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Preface

Since the time of Jin
through Southern and Northern regimes,
till our Tang Dynasty in addition,
from Chang' an noble monks
set out in groups of hundred persons,
not even ten of them returned.
Posterity cannot imagine

how hard the pioneers had been.

These lines are from Reverend Yijing’s ( (¥t ) poem “Sentiments of pilgrimage” ( { 3R/ ) ), describing that when ancient Chinese
pilgrims went to India in search of Buddha dharma, they set out in groups of hundred persons, but not even ten of them returned. In spite of such
tremendous loss of lives the pilgrims continued wave after wave. If we were to take Yijing’s words literally, we might have concluded that the
ratio of survival for these pilgrims was 10% which is alarming. However, Yijing only followed the conventional thinking in addition to his own
assessment without any precise survey of reliable data hence his description is just good for general reference. Of course, there is no denying the

fact that in ancient times China-India contacts were carried out in enormous difficulties with great sacrifice of human lives.

We can testify the perilous China—India contacts in ancient times by citing the Jin Dynasty (%] ) pilgrim, Reverend Faxian’s (¥ ) writing
Foguo Ji ( {(fENHE)Y , Account of the Buddha’s countries ) . Faxian was one of the earliest Chinese pilgrims to India in search of dharma. He

described how he and his companions started their journey thus:

We lefi Chang’ an ( $%°) and crossed the desert. There was neither a bird in the sky nor an animal on the ground. Surrounded by an endless
expanse of sand we did not know how to go forward. We judged the movement of the sun to ascertain the east and west direction. We followed

human skeletons on the ground as our road signs.
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Dear readers, imagine nowadays how people would react when they travel in strange land and see human skeletons on the ground? Surely, they
would hastily turn away from them and take a different direction to walk ahead. But, Faxian and his companions followed the human skeletons as
road signs because they knew wherever humans had died there would be the road towards India. They clearly knew the danger to their lives, but

they charged ahead courageously.

Interaction is a two—way traffic. If it was perilous for ancient Chinese to go to India, so was it for ancient Indians to come to China. There were a
number of “Biographies of eminent monks” ( { = f#1% ) ) published in various periods giving the names and deeds of eminent Chinese and
Indian monks in the Sino—Indian intercourse with many Indians listed and their outstanding stories highlighted. In 1924, when Liang Qichao ( 3%
Ja# ) delivered a speech in Beijing welcoming the great Indian writer, Rabindranath Tagore, he said there were 187 eminent Indian monks
coming to China to preach from 265 to 790 CE. If we resort to the 10% ratio of survival of ancient pilgrims we would get a picture of nearly 2000

monks from various parts of the Indian subcontinent coming to China to preach many of whom had perished on the way.

Chinese and Indian civilizations have been contacting each other for millennia. In ancient times, some people crossed the Himalaya and reached India.
Some tried the sea route and there was the phenomenon of “tihang chongyi ( FEATETPE) , ladder navigation and double interpretation” . What was
called “tihang (#fiii ) , ladder navigation” was coastal shipping, i.e., dividing the sea journey into several phases of short voyages by taking a boat
to a midway destination first, and then changing boats consecutively from one midway port to another till Indian shores were reached. What was called

“chongyi (1% ) , double interpretation” was the need of two or more interpreters translating from Chinese into another language by one and yet another
language by another interpreter to communicate with people of different lands. The majority of the people embarked on the journey along the China—India—
Europe artery which is what we now call the “Silk Road” . They started from Luoyang ( #FH ) or Chang’ an, crossed the great desert of Xinjiang (
& ) , and entered India from Afghanistan. Yijing and his early contemporary, Xuanzang ( Z2%& ) | as well as the even earlier Faxian took this route in
their onward journey. In their return journey, Xuanzang came back to China retracing his own footprints while Faxian and Yijing took the sea route all
with a good deal of slog. Faxian boarded a foreign ship which encountered a terrible storm in the Pacific Ocean. His fellow—passengers panicked and

wanted to throw the lone Buddhist monk that was Faxian overboard to pacify the furious sea god. Faxian could return to China alive only by the protection




of the owner of the ship. Yijing said in the above quote that “Posterity cannot imagine how hard the pioneers had been” seems to address us who live

in the world today: “Hi, you juniors, can you imagine how hard it was to have China~India contacts in ancient times?!”

It sounds rather passive to highlight the difficulties and sacrifice of the ancients. From a positive perspective, all this demonstrates the affection
between the two great civilizations of China and India. During the 6th century, the would-be patriarch of Chan Buddhism in China, Bodhidharma,
was directed by his guru to go to  “Zhenda ( % H.) , Cinasthana” (after he attained perfection in his cultivation of enlightenment) to help eradicate
calamity. This is the manifestation of ardent affection on the part of Indian civilization to its Chinese twin. The term  “Zhenda ( 7% H ) , Cinasthana”

is itself an expression of the “China fever” of ancient India. We know the present international name “China” originated from the treatise,
Arthashastra, authored by Kautilya/Chanakya, the prime minister of the Maurya Dynasty. Arthashastra was the birthplace of “Cina” from
which “China” was derived. This term “Cina” had its Indian derivations of “Mahacina” (meaning “great China” ), “Cinasthana” ,
and “Mahacinasthana” all of which gleam with affection for China. Bodhidharma came to China from the sea. He was not treated with enough
hospitality and courtesy when he reached Kuangzhou (J7"M| ) and Nanjing ( #%% ) . He went to Henan ({1/® ) and performed a renowned
feat called “mian bi jiunian ( TAIEE JLAE ) , facing the rock for nine years” on Mount Songshan ( #5111 ) in Henan, i.e., meditating at the
same spot with great concentration for nine years. Today, there is a piece of rock exhibited at the Shaolin Monastery ( 2> #K =¥ ) the surface
of which is slightly curved in to show the impression of a sitting human figure. This is said to be the rock faced by Bodhidharma for nine years
during his meditation, and the human impression is said to have been created by the spiritual power of Bodhidharma. (Actually, it is the replica
of that rock, and the original is supposed to be preserved in the Imperial Palace Museum in Beijing.) If all this is true it is the realization of the
Chinese saying “jingcheng suozhi, jin shi wei kai ( #§#{ff 2, 447 A JF) , spiritual force can pierce into metals and stones” . There
are innumerable incredible stories of such kind about Bodhidharma which we have to believe with a pinch of salt. All of them demonstrate the

affection between the Chinese and Indian civilizations.

Dear readers, you must have been rather inquisitive as to why the ancients were so persistent in pursuing China—India intercourse risking their

lives, and why the two great civilizations had so much affection for one another? I think it is mainly due to the fact that they are two back—to—back




