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I pay homage to the Perfectly Enlightened One,  

the Buddha, the World-Honoured One. 
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Dedication to  

 

all sentient beings,  

 

living and dead. 
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Translator’s Preface 
 

The Sanskrit term saṃdhi has shades of meanings, but in regard 

to the title, it means ‘hidden meanings, or underlying intents, or 

connotations, or mysteries in the fold’. Nirmocana is rendered as 

‘deliverance’. Some other scholars interpreted it as ‘unfurling, 

unravelling, or explaining’. Assuming these renderings are correct, the 

title of this scripture literally should be either a scripture on 

“explication of the underlying meanings of the Buddha’s intents”, or 

“deliverance through unravelling of the mysteries of the Buddha’s 

teaching”. Nonetheless, the title of my translated copy by no means 

reflects the literal rendering. It just highlights the keynote of this 

scriptural teaching in different words. 

The original Sanskrit text of this scripture is no longer extant. 

There are existing today the main translations in Tibetan which has also 

been translated into French, Japanese, and English, and in Chinese 

version on which currently this English translation is based. According 

to the Commentaries, the original Sanskrit text of this scripture in India 

were compiled in proses, circulated in two versions. There are 

primarily four translation copies in Chinese, all of which are based on 

the shorter version which contains a thousand five hundred proses. 

Reverend Guṇabhadra first interpreted it in Chinese, sometime 

between 443-453 C.E. with the title “Scripture of an unbroken 

liberation” (相續解脫經). Some translated contents had been lost and 

remains only with one fascicle in existence. Reverend Bodhiruci 

interpreted it sometime around 514 C.E. with the title as “Scripture of 

liberation by the profound underlying meanings” (深密解脫經), in five 

fascicles still existing. Reverend Guṇarata interpreted only one fascicle 

of the text sometime around 557-569 C.E. with the title “Scripture of 

the Buddha’s teaching that disentangles the Bonds” (佛说解節經). 

Reverend HsüanZuang interpreted it in five fascicles around 647 C.E. 

with the title “Scripture on explication of the underlying meanings” (解

深密经). In comparison, the latter is thought to be more complete in 

terms of reflecting nuances of the meanings. The translations by Rev. 

Bodhiruci and Rev. Hsüan Chuang have the same introduction but 

which are not seen in the other two translations. This English 

translation is based on the rendered copy by Rev. Hsüan Chuang. 

Saṃdhinirmocana-Sūtra forms the fundamental sourcebook in the 

earliest development of thought of the Yogācāra school in India and 

the later Vijñānavāda school. It is an important hermeneutic which in 

large degree had influenced particularly the thinking and substantial 

exegetical works of pioneers of the Indian Yogācāra school like 
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Asaṅga (395-470 C.E.), Vasubandhu (400-480 C.E.) and his disciples, 

Dināga and Sthiramati. This scripture, with the exception of its 

Introduction section, is also found in the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, first 

compiled in the mid of fifth Century C.E. It forms a part of its scroll 

no. 75, complete in scroll no. 76-78. This text is among the few 

particular scriptures and Abhidharma treatises that constitute the 

bedrock of the thinking of the Vijñānavāda school, amongst them are: 

Avataṃsaka-sūtra, Laṅkāvatāra-sūtra, Mahāyāna-Abhidharma-sūtra 

(the latter was never translated in Tibetan and Chinese); and the 

Abhidharma texts which include Yogācārabhūmi-śastra, Mahāyāna-

saṃgraha-śāstra, Mahāyānasūtrālamkāra, Abhidharma-samuccaya, 

Prakaranāryavāca-śāstra, Madhyāntavibhāga-bhāsya,  Viṃśatikā-

vijñapti-mātratā-siddhi, Daśabhūmikasūtra-śāstra, and Ālambana-

parikṣa. Another is Pramāṇasamuccaya, in two versions but both are 

no more extant. Even Vijrāptimātratāsiddhi, an exegesis of the thirty 

verses of Triṃśikā-vijñapti-kārikā, quotes frequently principles 

expounded in the Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra. According to Etienne 

Lamotte in his research work, Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra is thought to be 

first compiled sometime in the 2nd Century C.E. 

 In this book, explanations to the critical points, and also to terms 

in the original text which appear unclear or may be confusing, are 

provided in the footnotes. Further important information to supplement 

understanding for benefits of the readers are provided in the five 

appendices at the end of the book. There are several Sanskrit words of 

the Sūtra which are remained as they are, as in the same case of the 

many Chinese translations of Sūtras. The reason is that each of those 

Sanskrit words carries nuances of meaning, and not a direct English 

word can completely convey their actual meanings. Also, some of their 

definitions vary according to the various situations in which they are 

used. For these reasons, I provided a glossary for the separate 

explanations of those Sanskrit terms. 

The scripture opens with a narration of the Bhagavān, the tenth 

epithet of a Buddha, in his abode of a great palace, wonderfully created 

and adorned by his incalculable merits of virtues. The girth of this 

splendid palace is immeasurable, its size surpasses even the three 

mundane worlds combined together. The setting is obviously a celestial 

domain of the sambhogakāya, a rewarded body of bliss, of a Bhagavān, 

Many enlightened Great Bodhisattvas came from the different worlds 

to assemble here, accompanied by inhabitants of the various types who 

all lived on the joy of high level spiritual cultivation. The Introduction 

also recounts eighteen sublime qualities of the perfect attainment of the 

Bhagavān. The next seven Chapters deal with catechetical 

interlocutions amongst the Great Bodhisattvas and also between the 
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Great Bodhisattvas and Bhagavān on many critical points and 

principles, that are not always obvious but are covert yet profound 

meanings hidden in many other scriptures, and which go to the very 

heart of the grave practitioners for spiritual transcendence. 

Chapter II begins with a dialogue between two enlightening 

beings. The answers given draw to conclude that all phenomena, 

generalised as conditioned and unconditioned, are just instructive 

expressions conveniently formulated by the Buddha which are meant 

to educate and liberate beings. Because without using words, there was 

simply no way to teach the ordinary folks. Whether it is conditioned or 

unconditioned states, they all fall in the common use of names and 

words which humans are prevalently and discriminatively attached to. 

Accomplished sages illuminate us of the true nature of realities as 

going beyond words, sum up as the non-duality of all phenomena. Then 

it follows with the Buddha answering questions, explains the meaning 

of ultimate truth as an inner realisation which surpasses all thoughts 

and deliberations, is devoid of all forms of object, is unexpressible, is 

beyond all presentation, is to put to rest all controversies, and is neither 

bound by sameness nor dissimilarity. Ultimate truth is also depicted as 

one’s pure, unmixed attention in relation to all phenomenal states. As 

in true thusness, ultimate truth is explained as the selflessness of all 

phenomena, free from all causes and conditions, is universally all-

pervasive and uniform across all kinds, natures, and characteristics of 

phenomena. 

In Chapter III,  the Buddha provides a definitive account of the 

terms ‘mind, ideation, and consciousness’. The term ‘mind’ in this 

context is explained as sarva-bīja-manovijñāna in Sanskrit, or 

translated as ‘all seeds-like potentialities of the mind-consciousness’. 

This mind-consciousness, concealing from moment of conception in 

the mother’s womb to the developed body of adult, clings steadfastly 

to the physical faculties and what they depend on, to forms, names, 

discriminatory words and concepts, and to one’s propensities. Ideation 

is described in terms of a discriminatory mind-consciousness to which 

the respective cognitive consciousnesses relate independently. A 

person who is said to be skilled in the secrets of mind, ideation, and 

consciousnesses is described as one who is without the inner 

discrimination in relation to mind and its cumulation, the six cognitive 

consciousnesses, and mind-consciousness. In other words, ultimate 

truths are applied in the attention to mental appearances of whatsoever 

meditational subjects. The Buddha depicts the complex subtlety of 

ādāna-vijñāna (clinging consciousness), another name for sarva-bīja-

manovijñāna and ālaya-vijñāna (repository consciousness), wherein all 
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its seeds-like infinitesimal units of energies flow and function just like 

the torrent. 

Chapter IV is dedicated to elucidating what constitutes a 

practitioner as being versed in the characteristics of all those 

phenomenal states in meditation. The Buddha provides the answers by 

giving definitions to threefold characters as a categorical identification 

of all phenomena, namely the character of all-pervasive and calculated 

clinging to things, the character of dependent origination, and the 

character of the perfect reality of things. Several analogies are drawn 

to illustrate the similarities between the examples and these threefold 

characters. Cruces of the descriptions center upon the crucial 

understanding of putting an end to one’s attachment to the prevalently 

and discriminatively calculated clinging to things like names, words 

and their differentiations, conditional on factors of dependent arising. 

whereby the character of the perfect reality of things can be 

comprehended, and so meditator realises the need for dwelling in 

objectlessness. As one continues to practise in this way, one will 

gradually dispel all the adulterated forms of moral infection, and would 

eventually abide in only states characteristic of purity. Thus is the way 

skilfulness in all phenomena is defined in this chapter. 

Chapter V illustrates in detail the threefold nature of non-

originalness of all states. Non-original (asvabhāva) refers to 

conditioned states that have no point of origin, lacking the independent 

existence. The three natures are about the non-originalness of 

characteristics, of arising, of ultimate realities. The primary reason for 

the introduction of these threefold nature is to explain the princinple 

regarding all phenomenal states as without the nature of independent 

existence, without origination, without extinction, are fundamentally 

tranquil, are inherently nirvāṇic. This principle is a hidden profound 

secret in scriptural teachings that were instructed in an implicit manner, 

which are incomplete in definitive exposition. The Buddha explains 

this principle based on meanings of the non-originalness of 

characteristics and ultimate realities as revealed by a realisation of the 

selflessness of phenomena. However, bearing in mind this threefold 

nature of non-originalness by no means corroborates non-existence of 

the threefold characteristic that are described in Chapter IV, nor does 

it indicate that everything in life are insubstantial and void. Otherwise 

it would become a fallacious view of extremity. 

The chapter explains the nature of non-originalness of 

characteristics as referring to the characteristic of all-pervasively 

discriminative clinging to names, words, concepts, etc. The nature of 

non-originalness of arising corresponds to the characteristic of 

dependent origination of all states, which are conditioned arising and 
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never naturally arise on their own. The nature of non-originalness of 

ultimate realities are explained in two aspects. First, it tantamounts to 

all the states of dependent arising, regardless of whether they are 

conditioned by virtuous or faulty objects, for they all lack point of 

origin. Second, it corresponds to the characteristic of perfect realities 

of phenomena when attachment to the all-pervasively discriminative 

clinging to things is abandoned, and manifested are the conditioned 

objects of purity of whether non-originalness, selflessness, or true 

thusness of mental states. 

In Chapter VI, Mahā-Bodhisattva Maitreya inquired all those 

important questions regarding the meditation practice of tranquillity 

and analytic insight, and the Buddha answered them all in vivid 

practical detail. This chapter reveals crucial information on the 

compositional and practical distinctions, types, application methods, 

procedures, functions, results, as well as some misconceptions and 

errors commonly experienced in the practice of śamatha and vipaśyanā. 

It explains the technical differences between the distinct and holistic 

approach of the practice of śamatha and vipaśyanā. There are also very 

detailed explanations about the different ways to meditate on the 

scriptural principles on one hand, and their main significations on 

another, and the method embraces all those other ways. The Buddha 

also illustrates by applying the different notions of emptiness to dispel 

the ten distinct defiling mental appearances during meditation sessions, 

and most importantly about the overall representative of all those 

notions of emptiness from the perspective of Mahāyāna. There are 

explanations on how constituents of the five kinds of entanglement, the 

five kinds of shroud, and the five kinds of distractions are impediments 

specifically to to śamatha and vipaśyanā. Although the eleven bhūmi 

of cultivation are dealt with in the next chapter, here it illustrates how 

śamatha-vipaśyanā can overcome all those types of impediments to the 

Bodhisattvas’ ten stages and the stage of Buddha-hood. It explains how 

those who are skilled in śamatha-vipaśyanā, by considering the seven 

kinds of suchness, can meditate to extinguish entirely all those subtle 

mental constructs, to realise attainment from the Bodhisattvas’ first 

stage, up to the peerless supreme enlightenment. As Thomas Cleary 

wrote, this chapter enables the meditation practitioners to avoid the 

pitfalls and hazards of ignorant or misguided concentration. 

Chapter VII covers questions by the Mahā-Bodhisattva 

Avalokiteśvara to the Buddha. The contents elucidate details of the 

transcendental ways of practice in connection to structure of the ten 

stages of Bodhisattvas’ developmental cultivation, including also the 

eleventh stage of Buddha-hood. It details the characteristics, various 

aspects of purity and other qualities, resultants, functions and particular 
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shortcomings that are to be overcome at each specific stages of 

cultivation. The six pāramitā ways are sequenced for facilitating 

progressive development, which serve two primary purposes as 

benefitting all sentient beings and at the same time as overcoming one’s 

own assortment of moral impurities. The other four pāramitā ways are 

explained as ancillaries to the six principal ones. It also details the 

different classes in each of these six main pāramitā ways; behaviours 

that are aberration from the pāramitā ways; practices that are not 

genuinely expedients of the pāramitā ways. It illuminates also other 

important details such as the weak, the subtle, and the concomitants of 

one’s latent propensities; the Buddha’s intention of One-yāna; the plus 

side and minus side as the effects of misleading interpretational 

differentiations of scriptures. 

Chapter VIII, through the questions asked by Mahā-Bodhisattva 

Mañjuśrī, reveals accomplishments of the deeds of the Buddha. It 

begins with the Buddha explaining the perfect attainment of a 

dharmakāya of the Tathāgata as different from the final attainments of 

the Śrāvakas and  Pratyekabuddhas which are termed as bodies that are 

liberated, but are not called dharmakāya. The Buddha describes 

dharmakāya of the Tathāgata as inconceivable, because it is totally 

dissociated from causes of conditionality, free from metaphysical 

argumentations, having no genesis, needing no deliberate effort, is 

replete with immeasurable merits of virtues, is capable of producing 

innumerable transformed bodies (nirmāṇakāya) in the countless world-

systems. In contrast, the transformed bodies of a Tathāgata have 

origination of their features, are supported by the immense power of 

merits of the Tathāgata. The Buddha provides a very detailed analytical 

breakdown about the distinct characteristics and functional aspects of 

the scriptures, discipline, the abhidharma schema of contents (mātika), 

and the synoptic contents of spells (dhāraṇi) which he has formulated, 

for helping others with spiritual practices to truly realise the ultimate 

emancipation. The chapter also reveals other supreme qualities, 

capacities, and unique domains that characterise an unmatched 

Tathāgata. Other things which are explicated includes distinctions 

between the sphere of activities and realm of the Thatāgata, eight 

defiling things that are easily found and two virtuous things of scarcity 

in the secular world, and conversely the eight things that are hard to 

find and two things that prevail in pure paradise of the Thatāgata. 
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