existence, that is, we will ascend to a Vairocana Assembly. There we 
will dwell in accordance with the Bhadracarī and with the sounds of the 
Bhadracarī. 

The Mantrayāna viewpoint is different. The title of T. 1019 speaks 
of immediately realizing the dharmakāya of the Buddha Vairocana, 
and so, perhaps, in agreement with the Mantrayāna position that the 
dharmakāya actually preaches and that word provides direct access to 
it, it is this body that is depicted. It was Kūkai who articulated a new 
vision of the dharmakāya, and quite possibly the T. 1019 title influenced 
his thinking.72 (Whether Bianhong and Kūkai might together have 
discussed this matter will never be known.) The invocation of the 
prastāra as shaping the design of Borobudur seems inexorably to lead 
to the conclusion that the terrace buddhas are the dharmakāya. One 
way to reconcile this position with the Huayan outlook would be to 
presume that Bianhong would have said, “Followers of the Perfection 
Path perceive a pure land, but those in the Mantra Path know this truly 
is the dharmakāya.”

Some other term, then, needs to be found to characterize the 
crowning stūpa—if indeed it stands for a buddha-body at all. The 
Old-Javanese text the Advaya-sādhana offers divārūpa, “being like 
the sky,” a condition superior to the sun and moon, and perhaps 
an equivalent to Mahāvairocana, as distinct from Vairocana.73 An 
alternative is to use a different term for the terrace buddhas, such 
as the bodhimaṇḍakāya, found in Buddhaguhya’s Mahāvairocana-sūtra 
commentary and defined by Hodge as “the abode of being which is the 
embodiment of All-knowing Awareness, taken on by Buddhas at the 
time of their Enlightenment.”74 This term is an attractive one, for it 
can be taken to allude to the moment of the original teaching of the 
Avataṃsaka-sūtra, said to have occurred immediately following the 
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Buddha’s enlightenment. Another alternative is to invoke the four 
bodies named at the end of Amoghavajra’s Introduction to the Yoga of the 
Eighteen Sections of the Vajraśekhara-tantra (T. 869): nirmāṇa-, sambhoga-, 
svabhāva-, and *niṣyanda-kāya.75

THE BHADRACARĪ

Fazang’s letter—just quoted—indicates that a Vairocana assembly 
is pervaded by the sounds of the Bhadracarī. And the fact that on the 
fourth gallery there are seventy-two panels illustrating the sixty-two 
stanzas of the extant text of the Bhadracarī confirms a place for this 
text on the terraces. If the sounds emitted on the terrace are really 
just phonemes, however, then, in accordance with conclusions already 
proposed, these phonemes would not simply denote the stanzas; the 
sound of each phoneme would itself contain the essence of the stanza, 
and be the seed from which its words have evolved.

The text of the Bhadracarī may itself provide clues to the nature of 
a sound beyond ordinary language, but the evidence is not clear cut. 
This is the fourth stanza:

teṣu ca akṣaya-varṇa-samudrāṃ-svarāṅga-samudra-rutebhiḥ
sarva-jināna guṇāṃ bhaṇamānas tāṃ sugatāṃ stavamī ahu sarvāṃ

This can be translated as follows: “And of them, with the sounds of 
the ocean of all voice qualities, I praise all those buddhas, by exalting 
the virtues of these buddhas, which are like oceans of imperishable 
phonemes.”76 The word varṇa need not be taken in the sense of “word” 
or “phoneme,” and so this translation is essentially a Mantrayāna 
interpretation. Two sounds are juxtaposed in the stanza, and in 
both cases the word “ocean” (samudra) figures: one sound is that of 
the speaker’s praise (an ocean), the other (oceans) is like that of the 
virtues (guṇa, qualities) of the buddhas. The second will always surpass 
the first, it seems, but if these two sounds can be melded into one—at 
least in a Mantrayāna reading—full identity and hence buddhahood is 
achieved. The oceanic aspect of the two sounds evokes the samādhi of 
oceanic reflection and suggests, again, the close connection between 
primal sound, the enlightened mind, and the Borobudur terraces.77

There is another sort of connection between the Bhadracarī stanzas 
and the latticed stūpas, also somewhat speculative in character. The 
Indian monk Atiśa (982–1052) arrived in Tibet in 1042, and there he 
composed a text known in English as Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. 
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Atiśa had earlier studied in Southeast Asia with Dharmakīrti, probably 
in Jambi, Sumatra, and determining the extent to which Dharmakīrti 
may actually have passed down teachings from a lineage traceable to 
the Buddhists responsible for Borobudur is a fascinating problem.78 
Lamp for the Path is a poem in sixty-eight stanzas outlining the Buddhist 
path, culminating (stanzas 60–68) in a brief explication of the vajra way 
(which by this time had progressed far beyond the Mantrayāna that 
figures in this paper). Stanza 8 is from a section intended to arouse the 
aspiration for buddhahood and runs as follows:

With the seven-part offering
From the [Prayer of] Noble Conduct [=Bhadracarī]
With the thought never to turn back
Till you gain ultimate enlightenment, . . .79

It was believed that the first twelve stanzas of the Bhadracarī (including 
stanza 4, translated above) outlined a seven-part practice of offerings. 
The question that is raised, therefore, is whether there might have 
been a tradition in Java and Sumatra that the Bhadracarī as a whole 
encapsulated the path to buddhahood.80

CAUSE AND EFFECT

That the nature of cause and effect was a matter of importance 
to the planners of Borobudur is apparent from the choice of text 
for the reliefs of the base, reliefs that were covered over after their 
completion.81 Actions and their fruits are depicted; taking life, for 
instance, is rewarded with a rebirth in a hell. Two kinds of question 
arise. One is the philosophical understanding of the nature of causation, 
or dependent origination (pratītya-samutpāda; yuanqi, 緣起); the other 
is whether the monument as a whole can be understood in terms of 
cause and effect.

According to Huayan teaching, comprehension was progressive. 
Putting the ultimate teaching about the nature of causation at the top 
of the list, the four stages of penetration were:

(4) Dharmadhātu (fajie, 法界) causation
(3) Tathāgatagarbha (rulai zang, 如來藏) causation
(2) Storehouse-consciousness (ālaya; laiye, 賴耶) causation
(1) Karmic (yegan, 業感) causation.82

The initial teaching corresponds to Borobudur’s covered base, with its 
scenes of cause and effect: this happens, then that. If the relationship 
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holds, the Mahāyāna doctrines of tathāgatagarbha and ālaya would 
be somehow implied by the gallery reliefs—though confirmation of 
this awaits discovery of a passage in the commentarial literature. 
On the terraces, we could say that there appear exactly the same 
events as depicted on the covered base, now properly understood as 
interreflective, simultaneously present, and ultimately alike, as in 
the dharmadhātu. Understood this way, Borobudur clearly embodies 
Huayan teachings about the nature of causation.

It is possible to see Borobudur as two distinct, similarly structured 
systems: the plateau = the covered base; the first ring of stūpas = the 
first gallery; likewise, the second and third; and the crowning stūpa = 
the fourth gallery. That the gallery system is cause, the terraces effect, 
is an interpretation that finds support in the religious currents of the 
late eighth century in Chang’an, as found within Huayan, for instance, 
in the writings of Chengguan (738–839), subsequently considered the 
fourth Huayan patriarch. If Bianhong remained in Chang’an in the 790s 
and was part of the circle of Prajña in the course of the Avataṃsaka 
translation project, he surely knew Chengguan. In one text within his 
vast output (T. 1882), Chengguan explicated a triad of deities, the two 
bodhisattvas Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra and the Buddha Vairocana, 
who together stand for the teachings of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra. Mañjuśrī 
and Samantabhadra represent (among much else) cause (yin, 因); 
Vairocana, meanwhile, is fruition (guo, 果).83 The two bodhisattvas 
appear at the end of the Gaṇḍavyūha and are depicted in the Borobudur 
reliefs, and Vairocana is the buddha within the perforated stūpas.

The Shingon Buddhism of Japan, founded by Kūkai, made a pair 
of mandalas, one the womb, based on the Mahāvairocana-sūtra, the 
other the diamond, based on the Sarvatathāgatatattvasaṃgraha. In 
Shingon thought, the Womb Mandala, which pairs Avalokiteśvara 
and Vajrapāṇi (rather than Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra), is cause; 
the Diamond Mandala is result.84 “The double maṇḍala tradition,” 
Charles Orzech has written, “probably arose in the generation after 
Pu-k’ung [Amoghavajra] . . . ”—that is, exactly the time Bianhong was 
in Chang’an.85 Historically speaking, the placement of the effect realm 
above the cause realm is likely to precede the Shingon arrangement, in 
which two painted mandalas are placed on facing walls.

This hypothesis is enriched and complicated by the existence of 
two large tenth-century cloth paintings from Dunhuang, now in the 
Musée Guimet, and only published in 1995.86 One of them depicts the 
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nine assemblies of the Huayan Sutra, precisely in the form seen in 
various Dunhuang caves. (An embroidery with this subject matter, 
“Seven Locations and Nine Assemblies” [Qichu jiuhui, 七處九會] was 
commissioned in Japan in 742.)87 The other has been described by 
Dorothy Wong as follows:

The second silk painting illustrates the Daśabhūmika chapter of the 
Huayan jing, enumerating the ten stages of bodhisattvahood. The 
only known depiction of this subject, the painting is divided into 
four registers, consisting of twelve scenes. The ten transcendent 
assemblies symbolic of the ten stages are shown from left to right, 
top to bottom. In the bottom register, the two extra squares show 
Samantabhadra in the lower left and Mañjuśrī in the lower right, 
flanking the assembly of Vairocana in the center. The presence of the 
boy Sudhana among the entourages of Samantabhadra and Mañjuśrī 
makes reference to the Gaṇḍavyūha, suggesting that the painting 
embodies the teachings of both the Daśabhūmika and Gaṇḍavyūha 
chapters of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra. In doctrinal terms, the painting is 
an exposition of the path of spiritual advancement, from a description 
of the progressive stages of bodhisattvahood to Sudhana’s pilgrimage 
and realization of enlightenment under the guidance of the two great 
bodhisattvas.88 

Wong goes on to state, “The French scholar Giès suggests that these 
two liturgical paintings are related to each other dialectically. Perhaps 
hung on temple walls facing each other as a ritual presentation, they 
set up a visual hierarchy analogous to the scholastic exposition of both 
a general theory and a scheme of practice.”89 

Since the two Guimet paintings are of somewhat different 
dimensions and seem not to have been painted by the same artist 
(although, believes Giès, they are the product of the same workshop), 
it cannot be stated with certainty that they formed a pair—though it 
seems quite likely. Elements in common with the Shingon mandalas 
include the pairing of bodhisattvas in one painting and the presence 
in the other of nine compartments (either nine assemblies or nine sub-
mandalas), a configuration no doubt indebted to a traditional Chinese 
one-and-eight arrangement.90 Since the theme of cause and effect 
seems so integral to the Huayan beliefs, the Shingon pair is likely to 
have been modeled upon a Huayan concept embodied at Borobudur 
in one way, in lost prototypes for the unique Guimet paintings in 
another.91 
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THE FUNCTION OF BOROBUDUR

Three occurrences of the Chinese term hui 會, assembly, appear to 
yield insights into Borobudur. One, the nine assemblies of the Huayan 
Sutra, has just been discussed. Another occurrence is in Fazang’s letter 
to Ŭisang, where the concept of the Vairocana assembly is found. 
The idea that the spirits of the deceased might dwell in a Vairocana 
Assembly permeated by the sounds of the Bhadracarī opens the way 
to a revival of an interpretation of the monument by J. G. de Casparis.

It could be presumed that on the Borobudur terraces the spirits are 
those of the royal ancestors, and that the monument, as De Casparis 
proposed, was a dynastic memorial.92 In 1985, Robert W. Hefner, in 
Hindu Javanese: Tengger Tradition and Islam, described funeral rites of 
the Tengger, a non-Islamicized people living in a remote mountainous 
part of eastern Java. Ceremonies are held not for individual ancestors 
but for a group, whose souls ascend to heaven, when purified by the 
chanting of a text.93 Analogously, the texts illustrated in Borobudur’s 
galleries ensure by their presence that the ancestors’ souls have been 
purified.

It is unlikely that the mere presence of the reliefs, however, is 
sufficient to purify the ancestors’ souls. We should imagine a tantric 
ceremony that committed the ancestors to service as overseers of 
the welfare of the kingdom and the dynasty. Bianhong need not have 
been the priest who carried out such a rite, but he could have been. 
That brings us, once again, to the relationship between Huayan and 
Mantrayāna elements and to the third occurrence of the word hui 
會. Amoghavajra’s Introduction to the Yoga of the Eighteen Sections of the 
Vajraśekhara-tantra (T. 869) is the text that includes the brief description 
of the Sarvabuddha­samāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvara, as the fifteenth assembly. 
Since the author recognizes that the eighteen sections prescribe 
different methods and rites, he needs to address the question of how 
they are compatible. The answer is provided in the conclusion: 

They [the eighteen assemblies] interpenetrate one another just as the 
radiance of the pearls of Indra’s net is reflected from one to another in 
endless progression. If the practitioner properly masters this general 
purport of yoga, he will be like the Buddha Vairocana, with every 
part of his body, every pore, each [of the thirty-two] characteristics 
and each [of the eighty] minor features [of a buddha], every stock of 
merit and every stock of wisdom [=puṇyajñānasaṃbhāra] abiding in 
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the state of fruition, proclaiming the Buddha’s teaching of yoga not 
shared with the Two Vehicles.94

In other words, Bianhong could well have carried out initiations at 
some distance from Borobudur, knowing full well that the Borobudur’s 
terraces embodied an ultimate truth, one conforming with the Huayan 
doctrine of Indra’s net, and one that fuses the deities invoked in his 
initiation, as well as the phonemes of the alphabet, the celestial bodies, 
and the stanzas of the Bhadracarī. 

Borobudur and Doctrinal Developments:  
A Broader Perspective

There is one other thing the terraces must embody, however, and 
that is the internal cakras of the mystic yogic anatomy found in the 
Yoginī tantras and in Hindu kuṇḍalinī yoga. To say this, however, is 
to open up disputed issues concerning the dating of texts, the role of 
Chinese influences, and the relationship between Buddhist and Hindu 
paths. It must also involve deciding whether Borobudur stood on a 
cutting edge, whether it was in the loop, or whether it was a relative 
backwater.

The Sarvabuddhasamāyogaḍākinījālasaṃvara is recognized as a 
pioneering text because it has a strong sexual element, and as studies 
of it appear, issues involving the development of the Yoginī tantras will 
no doubt be clarified.95 At any rate, if the Hevajra-tantra dates from no 
earlier than the late ninth century—a dating that can be reconciled 
with the art-historical evidence—then Borobudur could well represent 
an earlier phase of the cakra system.96 What the Sarvabuddhasamāyoga
ḍākinījālasaṃvara prastāra demonstrates is the degree to which the 
cakra system must have its roots in an alphabet diagram. This could 
well extend to the terminology if each of the three rings in the diagram 
is considered a cakrākṣara. Here is one way to see the system proposed 
at Borobudur evolving into the kuṇḍalinī system, with its cakras in the 
form of lotuses bearing letters on the petals (recognizing circularity 
in the discussion, because the kuṇḍalinī system has informed the 
Borobudur hypotheses):
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Borobudur Kuṇḍalinī yoga

Top ring: letters 1–16
(vowels)

Throat cakra: letters 1–16

Middle ring: letters 17–40 Heart (letters 17–28) and 
navel (29–36) cakras

Lowest ring: letters 42–49
(x 4)

Sex organs (letters 39–44)
and mūlādhāra (45–48)

The number of cakras in the Hevajra-tantra—four, at the head, throat, 
heart, and navel—matches up better, but the letters less well (except 
that the throat cakra likewise has sixteen petals).97 

In a recent, thorough study, Geoffrey Samuel concluded as follows: 
“We are unlikely ever to know precisely how the ‘internal yogas’ of 
Tantric Śaivism and Buddhism developed. All we can really say at 
this stage is (1) we have evidence for similar practices in China many 
centuries before our earliest Indian evidence, and we know that there 
had been several centuries of active interchange along the China-
Indian trade routes by the time that these practices appeared in India, 
and (2) from their earliest appearance in India, these practices were 
conceptualized (or reconceptualized) within a specifically Indian 
framework.”98 In terms of the material presented in this article, we 
know that Bianhong is likely to have understood that the cognate 
celestial bodies in Daoism (sun; moon; planets plus seven stars) can be 
found inside the body. It would not have been a difficult step to move 
them from below the navel to stages along a central channel in the 
body, in front of the spinal cord.99

Bianhong has probably already been credited with too much, 
however. There were other figures who might have been key inventors 
and synthesizers in the late eighth century. An excellent example is 
Śrīsiṃha, who was born in China, studied tantra on Mount Wutai, 
traveled to India, and at Bodhgaya uncovered tantric texts that had 
been sealed underneath the Buddha’s adamantine throne—that is, he 
wrote them.100 At any rate, it may be hoped that scholars who read and 
study texts will in the coming decades find ways to integrate Borobudur 
into histories of doctrinal developments.
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