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Resumé     Štúdia porovnáva čínske a tibetské verzie tzv. Básne o len vedomí v Avataṃsaka- 
sūtre, ktorá popisuje ľudskú myseľ ako maliara, ktorý maľuje všetky veci. Báseň sa stala 
dôležitým textom v huayanovom buddhizme, ktorý má ukázať, že Avataṃsaka-sūtra za-
hŕňa učenie školy Yogācāra. Autor skúma, či báseň v skutočnosti učí Yogācāru, alebo či 
takýto výklad ponúkajú len čínske preklady, ktoré sa líšia od tibetských verzií,  pričom do 
úvahy berie aj čínske exegetické tradície. 
 
Abstract     This article compares the Chinese and Tibetan versions of the so-called Mind-
Only Poem in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, describing the mind as a painter who paints all the 
objects. The verse became an important text in Huayan Buddhism to show that 
Avataṃsaka-sūtra includes Yogācāra teachings. The article is exploring whether the poem 
in fact teaches Yogācāra, or whether Chinese translations differing from Tibetan versions 
suggest this interpretation, taking into consideration Chinese exegetical traditions. 
 

Keywords     China, Religion, Buddhism, Avataṃsaka-sūtra (Chinese Huayanjing ÇāÔ; 3rd 
c. CE) · Yogācāra · Huayan �8�

 
 
The famous mind-painter metaphor in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra can be found in the 
chapter entitled Hymns Recited in the Palace of Yama. At the beginning of the 
chapter, through the magical powers of Buddha, the bodhisattvas of the ten 
great directions appear before him accompanied by an infinite number of 
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bodhisattvas; then, receiving inspiration, they start to recite hymns one by one, 
extolling Buddha. The ninth among the declaimers is the boddhisattva called 
Forest of Awakening, who, like the others, recites ten stanzas. He compares the 
mind to a painter: just as the painter creates his picture, the mind creates the 
external world. It is plausible to identify the influence of Yogācāra philosophy in 
the poem, as the latter denies the existence of external objects, and only accepts 
the existence of the mind that projects external objects. 

Another famous saying in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra that seems to reflect the 
influence of Yogācāra is the following: »The three worlds are illusion; they are 
only produced by the mind.«1 In other words: »The bodhisattva mahāsattvas 
know that the three dhātu are mind-only, the three worlds are mind-only. They 
know that mind is countless and limitless.«2 Tamaki Kōshirō, however, analyzed 
the context and the Sanskrit and Tibetan versions carefully, and came to the 
conclusion that in the phrase »the three worlds are mind-only«, ‘mind’ refers 
especially to the confused mind that gives birth to ignorance and suffering.3 

The mind-painter metaphor was extensively studied by Chinese and 
Japanese Buddhist masters; Chinese commentaries give detailed explanations of 
the meaning of the poem.4 In Japan, separate works were written to interpret 
these ten stanzas. The poem was taken out of the sūtra, and was called the 
Mind-Only Poem (»Weixin jie« �'ċ).5 The seventh and eighth stanzas were 
considered to be the central part of the text: 

 
1  ��ÈE�Q�'R�Taishō 279: 10.558c10. 
2  ÆùåÉù�r���'��)�'�J�rb' ¿Ê¿ÿ�ibid. 279: 10.288c5–6.  
3  Tamaki Kōshirō|<K9®, »Yuishin no tsuikyū—shisō to taiken to no kōshō« 5P	«——

RU��¸�	�w. [In the Search of Consciousness-Only—The Interaction of Ideas and 
Experience], in Kegon shisō �-RU [The Ideas of the Huayan School], ed. by Nakamura 
Hajime �m# (Kyotō: Hōzōkan, 1960), 336–341. 

4  Commentaries written on the Mind-Only Poem were collected meticulously by Kamata Shigeo 
±~�´, »Kegonkyō yuishinge kaishaku no bunken shiryō« �-�5P� ¯	az¨b 
[Materials on the Interpretation of the Huayan Canonical Mind-Only Poem], Nanto bukkyō z
µO§ no 61–62 (1989), 146–182. 

5  See Hirakawa Akira IuM, »Engi to shōki—kegon no yuishinge o megutte« �©�S©���
-	5P��
��� [Dependant Origination and Manifestation of Relaity—On the Weixin 
Poem in the Huayan Sūtra], Nanto bukkyō no 61–62 (1989), 7. Japanese monks did not write 
separate commentaries on the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, they used Chinese commentaries instead. On 
Hōtan’s ºx (1659–1738) interpretation of Fazang’s pø (643–712) commentary on the Mind-
Only Poem, see Kojima Taizan ��g� (1989): »Hōzō no ‘nyorairinge’ rikai ni tai suru Hōtan 
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The Buddha is also like the mind, 
and living beings are like the Buddha. 
It must be known that the Buddha and the mind 
are, in their essence, inexhaustible. 
 
If one understands that the activity of the mind 
creates the worlds everywhere, 
he will see the Buddha, 
and understand the real nature of the Buddha. 
  

The popularity of the poem is reflected in its influence on Buddhist legends. It is 
sometimes called the Hell-Breaking Poem, in reference to the following story: 

There was man of Jingzhao, whose family name was Wang, and his personal name 
was Minggan. Originally, he did not follow any particular religious practice, and did 
not cultivate any good deeds. He died in an accident, and two men took him to hell. 
In front of the gate of hell, he saw a monk who said that he was Bodhisattva 
Kṣitigarbha. Then he taught him to recite one poem:  

If somebody wants to know 
all the Buddhas of the three worlds, 
he has to discern like this: 
mind creates all the Tathāgatas. 

The Bodhisattva, having finished the lesson, said: »By reciting this one poem, you can 
be saved from all the suffering of hell.« That man mastered the recitation of this 
poem, and went to see the king [of the underworld]. The king asked: »What virtue 
does this man have?« He replied: »I can recite only a poem with four lines.« He 
recited it as he was taught, and the king excused him. When he recited this poem, 
wherever his voice reached, all the suffering people were set free. After three days, he 
came back to life, and remembered this poem, and told all the monks and lay people. 
After investigating, he discovered that this poem comes from the chapter called 
Countless Bodhisattvas Assembled in the Heavenly Palace of Yama of the Avataṃ-
saka-sūtra. Wang told this to master Dingfa of the Kongguan temple.6 

 
no kenkai« p�	�F	oċ	ª×�G��äç	Y× . [Hōtan’s View on Fazang’s 
Interpretation of the Poem by the Boddhisattva Rulailin], Nanto bukkyō 61–62 (1989), 84–99.  

6  af#J�H��C}�@&2�dyY��k��7�:T�q����L��;{²

)��l!��g;�����`}r�¢���&aj���ns���(��W

�Ag��P¬¥A����d\�a�¦�j�¢Np���];{�}r�¢�%�
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1     Antecedents of the Painter Metaphor 

 
The painter metaphor can be found in early Buddhist scriptures.7 The Therīgāthā 

says that the eyebrows of a young woman are as beautiful as if they were painted 
by a painter, but when she grows old, her eyebrows become ugly. The 
Saṃyuktāgama (or Khaṇḍa-saṃyukta) says that living beings are determined by 
their anger, desire and ignorance. If the mind becomes tainted by these poisons, 
living beings will also be tainted, but if they remove them, they will become 
pure. This process is compared to the way a painter paints forms on the paper.8 
Here, it is clearly described how the deeds or karma of living beings influence 
their future: our deeds determine the quality of our existence just as the painter 
creates the different forms. 

In the Saddharma-smṛtyupasthāna-sūtra, also known as the Hīnayāna Avataṃ-
saka-sūtra, the painter metaphor occurs a number of times.9 In one instance it 
appears as follows: 

 
Mind creates every activity. 
As they come from the mind, all consequences come into being. 
This way, because of the different actions of the mind, 
different consequences are achieved. 
 
Mind is the skilful painter of all things; 
it can form all kinds of actions in the three dhātu. 

 
³�}�}6p��l�*O����50[91��'A�£�}_$��¢p�

h��Z/��0���N ��}r�eB��V[p��3¥t²£��.¹�a�c

�g�8��+�,>^?Ey°¥��¶µ£v4�}r�3��F!DvH£��See 
Huayan jing zhuanji �8� ¡, Taishō 2073: 51.167a18–29. 

7  See Kimura Kiyotaka ����, »Nyorairin ge no shisōshiteki isō—shin to gaka no 
ruihi chakumoku shite« �
�������	���——������ ���
� [A Historical Study on the Poem of Bodhisattva Rulailin in the Huayan Sūtra], 
Nanto bukkyō no 61–62 (1989), 59–72. 

8  See Za’ahan jing ���, Taishō 99: 2.69c19–25. 
9  Bussho kaisetsu daijiten 仏�×説�辞c, ed. by Ono Gemmyō �¶6V (Tōkyō: Daitō Shuppan-

sha, 1932–36), 5: 330. For an analysis of this work, see Lin Li-Kouang, L’Aide-mémoire de la vraie 

loi (Saddharma-Smrtyupasthana-Sutra). Recherches sur un Sutra développé du Petit Véhicule (Paris: 
Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1949). 
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Mind pervades all forms of being, 
they are born at different places without end. 
 
Mind is the root of being bound or liberated; 
that’s why it’s said that mind is the first. 
Those who do good will be liberated; 
those who do evil will be bound. 
 

    b  
     
     
    。  
     
    10 

 
The Saddharma-smṛtyupasthāna-sūtra says that mind creates karma, different 
deeds have different consequences, and thus living beings are reborn into various 
places in the course of their endless rebirths. Those who commit evil deeds are 
chained to sam ̣sāra, while those who accumulate merit can find the way out of 
suffering, and attain nirvāṇa. Mind is the most important factor, as, in gene-
rating karma, it depends on mind whether one can achieve liberation or must 
suffer. Consequently, mind is responsible for the world, the environment one 
lives in, and in this sense mind is said to create the world. Here, the creative 
power of mind is definitely interpreted on the soteriological level, and has much 
less to do with ontological issues. 

 
 

2     Translation and Interpretation of the Mind-Only Poem 

 
In the following sections, we will analyze the Chinese and Tibetan versions of 
the poems, together with the commentaries of the Chinese masters.11 Tibetan 

 
10  See Zhengfa nianchu jing ovQ��, Taishō 721: 17.114b3–8. 
11  For the Japanese translation of the three versions, see Tamaki Kōshirō , »Yuishinge 

to zen jinkakuteki shii« �  [The Consciousness-Only Poem and the Idea 
of the Total Personality], Nanto bukkyō no 61–62 (1989), 26–28. Yamaguchi Susumu attempted to 
reconstruct the original Sanskrit terms on the basis of the Tibetan text. See Yamaguchi Susumu 

, »Kegon kyō yuishinge no indo kunko« -� 	  [The Indian 
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versions are usually closer to the Sanskrit original, which enables us to estimate 
how the text changed in the process of translation into Chinese. Of course, we 
do not know the texts on which the Chinese and Tibetan translations were 
based, and there is no extant version of the poem in Sanskrit. Therefore, the 
exact relations between the versions cannot be determined. 

It is also interesting to study what kind of commentaries the Chinese 
masters wrote on the poem, and in what context they placed them. We will 
analyze the commentaries of two Huayan masters, Fazang and Chengguan  
(738–839); the former wrote a commentary to the sixty-fascicle Chinese trans-
lation of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, and the latter to the eighty-fascicle version. The 
two masters explain the text similarly in many respects, but in some important 
questions they present very different viewpoints. Chengguan’s commentaries are 
characterized by the citation of a large number of other Buddhist and non-
Buddhist texts, so his commentaries become something like an encyclopedia 
that contains all the knowledge an educated Tang dynasty monk was supposed 
to acquire. 

Both monks base their explanation of the poem on the text entitled 
Awakening of Faith in Mahāyāna (Dasheng qixin lun ).12 This work, 
highly influential on the development of East Asian Buddhism, says that the 
‘one-mind’ (yixin ) has two aspects: the absolute aspect (zhenru ) and the 
sam ̣sāra aspect (shengmie ).13 The commentators compare the absolute mind 
to the painter, while external objects, the world of phenomena, are the painting 
that comes from the absolute mind. Chengguan, unlike Fazang, refers to the Fa-
xiang school quite often, and quotes Xuanzang’s  (602–664) translation of 
the Cheng weishi lun — ,14 a summary of Yogācāra philosophy. Fazang, on 
the other hand, regarded the dependent arising of the dharma-dhātu as much 
more important than the mind-only school. This is proven by the fact that he 
omitted Yogācāra from the New Ten Mysteries. In the era of Chengguan, Chan 

 
Interpretation of the Consciousness-Only Poem in the Huayan Sūtra], Ōtani gakuhō  
no 102 (1949), 1–30. 

12  For an outstanding French translation, see Traité sur l’acte de foi dans le Grand Véhicule, tr. by 
Frédéric Girard (Tokyo: Keio University Press, 2004. The Izutsu Library Series on Oriental 
Philosophy; 2); for an English translation, see Hakeda Yoshito S., The Awakening of Faith 

Attributed to Aśvaghosha. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967). 
13  See Traité sur l’acte de foi dans le Grand Véhicule, 21.  
14  Taishō 1585. 
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Buddhism was especially popular, which may be the reason for his much greater 
appreciation of Faxiang, a school that studied mind in a scholastic way.15  

According to Fazang, »the first six stanzas tell us how mind creates the 
world of phenomena; the next four tell how mind gives rise to the Saint.«16 In 
other words, in accordance with the Awakening of Faith in Mahāyāna, the first 

six stanzas deal with the everyday aspect of the mind, while the last four stanzas 
explore the absolute aspect. 

Chengguan says that this poem delineates how the real and the false become 
united (zhenwang hecheng ), and it is called the ‘complete consciousness-
only’ (jufen weishi —) because this poem not only elucidates how tainted 
phenomena originate, but also reveals the attainment of Buddha-mind. Thus it 
includes both aspects of absolute mind. 17 

Chengguan arranges the poem differently than Fazang. According to him, 
the first five stanzas show the teaching from the viewpoint of the metaphor, 
while the next five stanzas explain the formation of the right approach based on 
the teaching. The first two stanzas of the first part clarify the matter from the 
point of view of phenomena, and the next three from the point of view of 
mind.18  

In the following, we first provide two Chinese and one Tibetan versions of 
the poem,19 then an English translation of the version made by Śikśānanda.20 

 
15  For a comparison of the commentaries by Chengguan and Fazang, see Yoshizu Yoshihide

, »Hōzō to Chōkan no yuishin gi kaishaku« �� �	 ¯ [Fazang’s and 
Chengguang’s Interpretation of the Meaning of Mind-Only], Nanto bukkyō no 61–62 (1989), 73–
83. 

16  .  See Huayan jing tanxuan ji �����, Taishō 1733: 35.215b5–
6. 

17  See Dafangguang 

fohuayan jing shu �������, Taishō 1735: 35.658a8; Dafangguang fohuayan jing suishu yanyi 

chao ��������
��, ibid. 1736: 36.321c9–10. 
18  See Dafangguang fohuayan jing shu �������, ibid. 1735: 35.658a8-10. 
19  In the following, ‘a’ refers to Buddhabhadra’s translation (see ibid. 278: 9.465c16–466a6); ‘b’ 

refers to Śikśānanda’s version (see ibid. 279: 10.102a11-b1); ‘c’ denotes the Tibetan variant (see 
The Tibetan Tripitaka Peking Edition, 166 vols., ed. by Suzuki Daisetz Tetarō 
Tokyo; Kyoto: Tibetan Tripitaka Research Institute, 1955–61], Kanjur Phal-chen, 25: 135, f3, 

line 7–f4, line 6. 
20  The French translation was provided by Frédéric Girard, for which I am very grateful.. 
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After this, we will compare these versions, and analyze the Chinese 

interpretations.21 

1) 
a. ąF�Â�    "1ë¢L 

ÈEd¬L    /�¿�S 

 

b. ąF�Â�    "1ë¢L 

ÈEd¬�    �á¿�S 

 

c. ji-ltar ri-mo’i las-rnams-la / 

mtshon-rnams sna-tshogs kun ‘du-ba / 

kun kyang ‘byung-ba chen-por mnyam / 

sems-kyis yongs-su brtags-pa yin / 

 

Like when a painter 

is spreading the paint: 

the different forms are apprehended in a wrong way; 

the components are not distinct. 

 

The painter blends different colors, and people perceive them as different. In 

reality, however, the four elements (Earth, Water, Fire, Wind) that constitute 

the material world (mahābhūta /�
�á, ‘byung-ba chen-po),22 together with the 

colours, are »differentiated only by the mind«, as the Tibetan text says. Fazang 

explains this poem on the basis of the Awakening of Faith in Mahāyāna in this 

way: The four elements symbolize the absolute mind, while colors symbolize the 

empty forms that arise dependently.23 

Chengguan interprets the first stanza in accordance with the Three Natures 

teaching of Yogācāra. In the first line, the painter is a summing up of everything 

(zong ö), symbolizing the one-mind that encompasses the absolute and the phe-

 
21  For Fazang’s commentaries on the poem see Huayan jing tanxuan ji �����, Taishō 1733: 

35.215, b4–c29; for Chengguan’s see Dafangguang fohuayan jing shu �������, ibid., 1735: 

35.658a7-659a19; Dafangguang fohuayan jing suishu yanyi chao ��������
��, ibid. 

1736: 36.321c9-324b18. 

22  See The Routledge Encyclopedia of Buddhism, ed. by Damien Keown and Charles S. Prebish 

(London: Routledge, 2007), 163. 

23  /�¸�'��¢L¸ê�È���See Huayan jing tanxuan ji �����, Taishō 1733: 

35.215b22-23. 
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nomena, the subject and object, all dharma. The spreading of the paint in the 
second line symbolizes the process in which things come into being as a conse-
quence of ignorance, according to the law of pratītya-samutpāda or dependent 
arising (suiyuan xunbian ). This is dependent nature. The third line 
reveals that living beings do not understand the process of dependent arising, so 
they differentiate between things wrongly. This is imagined nature. The last line 
tells us that if phenomena arising dependently are exhausted (yita xiang jin 

), that is perfect nature.24 
  
2)   
a.      

    b  
 
b.      
     b  
 
c. khams-la tshon-rtsi de-dag med / 

 tshon-rtsi-la yang khams med-de / 

 khams-rnams ma gtogs gzhan-na yang / 

 tshon ces bya-ba gang yang med / 

 
In the composing element, there is no form. 
In the form, there is no composing element. 
Outside the composing element 
form cannot be apprehended. 
 

The second stanza first ascertains that colors are not identical with the four 
elements, and conversely, that the four elements are not the same as colours. 
Then it goes on to say that colors cannot exist without the elements as they are 
comprised of them. 

Chengguan first explains their differences in a very practical way: the four 
attributes of the four elements (hardness, wetness, warmness, movement) 
belongs to the territory of touch, while colors are the objects of vision. The four 
elements are unchanging, but if one of the four becomes dominant, then diffe-
rent colours arise. The dominance of earth creates yellow; that of water, white; 

 
24 See Dafangguang fohuayan jing shu �������, Taishō 1735: 35.658a19-22; Dafangguang 

fohuayan jing suishu yanyi chao ��������
��, ibid. 1736: 36.322.a4-19. 
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fire makes red, and wind produces blue. Following this, Chengguan returns to 
the dichotomy of real and false (zhen wang ), saying that false comes into 
being relying on the real. In other words, the world of phenomena is produced 
by the absolute mind, so subject and object are different. Similarly to the invaria-
bility of the four elements, Buddha-nature is also unchanging, but the world of 
phenomena is diverse, just as colors are different. The last two lines point out 
that phenomena cannot be separated completely from the source of their exist-
ence, the absolute mind, as they do not have another, separate essence (wu bieti 

). Nature and phenomena blend into each other (xingxiang jiaoche 
). According to Chengguan, a question arises: is it possible to reverse the rela-

tionship between real and false; can real come into existence from false? His 
answer is a definite ‘no’. 

Commenting on this part Fazang points out that, despite the close relation-
ship between phenomena and absolute, they are different, because their natures 
are different: phenomena are empty, while the absolute is real. At the same time, 
however, they are not separated, because the absolute can be manifested through 
emptiness: 

The first half of the [second] stanza clarifies that the real and false are not identical. 
The first sentence shows that in the metaphor the creator is not the created. The 
real that includes the false is not identical with the false, because its nature is real. 
The next sentence illustrates that the created is not the creator. The false that relies 
on the real is not identical with the real, because its nature is empty. The second half 
elucidates that the false is not apart from the real. It means that emptiness 
penetrates the real, because the real is manifested if emptiness is eliminated. Thus 
we say they are not separated. They are neither separated, nor different, nor 
identical. Think about it!25 
 
3) 
a.      
      
 
b.      
     b  
 

 
25  

 See Huayan jing tanxuan ji �����, Taishō 1733: 35.215b23–28. 
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c. sems-la ri-mo de med-do / 

 ri-mo-la yang sems med-de / 

 sems de ma gtogs gzhan-du yang / 

 ri-mo gang yang mi dmigs-so / 
 
In the mind, there is no colorful painting. 
In the colorful painting, there is no mind. 
Outside the mind, therefore, 
the colorful picture cannot be apprehended. 
 

While the first two stanzas are about the painter and the colors, mind appears 
here in the place of the painter. Similarly to the previous stanza, the difference 
and identity of the mind and the painter are discussed: in the first two lines, 
their difference, in the next two lines, their identity. It is interesting to note that 
in Buddhabhadra’s translation not only can painted colours not exist without the 
mind, but the mind cannot exist without painted colors either. This latter state-
ment does not appear in the later Chinese and Tibetan versions. Chengguan, 
who comments on the text of Śikśānanda, emphasizes that similarly to what was 
said in the previous stanza, objects cannot exist without the mind, but the rever-
se is not true. This is why we talk of consciousness-only (weishi —), not object-
only (weijing ). To put it in Yogācāra terms, mind is the percipient (jianfen 

), while objects are the perceived phenomena (xiangfen ). Fazang says 
that mind is the root, and forms are the branches (xin ben xing mo ). 
They cannot be separated from each other. He emphasizes that these two are 
not identical and not different, and that objects are created by the mind. 

 
4   
a.     ） 
     [[  
 
b.     ） 
     [[  
 
c. sems de rtag-pa ma yin-pa / 

 bsam-gyis mi khyab tshad med-cing / 

 phan-tshun shes-pa med-pa-yi / 

 gzugs-rnams thams-cad ston-par byed / 
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Mind does not remain forever 
numberless and incomprehensible. 
It manifests all forms  
that do not know each other. 

Fazang says that the non-constant mind is the root, and it brings phenomena in-
to existence. The latter do not have their own essence, so they cannot be known. 
Chengguan presents a much more substantial exegetical explanation. First he 
quotes the Awakening of Faith in Mahāyāna, saying »the not-born and not-
ceasing is connected to the born and the ceasing called ālayavijnāna«. Then he 
goes on to explain the fourth and fifth stanzas by quoting extensively from 
passages of the Cheng weishi lun. He writes that the ālayavijñāna is neither eternal 
nor ceasing: it evolves without interruption; it perishes and is born from moment 
to moment, entering new states all the time. 26 

To clarify the last line, he cites the tenth chapter of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra 
entitled Bodhisattva Requests Explanation: 

The dharmas do not have functioning, 
do not have essential nature. 
So they mutually 
do not know each other.27 

Thus, similarly to Fazang’s view, Chengguan holds that phenomena do not know 
each other because they do not possess separate essential nature. 

 
5)  
a.      
      
 
b.      
      
 
c. ji-ltar ri-mo-mkhan-gyi rnams / 

 sems ni gang-gis ri-mo de / 

 
26  b [[ See Taishō 1585: 31.12b28–c7. For English 

translation, see »Demonstration of Consciousness Only«, tr. by Francis H. Cook, in Three Texts 

on Consciousness Only (Berkeley,CA: Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 
1999. BDK English Tripitaka; 60-I, II, III), 75. 

27  See Taishō 279: 10.66b6–7. For an English translation, see The Flower Ornament Scripture: A 

Translation of Avatamsaka Sutra, tr. by Thomas Cleary (Boston ;  London: Shambhala, 1993), 298. 
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 bris-pa’i sems ni mi shes pa / 

 de-bzhin chos-kyi rang-bzhin-no / 

  

 

Just as in the case of the painter 

who does not know his own mind, 

but the painting comes from his mind 

—the nature of everything is like this. 

 

Fazang does not give a detailed explanation of the fifth and sixth stanzas. 

Chengguan already referred to the description of ālaya consciousness in the 

Cheng weisihi lun; here he carries on with this, saying that given its never-ceasing 

change, the ālayavijñāna cannot be known. The previous moment has passed, 

but the next moment is not yet born, thus there is no essence that could know 

the previous moment. If mind is not able to know itself, how could it know 

objects?  

Therefore, the fifth stanza has four meanings. First of all, it clarifies empti-
ness, because it reveals that the ever-changing mind does not have essence. 

Second, even if mind is empty, it does not obstruct the origination of objects (bu 

ai yuanqi �üê�). Third, given the delusion about reality, the pseudo-world 

comes into being (mi zhen qi si ���P). If one could understand the real nature 

of mind, false objects (wang jing EÜ) would not be originated. Fourth, objects 

come into being due to emptiness, as said in the Treatise on the Mean.28 

That is why the last line says »the nature of everything is like this«—not only 

is mind empty, but dharmas are empty as well. 

 

6)  

a. 'F�Â�    Âáá · 

 �#)��    ¿pJ�´ 

 

b. 'F�Â�    �Âë)Ë 

  Ă¥¤8    ¿pJ�´ 

 

c. sems ni ri-mo-mkhan dang ‘dra / 

 sems ni phung-po byed-pa ste / 

 

 
28  See Zhonglun �ì, Taishō 1564: 30.33a22. 
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 ‘jig-rten khams-na ji snyed-pa’i / 

 ‘jig-rten ‘di-dag sems-kyis bris / 

 

Mind, just like the painter, 

can paint the different worlds.  

The five skandha are born from it; 

there is nothing it does not create. 

 

At this point, Chengguan refers to the Saddharma-smṛtyupasthāna-sūtra, descri-
bing how the mind paints the different worlds: the mind-painter uses five co-
lours (black, blue, red, yellow, and white) to paint the six forms of existence 

(man, god, demigod, animal, hungry ghost, hell-dweller). The sūtra characterizes 

the karma of living beings in the different forms of existence with more than one 

color. For example, the karma of animals is black because of their fear, and, in 

the same time, it is red because they destroy each other.29 According to the last 

line of the stanza, the skandha, dhātu and āyatana, that is to say, all dharmas come 

from the mind. Chengguan adds that the ten dharmadhātu that include not only 

the above-mentioned six forms of existence, but also the four saints (śrāvaka, 

pratyekabuddha, bodhisattva, buddha), all come into existence from the mind.  

 

7) 
a.  F'O=ß    FO8À 

 'O$8    ��¿�S 

 

b. F'O=ß    FO8À 

 õrOâ'    ĉi�¿à 

 

c. sems dang ‘dra-ba sangs-rgyas-te / 

 sangs-rgyas ji bzhin ‘gro-ba’o / 

 sems dang sangs-rgyas-dag-la yang / 

 ngo-bo-nyid-kyis zad-pa med / 

 

The Buddha is also like the mind, 

and living beings are like the Buddha. 

 
29  See Zhengfa nianchu jing ovQ��, Taishō 721: 17.286c28–287b9. It is interesting to note that 

blue (qing ·) was not mentioned on the original sūtra. 
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It must be known that the Buddha and the mind 
are, in their essence, inexhaustible. 
 

The seventh stanza goes beyond the mind-painter metaphor that characterizes 
the Yogācāra school; by establishing the identity of the buddhas and the living 
beings it moves into the direction of the tathāgatagarbha teachings, according to 
which living beings possess Buddha-nature, so they will sooner or later become 
buddhas. It is the translation of Buddhabhadra that states this most clearly: »The 
mind, the buddhas and the living beings—there is no difference between these 
three.« Śikśānanda’s version, which is identical to the Tibetan variant, says: »It 
must be known that the Buddha and the mind are, in their essence, inexhau-
stible.« ‘Living beings’ are omitted from both the Tibetan and the later Chinese 
translations, so it is Chengguan’s task to reconcile the two Chinese versions. Fa-
zang, commenting on Buddhabhadra’s translation, explains the identity of the 
three in the following way: 

This stanza interfuses the root and the branch. Three statements can be made on 
root and branch. The first [statement] proposes only the root that is the real prin-
ciple [zhenli ]. Its nature is pure and originally enlightened, thus it is called 
Buddha. The second [statement] includes only the branch that refers to living beings 
evolved [from mind]. The third [statement] includes both [root and branch] refers to 
mind that is able to evolve. It can evolve because it relies on the absolute. These 
three are dependently originated, interfused, and unobstructed. One completely in-
cludes the others. As their nature is not different, it says that they do not differ.30 

Fazang expounds the identity of the mind, the buddhas and the living beings 
inside the framework set up by the Qixin lun. Root is the nirvāṇa aspect of the 
one-mind that holds the absolute truth; thus, from among the three, it 
corresponds to the Buddha. Branch is the sam ̣sāra aspect of the one-mind that is 
equivalent to living beings experiencing the sufferings of sam ̣sāra. And finally, 
mind includes both living beings and buddhas, as both come into existence from 
mind. Following this, Fazang uses typical Huayan rhetoric to assert the depen-
dant arising, interfusion and unobstructedness of the three. 

Chengguan, following in the footsteps of Fazang, writes that if someone 
understands that everything originates from mind, then pure dependent arising 
(jing yuanqi ) happens, so the person becomes a buddha. He who does not 

 
30  b

 Taishō 1733: 
35.215, c19–23. 
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understand this will become a living being through tainted dependent arising 
(ran yuanqi ). However, even if we can talk about pure and tainted 
dependent arising, in the case of buddhas and living beings mind is not distinct 
in its essence, as the consequence of buddhahood is contained in the mind. 
Therefore, similarly to the absolute, it is inexhaustible. Buddha also originates 
from mind, as the four wisdoms and the bodhi are created by the pure eighth 
consciousness, that is, the purified ālayavijñāna. Chengguan here points to the 
different views of Paramārtha (499–569) and Xuanzang on this question. 31 
Paramārtha describes this pure mind as the ninth consciousness above the ālaya-
vijñāna, which he calls amalavijñānana. Xuanzang, on the other hand, states that 
during the process of becoming buddha, the eighth consciousness transforms 
into untainted consciousness (wugou shi —), so there is no separate ninth 
consciousness.32 

In the case of the Buddha, it is easy to recognize his inexhaustibleness and 
infiniteness. In the case of living beings, however, this is a more difficult task, as 
they live in a tainted world, sam ̣sāra, so their minds are also tainted. Chengguan 
says that this is the reason why the Tang dynasty translation only mentions the 
inexhaustibleness of the mind and the buddhas. Tainted mind, however, in its 
essence, is just as pure as the mind of the Buddha, so we can say that the mind of 
living beings is also infinite. Thus, in this respect, the mind, the buddhas and 
living beings are identical. Chengguan here refers to the famous tenet of the 

 
31  Paramārtha was the first Indian master to introduce Yogācāra teachings to China, translating a 

number of important works into Chinese. The Shelun school of China was based on 
Paramārtha’s teachings, the most important of which was that there exists a pure consciousness 
in every living being, called amalavijñānā. Xuanzang, who mastered the Sanskrit language in 
India, and made new translations of many Yogācāra texts already rendered by Paramārtha, did 
not accept this new concept, and questioned the tenets of the earlier Chinese Yogācāra school. 
Zhiyan i" (602–668), the second patriarch of the Huayan school came to the defense of the 
old school, in order to preserve the teaching of tracing back the human existence to pure 
sources. Robert M. Gimello provides an excellent outline of this era in his doctoral dissertation 
»Chih-yen and the Foundation of Hua-yen Buddhism« (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 
1976). On Paramārtha’s life and philosophy, see Diana Y. Paul, Philosophy of Mind in Sixth-

Century China. Paramārtha’s »Evolution of Consciousness« (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
1984). By the time of Chengguan, this controversy seems to ease, as Chengguan attempts to 
reconcile these two opinions 

32  Chengguan here quotes the commentary written by Kuiji �=, a disciple of Xuanzang. See 
Cheng weishi lun shuji X5§¤ª¡, Taishō 1830: 43.344c9–13. 
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Tiantai school, according to which tathāgata also has evil nature (xing’e i»). 
According to the Tiantai interpretation, Buddha possesses evil nature, but he 

has ceased to perform evil deeds, so he can never become evil. He has 

understood the characteristics of evil nature, so in the course of proselytizing 

living beings he can use evil methods consciously; he can also descend to hell in 

order to save living beings. At the same time, there are the icchantika who lack 

the root of goodness; they, according to some earlier masters, can never become 

buddhas.33 The Tiantai master Zhiyi ½č (538-597) said, however, that icchantika 

had not cut the root of goodness, they just do not practice good; but under 

benevolent influence they can still do good things.34 Chengguan, as in other 

cases, explains this teaching in the spirit of Qixin lun. Evil and good dharma both 

originate from absolute nature, as sam ̣sāra and nirvāṇa are two aspects of the 

one-mind. The good nature of a living being cannot cease to exist, as the 

absolute cannot cease to exist. Chengguan, finally, lays down a theoretical basis 

for proving that the two translations are not contradictory, but complementary. 

In order to substantiate the identity of buddhas, living beings and mind, 

Chengguan divides each into pure and impure aspects. Their impure aspects 

have to do with their appearances in the world of phenomena, or sam ̣sāra, while 

their pure aspects are realized through leaving this world, and finally arriving at 

nirvāṇa. Given that each has pure and impure aspects, they are identical and 

interpenetrated: 

The three above each have two aspects. These are two aspects of the comprehensive 

mind: first, being tainted, and second, being pure. These are the two aspects of a 

Buddha: first, in response to the faculty [of living beings] he follows the tainted, and 

second, in his equanimity he avoids the tainted. These are two aspects of living 

beings: first, they wander in sam ̣sāra turning away from Buddha, and second, the 
faculties of living beings ripen and generate belief in Buddha. In accordance with their 
first aspect, they do not differ in that they wander in the sam ̣sāra. In accordance with the 

 
33  According to the Mahāparinirvāṇa-sūtra, translated by Faxian �� (ca 337–ca 422) in 418, 

icchantikas cannot be buddhas. In spite of this, Daosheng �� (?360–434) stated that every 

living being can attain buddhahood, and he was excommunicated for his views. Dharmakṣema’s 

translation, however, said that icchantikas could become buddhas. Following this, Daosheng 

became highly respected. See Kim Young-ho, Tao-sheng’s Commentary on the Lotus Sūtra: A Study 

and Translation (New York: State University of New York Press, 1992. Bibliotheca-Indo-

Buddhica; 101), 35. 

34  See Liu Ming-Wood, Madhyamaka Thought in China. (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 241–242. 
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second aspect, they do not differ in that they return from sam ̣sāra. Thus if we say that 
they are not different, it includes both their limit and limitlessness.35 

 

8) 
a. 

	 

c. sems-kyi rgyud-rnams ci ‘dra-ba / 

 de-dag sangs-rgyas rab-tu mkhyen / 

 de-phyir sangs-rgyas rang-bzhin-gyis / 

 ‘gro-ba sna-tshogs gyur-pa snang / 

 

If one understands that the activity of the mind 

creates the worlds everywhere, 

he will see the Buddha, 

and understand the real nature of the Buddha. 

 

The eighth stanza is rather problematic, so we present a translation of the other 

two versions as well: 

 

a. All buddhas know that 

everything develops from the mind. 

If someone understands this, 

he will see the real Buddha. 

 

c. What the courses of the mind are like 

—buddhas know it very well. 

So buddhas, because of their nature, 

perceive how living beings come into existence. 

 

 
35  [b

[ [

 Taishō 35: 1735, 658, c14–19. 
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The most obvious difference is that in the first two lines the two Chinese trans-
lations state that everything, that is to say, all worlds, originate from the mind. 
Buddha knows this truth, and other beings need to recognize it. This might be a 
result of the influence of Yogācāra on the Chinese translators. The Tibetan 
version, however, speaks differently. It says that buddhas know the courses of 
the mind very well (sems-kyi rgyud, citta-saṃtati). As a result, the poem goes on, 
buddhas know what kinds of rebirth await living beings. This ability of Buddha 
was taught by early Buddhism as well; this is the third of the six superior 
knowledges (abhijñā), called ceto-pariya-ñāṇa.36 The last two lines of the Chinese 
translations, on the other hand, say that those who understand that everything 
originates from the mind will see the real nature of Buddha.  

This stanza shows us what the original meaning of the Mind-Only poem 
could have been. In fact, the mind-painter metaphor can be interpreted here in 
the same way as in earlier works: our deeds have consequences, they will 
determine the circumstances of our existence in our next lives, so they paint the 
world in which we will have to live. Buddha, with his special ability, can see what 
kind of future awaits us, what kind of picture our mind is painting. Buddha sees 
it, and, as emphasized frequently in the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, he helps living beings 
with different upāya, or expedient means. 

Chengguan comments this stanza briefly: he notes that living beings 
apprehend the different forms wrongly, so they do not get to know the activity 
of the mind. If they realized that the activity of the mind created the worlds, 
then their delusion would end, and they would understand reality (zhenshi ). 

 
9)  
a.      
     b 
 
b.      
     b 
 
c. lus-kyi rnams-la sems med-de / 

 sems-la’ang lus-rnams yod-pa min / 

 sangs-rgyas mdzad-pa’ang rab-tu byed / 

 de-ltar spyod-pa ngo-mtshar che / 

 
36  See Guang Xing, »The Evolution of the Concept of the Buddha from Early Buddhism to the 

Formulation of Trikāya Theory« (Ph.D. dissertation, University of London, 2002), 16. 
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The mind does not dwell in the body, 
and the body does not dwell in the mind. 
However, it can still perform Buddha’s deeds 
freely and in an unequalled way. 
 

Chengguan, in his commentary to the ninth stanza, shows that these parts are 
parallel to earlier lines. »The mind does not dwell in the body, and the body does 
not dwell in the mind« corresponds to the first two lines of the second and third 
stanzas: »In the composing element there is no form, in the form there is no 
composing element«, and »In the mind, there is no colorful painting, in the 
colorful painting, there is no mind«. All these emphasize that two things are not 
identical. Mind is that from which things are formed (nengbian �ć), and body is 
that which is formed from mind (suobian jć), so they cannot be the same. The 
following two lines (»However, it can still perform Buddha’s deeds, freely and in 
an unequalled way.«) refer back to the second two lines of the second and third 
stanzas (»Outside the composing element, form cannot be apprehended«; 
»Outside the mind, therefore, the colorful picture cannot be apprehended«). 
These lines stress the identity of two things. Though mind is not contained in 
form, and form is not contained in mind, functioning comes into existence by 
virtue of essence (yi ti qi yong ^ĉ�9). The absolute, therefore, can appear in 
the world of phenomena without losing its absolute character. Buddha appears 
in the world for the sake of living beings, he teaches them in order to save them 
from suffering, but meanwhile, his deeds do not become separated from the ab-
solute, so they manifest themselves freely, they are unequalled, or, as the Tibetan 
version says, ‘marvelous’ (ngo-mtshar che). 

 
10) 
a. ��¨Xr    �)�#O 
 õÓF�Ċ    '´ëF` 
 
b. ��¨�r    �)�#O 
 õĊp�i    �#�'´ 
 
c. gang-zhig dus gsum thams-cad-kyi / 

 rgyal-ba thams-cad shes ‘dod-na / 

 sangs-rgyas thams-cad sems-kyi dngos / 

 chos-kyi dbyings-su blta-bar-gyis / 
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If somebody wants to know 
all the buddhas of the three worlds, 
he has to discern the nature of dharma-dhātu: 
everything is created by the mind. 
 

The first two lines are identical in the other two versions, but the following two are 
different: 

  
a. He has to discern like this: 

mind creates all the Tathāgatas. 
 
c. All buddhas need to be viewed as the mind itself 
 and as dharma-dhātu. 
 

The two Chinese versions clearly reflect the Yogācāra tenet, according to which 
only the mind exists, as »mind creates all the Tathāgata«, and »everything is 
created by the mind«. The Tibetan version is less convincing in this respect. It 
seems more probable that the text emphasizes the identity of the buddhas, the 
mind and living beings, similarly to the seventh stanza. If the mind runs out of 
bad karma, this will lead to the state of buddhahood, so if one wants to know the 
buddhas and the state of buddhahood, he has to strive to achieve a pure mind. 
On the other hand, Buddha has to be sought for in the whole dharma-dhātu; this 
may imply that there is buddhahood in every living being. This interpretation 
would mean that this stanza goes beyond Yogācāra, and anticipates tathāgatarbha 
teachings. This is similar to what is said in the chapter entitled Appearance of 
Tathāgata, according to which the wisdom of Buddha is present in every living 
being. 

According to Fazang, one has to discern things relying on principle (yi li guan 
^ªĊ), which means that we have to reach reality by meeting the mind (hui xin 

ru shi Ï'�Ý). Chengguan says that this stanza refers adversely (fanhe %C) to 
the metaphor according to which the painter does not know his own mind. If he 
does not know his own mind, then he will paint unreal objects; but if he realizes 
that everything is created by the mind, then he will get to see the real Buddha. 
Following this, he explains this stanza in two ways. 

On the one hand, he says that if someone wants to know Buddha, he has to 
discern the nature of dharma-dhātu, which leads to the realization of everything 
being created by the mind. If he can see the dharmas in an appropriate way, thus 
he must see Buddha. On the other hand, Chengguan applies the paradigm of 
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Awakening of Faith, saying that the discernment of dharma-dhātus is the absolute 
aspect, while the discernment that everything is created by the mind is the 
sam ̣sāra aspect. He proposes that the two kinds of discernment in mahāyāna are 
discernment regarding the truth of the absolute (zhenru shi guan �FÝĊ) and 
discernment regarding the truth of mind-only (weixin shi guan �'ÝĊ). One-
Mind includes these two kinds of discernment, and all the dharmas. He empha-
sizes that the two truths are interpenetrated, unobstructed and one-flavored. 
The Buddha realized this teaching, thus those who want to know him must 
realize this, too. This is ‘most amazing’ (miaoji VÑ) thing, so whoever can 
realize it is able to escape from hell. Here Chengguan cites the story, already 
quoted, in which a man escaped from hell with the help of the poem. 

 
 

Conclusion 

 
In the preceding analysis we demonstrated that the mind-painter metaphor had 
already appeared in early texts and other mahāyāna works, but the Avataṃsaka-
sūtra is the first work in which it reflects a Yogācāra teaching, or, at least, Chi-
nese commentators interpret it this way. Comparison between the Tibetan and 
the Chinese versions shows us that the Tibetan translation is rather different 
from the Chinese ones at many points: it lacks those parts that strengthen 
Yogācāra interpretation. The difference is most obvious in the eighth stanza. 
Here the two Chinese texts clearly state that the world is created by the mind, 
while the Tibetan version says that the buddhas know the course of the mind of 
living beings. We do not have a Sanskrit version, so it is impossible to establish 
the authenticity of one or the other translation. Because of the complicated ge-
nesis of mahāyāna texts, even if we had a Sanskrit original that confirmed the 
Tibetan interpretation, we could not exclude the possibility of the Chinese 
versions being the exact translations of other, ‘original’ versions, written probab-
ly in Sanskrit. It is true, however, that Śikśānanda relies extensively on Buddha-
bhadra’s earlier translation; sometimes he copies the previous text word by word, 
or modifies some lines only for stylistic reasons. Buddhabhadra was heavily 
influenced by Yogācāra and Tathāgatagarbha teachings, so it is possible that it 
was under his hands that the text was transformed, and took on a form that was 
easily interpreted as having a Yogācāra meaning. 

From among the Chinese commentaries, we studied the interpretation of 
Fazang and Chengguan. We concluded that both masters found the doctrines of 
the Qixin lun in the poem: one-mind has two aspects, the nirvāṇa aspect that can 
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be attained by the buddhas, and the sam ̣sāra aspect that is experienced by living 
beings. Thus, the painter in the poem refers to the one-mind that was the origin 
of the worlds of the buddhas and living beings. 

As we have seen, Chengguan wrote much more substantial commentaries on 
the poem. While Fazang seems to have been satisfied with attaching a few 
Huayan terms to the text, Chengguan did real exegetical work. The latter com-
pared the two Chinese versions, provided detailed explanations of the phrases, 
cited Buddhist literature extensively to clarify the texts, and revealed the 
relationship between the different parts of the poem. Of course, he did not 
forget about Huayan terminology as well. 

Finally, we would like to interpret the mind-painter metaphor on the basis 
of the text and contents of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra, setting aside later inter-
pretations. At the beginning of the work, Buddha sits under the bodhi tree after 
his enlightenment, then without leaving that place, visits different locations 
miraculously, accompanied by countless bodhisattas, to start to spread his 
teaching. One of the places visited is the palace of Yama where ten bodhisattvas 
extol the limitless merits of Buddha. Like the other nine poems, the ninth one, 
studied in this article, is also a laudation of Buddha. Therefore, the mind-painter 
metaphor has to refer to Buddha’s mind, which is able to manifest itself 
differently in the world, and teach the audience, comprised of living beings on 
different intellectual levels, with different methods. It appears in the world, but 
is different from the phenomena of the ordinary world. Thus this poem, like the 
whole sūtra, reveals a concept of Buddha that had gone through great changes in 
Mahāyāna. Buddha is no longer a human being, but has transcendent attributes, 
and he appears in the world with the help of these transcendent attributes. This 
idea is expressed clearly in the tenth poem of the chapter: 

 
Like the pearl that makes wishes come true, 
displays all the colors; 
it is colorless, but displays the colors 
—Buddha is like this. 
 
Like the pure space, 
it has no form, and is invisible; 
though it shows all forms, 
space cannot be seen by anyone. 
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Buddhas are just like this: 

they show countless forms. 

They are not at places mind can travel to; 

no one can see them.37 
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