














 

 

 

 

Re-examining the Diamond S¨tra 
Manuscript S.P.2 and Sacred Book 

Culture in the Tang Dynasty 
 

 TSUI Chunghui 崔中慧∗ 

 

1. Introduction 

In the centuries during which Buddhist texts were translated 
into Chinese, six known versions of the Vajracchedikå 
Prajñåpåramitå S¨tra (henceforth “Diamond S¨tra”) appeared. 
The earliest and most widely circulated version was that translated 
by Kumåraj¥va in the 3rd year of Hong Shi (弘始), late Qin dynasty 
(後秦) (401 C.E.), in Xiao-yao Garden (逍遙園) at Ch'ang-an (長安). 
Kumåraj¥va’s translation style was distinctive, possessing a 
flowing smoothness that reflects his emphasis on conveying the 
meaning of the text rather than giving a precise literal rendering. 
As a result, his beautifully translated texts are more easily accepted 
and better understood by the general public. His translated version 
of the Diamond S¨tra gained popularity in the sixth century and 
was widely circulated in the Tang dynasty, becoming one of the 
major texts of the Chan school. For these reasons, there naturally 
was an escalating demand for copies of the sacred text. 

 In the early twentieth century, many religious and secular 
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manuscripts were discovered in the Dunhuang “Library Cave.” 
There are 58,300 (TSUI, 2010:16) pieces of Dunhuang manuscripts, 
written in various languages.1 Of the 36,000 items written in 
Chinese, 32,000 (almost 90%) are Buddhist manuscripts (FANG, 
2003: 35.8).  There are three main formats of manuscripts from 
Dunhuang: written copies, rubbings, and block-printed manuscripts. 
Among the printed-manuscript Buddhist s¨tras, quite a few are of 
the Diamond S¨tra and the Saddharmap¨��ar¥ka S¨tra, which are 
the two most popular and widespread s¨tras in China. 

 Among the Buddhist manuscripts excavated from Dunhuang, 
there are over two thousands items related to the Diamond S¨tra, 
variously dated from the sixth to the eleventh century (SHI, 2003: 
2.111-139).  Of those two-thousand-plus Diamond S¨tra-related 
items, there are seventy-six that bear exact date inscriptions 
[Table].These manuscripts are of three main types: written 
manuscripts (xieben 寫本), printings (yinben 印本), and rubbings 
(taben 拓本). In this paper, I will discuss the different formats of 
the Diamond S¨tra that were prevalent during the Tang dynasty. 
Throughout the discussion, I will examine the artistic depictions 
that adorned the text, enhancing its popularity as a sacred Buddhist 
text. 
 

[Table] Diamond S¨tra Items by Century 

Century 6th C 7thC 8thC 9thC 10thC 11thC Total 

 South & 
North 
Dynasty 

Sui/ 
Tang 

Tang Tang Later 
Tang/ Five 
Dynasties 

Song  

Diamond S¨tra 12 20 20 14 21  763 

Other related 
documents of  
Diamond S¨tra 

  6 4 6 1 17 

                                                 
1  The Dunhuang manuscripts are in different languages, which indicates the 

cosmopolitan nature of the peoples and culture of Central Asia. The scripts 
and languages include: Bråhm¥, Kharo��¥, Persian, Tibetan, Turki, Uighur 
and Tokharian. The manuscripts were written on different materials, such as 
palm leaves, leather, silk, and paper.  

2 IKEDA 1990. p.119. This manuscript was excavated from Shanshan county 鄯善 and dated 535 CE. 
3 The data is mainly based on SHI, 2003:112; see also IKEDA,1990. 
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FANG Guangchang 方廣錩 has studied the wood block 
printed manuscript of the Diamond S¨tra and concluded that it was 
based on the earliest version, as translated by Kumåraj¥va. The 
manuscript is well preserved. There are a total of seven strips of 
paper printed from carved wooden blocks and pasted together to 
form a scroll, which has an illustrated frontispiece and colophon.5 
The scroll S.P.2, which is an important fruit of the evolution in the 
production of Buddhist texts from manual scribes to block printing, 
is adorned with elaborate illustrations. It displays a maturity of 
design and layout and speaks of a considerable ancestry for 
woodblock printing. As this is the earliest dated Buddhist 
manuscript using woodblock printing technique, the calligraphic 
style and artwork in the illustration are worthy of detailed 
examination.  

SHA Wutian has suggested that the illustration of the 
Diamond S¨tra jingbian was created during the high Tang period 
by Wu Daozi (吳道子) (ca. 685–758) at the Pure Land Garden in 
Xing Tang monastery in Chang’an (長安興唐寺淨土院) (SHA 2006: 

556). Wu was a native of Yangzhai, Henan（河南陽翟).6 He was a 
talented artist, who made a name as an accomplished painter when 
only in his early twenties. The fame of Wu Daozi soon reached the 
emperor Xuanzong (685–756), who invited him to work and teach 
in the imperial palace,7 where he became a painter of the court. 
Chang'an, capital of the Tang Dynasty, was the cultural center of 
the time, the home of many famous men of letters and artists. Wu 
had much opportunity to work and interact with them, which 
further improved his painting skills. Wu’s painting style was highly 
appreciated in the courts of the high Tang era, and he came to be 
recognized as one of China’s greatest artists, revered for his linear 
brush drawing (吳帶當風) and mural painting. According to records 
in On Famous Paintings of the Tang Period (唐朝名畫錄), Wu 
Daozi achieved the highest status among Tang artists, as “the best 
of the divine category, shenpin 神品上 .” Wu’s paintings of 
                                                 
5  Each sheet of paper measures 26.67 mm in height and 75 mm in width; total 

length of 491.5cm; width: 30.5 cm. 

6  Modern Yu county in Henan province河南禹縣. 

7  ZHU 1985. In this book, Zhu divided artists into four categories, namely 
"divine" (shen神), "extraordinary" (miao妙), "professional" (neng能), and 
"mediocre" (yi逸). Wu Daozi was ranked as bestin “the divine category”神品上.http://ourartnet.com/Siku/Zibu/Art/Arts_033.asp 
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If we turn our focus back to the S.P.2 woodblock print of 
the Diamond S¨tra, we find that two artistic components were 
engraved on the woodblock print of the Diamond S¨tra before 
printing: the model calligraphies and paintings by leading artists. It 
seems useful to inquire whether it is the work of painters or 
calligraphers from the same era, for instance, the painting of Wu 
Daozi or the calligraphy of Liu Gongquan. 

When we undertake an analysis of artistic style by 
comparing the brush lines of the painting of the Eighty-seven 
Celestials with the illustration in the Diamond S¨tra, it is obvious 
that the Diamond S¨tra was in the brush-line drawing style 
(baimiao 白描) of the Wu Daozi painting tradition.10 

Furthermore, there are two records related to Wu Daozi 
associated with the Diamond S¨tra. In On Famous Paintings of the 
Tang Period (唐朝名畫錄), it is recorded that Wu Daozi often 
carried and recited the Diamond S¨tra and painted many religious 
murals on the wall in the Diamond S¨tra hall in Xing Tang 
monastery (興唐寺), where the Diamond S¨tra was annotated by 
emperor Xuanzong. 11  Under his cultural policy (RONG, 2007), 

emperor Xuanzong selected and annotated one representative 
classic from each of three religions, Confucianism, Daoism and 
Buddhism. They are, respectively, The Classic of Filial Piety (孝經), 
Dao De Jing (道德經) and the Diamond S¨tra(金剛經).12 

In addition, according to the record in Famous Paintings 
Through History, by Chang Yenyüan (ca. 815–ca. 877) 
(TANIGUCHI, 1981: 45), Wu Daozi had several disciples, who learned 
and acquired the technique of painting from him.13 One was Yang 
Tingguang (楊庭光), who was famous for both figure painting and 
Buddhist painting. He painted many Buddhist murals in the 
temples of Chang’an, including Cien Si (慈恩寺), Zisheng Si (資聖寺), Baocha Si (寶刹寺), Puti Si (菩提寺), An-Guo Si (安國寺), 

                                                 
10 JIN 2004 http://www.china-review.com/smyta2.asp?id=24771 (Feb. 25, 

2013) 

11  Emperor Xuanzong annotated the Diamond S�tra in 742 CE. 

12 Yuanzhao's (圓照) Zhenyuan xinding shijiao mulu (貞元新定釋教目錄. 
Catalogue of Buddhist Teachings Newly Established in the Zhenyuan Era, T. 
2157 (CBETA, T55, no. 2157, p. 878, c11-13) 

13 Ibid. 
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Huadu Si (化度寺), and Dongdu Si (東都); and, in Luoyang（今河南洛陽), Zhaocheng Si (昭成寺) and Shengci Si (聖慈寺). This 
provides evidence that the artistic style of Wu Daozi was passed 
down to his students and was widespread in the Chang’an and 
Luoyang areas. 

HE Shizhe (賀世哲) has declared that the mural paintings 
related to the Diamond S¨tra in Dunhuang were created thirty to 
forty years after those of Chang’an and were much influenced by 
the Wu Daozi style.14 There was close contact between Chang’an 
(長安 ) and Dunhuang during the period following emperor 
Xuanzong’s annotation of the Diamond S¨tra. The eminent 
Buddhist monk Daojian (道建) was invited to the Great Cloud 
Temple (大雲寺) at Dunhuang to preach three s¨tras: the Diamond 
S¨tra, as annotated by emperor Xuanzong, the Lotus S¨tra, and the 
Brahmajåla S¨tra (Fanwangjing 梵網經) (RONG 2007: 20). This 
further indicates the importance of the Diamond S¨tra in the high 
Tang period. 

We now examine the details of the woodblock printed 
image, the frontispiece of the Diamond S¨tra. It is called the 
frontispiece because it appears at the front of the scroll. The image 
measures 28 cm wide and 23 cm tall. It depicts a scene of the 
Buddha preaching to his entourage, with him positioned diagonally, 
facing west. Although Julia Murray views this scene (Figure 3) as 
rather generic and lacking any specific connection to the Diamond 
S¨tra (Murray 1994: 136), I would respectfully submit that the 
frontispiece illustration is in fact a pictorial presentation of the 
scene from the opening paragraph of the Diamond S¨tra and that it 
encapsulates the gist of the s¨tra. The Diamond S¨tra is a dialogue 
between the Buddha and Subh¨ti, the central theme of which is the 
cultivation of wisdom and the practice of non-abiding, non-
attachment, and awareness of impermanence—all for the sake of 
liberation.  

The clear connection to the s¨tra can be seen, first, from 
two inscriptions on the left-hand side of the frontispiece. On the 
upper left side is “祇樹給孤獨園” (Jetavana Anåthapi��ada-åråma); 
the inscription on the lower left side is “長老須菩提” (Subh¨ti). 
(Figure 4, 4a,5) 
                                                 
14 HE 2006:161. 37: “吳道子在興唐寺畫金剛經變當在西元 738年之後，比敦煌壁畫中最早的金剛經變約早三、四十年。” 
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Figure 3. The frontispiece illustration of the Diamond S¨tra 

 

 
Figure 3a. Subh¨ti is the focal point of the whole illustration because all the 

other figures are looking at Subh¨ti. 
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Figure 4. Enlargement of Figure 3. 

 
  

 
Figure 4a. the inscription on the 
lower left side is “長老須菩提 ” 
(Subh¨ti). 

Figure 5. On the upper left side is “祇樹給 孤 獨 園 ” Jetavana Anåthapi��ada-
åråma) 
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describes the Buddha’s preaching scene: 

“Thus have I heard. One time the Buddha was staying at the 
Anàthapi��ada retreatin the Jeta Grove near Íråvasti, with a 
great congregation of 1,250 monks (bhik�u). Atmeantime, the 
World Honored One put on his robes and took his alms bowl 
into the great city of Íråvast¥ to beg for alms. In the midst of 
that city, he begged successively andthen returned to his 
personal dwelling to eat his meal. Having put away his robes 
andbowl, he washed his feet, prepared his seat, and sat.”15 如是我聞。一時，佛在舍衛國祇樹給孤獨園，與大比丘眾千二百五十人俱。爾時，世尊食時，著衣持缽，入舍衛大城乞食。於其城中，次第乞已，還至本處。飯食訖，收衣缽，洗足已，敷座而坐。 
“At that time, the Venerable Subh¨ti was amidst the great 
congregation. He then rose from his seat, adjusted his robes, 
and kneeled his right knee to the ground. With hispalms joined 
together respectfully, he addressed the Buddha, saying, 
“Extraordinary, World Honored One, is the Tathågata’s skillful 
mindfulness of the Bodhisattvas and his skillful entrustment to 
the Bodhisattvas. World Honored One, in what should good 
sons and good daughters engendering the supremely 
unexcelled bodhicitta dwell? How should they subdue their 
minds?”16

 時，長老須菩提在大眾中即從座起，偏袒右肩，右膝著地，合掌恭敬而白佛言：「稀有！世尊！如來善護念諸菩薩，善付囑諸菩薩。世尊！善男子、善女人，發阿耨多羅三藐三菩提心，應云何住？云何降伏其心？」 
As mentioned before, the creation of the Diamond S¨tra 

mural painting was influenced by the popularity of the Chan school 
of Buddhism (SHI 1985,3 :19–27). The earliest record of the Diamond 
S¨tra mural painting was that in Xing Tang monastery at Chang’an 
by Wu Daozi. It was likely produced earlier than those at 
Dunhuang. Noting the popularity of the work by Wu Daozi it 
certainly is possible that the painting in Dunhuang were modeled 

                                                 

15 Patton,Charles translated from Kumåraj¥va’s Chinese version into English 
(T 235.8.748c-752c). (http://www.budhi.net/English/DiamondT0235-e.pdf, 
Mar.7, 2014 access) 

16 Patton (T235.8.748c–752c). (http://www.budhi.net/English/DiamondT0235-
e.pdf., Mar.7, 2014 access) 
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on those from Chang’an. 

To conclude the above discussion, we may safely assume 
that the illustration of the front is piece of the Diamond S¨tra is 
sutra “transformation tableaux” (jingbian 金剛經經變) and does 
echo the scene described therein. On a broader level, it sums up in 
one illustration what the s¨tra is about: a dialogue between Buddha 
and Subh¨ti in which the teacher imparts words of wisdom for 
practice. 

 

2.2. The model calligraphy of the Diamond S¨tra (S.P.2) 

Among the written manuscripts of the Diamond S¨tra 
excavated from Dunhuang, FANG Guangchang opined that there 
are eleven exemplars of the Diamond S¨tra made from the Tang 
imperial collection (FANG 1995, 1:75).  This shows the importance 
and popularity of the Diamond S¨tra during that time. As we know, 
before printing technology was created, books were mainly done 
by hand, written by scribes who learned calligraphy by modeling 
the work of leading calligraphers. Except the aforementioned 
manuscript of Diamond S¨tra (S.P.2), other extant specimens of 
woodblock printed Diamond S¨tras from Dunhuang include the 
manuscripts numbered S.P.1, S.P.10, P.4515, and P.4516. Another 
early specimen, which could be dated earlier than the Diamond 
S¨tra, is the wood-block printed Dhåra˜¥ S¨tra found in a Korean 
temple believed to have been erected in 751 CE (TSIEN 1985:149-
150). 

A very rare and early ink rubbing of the Diamond S¨tra 
P.4503 (DONG You 1985) (Figure 8)—a rubbing of the engraved 
stone stele of the Diamond S¨tra with calligraphy written by Liu 
Gongquan (柳公權) (778–865) and dated the fourth year of the 
Chang Qing reign (長慶四年) (824)—is worthy of our attention. 
This rubbing Diamond S¨tra from Dunhuang shows a calligraphic 
style similar to that of S.P.2 (Figure 8a, 8b). Liu Gongquan was 
invited by emperor Tang Muzong (唐穆宗) (795–824) to be the 
official court calligrapher, holding the title of Hanlin Academician 
(翰林院侍書學士). He went on to serve seven emperors as court 
calligrapher, until his death at eighty-eight, in 865 CE. 
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Liu Gongquan was probably the most productive court 
calligrapher of Buddhist texts during the high Tang era. According 
to Jin shilu(金石錄)17 and other related literary sources, from 824 
CE to 861 CE, Liu Gongquan produced considerable Buddhist 
calligraphy at the request of either the court18 or Buddhist temples 
or monks, being responsible for at least fourteen works.19 It is 
recorded that Liu Gongquan wrote the calligraphy of the Diamond 
S¨tra when he was forty-seven years old. One of his calligraphies 
of the Diamond S¨tra was engraved on the stone stele in Ximing 
monastery (西明寺) at Chang’an in 838 CE (LUO 2006:76). Ximing 
Si monastery was one of the major royal patron monasteries in the 
Tang dynasty, and also the national library for collection of 
Buddhist s¨tras. 

  

2.3. The Yuce Guan 玉冊官玉冊官玉冊官玉冊官 – Court engravers  

Also noteworthy is the appearance of the names of the 
engravers, Qiang Yan 強演 and Shao Jianhe 邵建和,at the end of the 
colophon that includes the name of Liu Gongquan as calligrapher.20 
Qiang Yan and Shao Jianhe were both descended from generations 
of craftsmen from Tianshui in Gansu province (CHENG 2008: 84–86). 
According to CHENG Zhangcan’s research on the engravers of the 
Tang dynasty, the title Yuce guan (玉冊官) was assigned to a 
government official under the Imperial Secretariat (zhongshusheng中書省). Yuce玉冊 is an engraved jade book, an official government 
document that is mainly used for imperial ritual ceremony (CHENG 
2008: 79). According to a comprehensive survey of engravers by 
CHENG Zhangcan (CHENG 2008: 81), members of the Qiang and 
Shao family—including Shao Jianhe (邵建和) and his brother 
Shao Jianchu (邵建初)—were famous as craftsmen, and became 

                                                 
17  ZHAO Mingcheng趙明诚 (1081–1129)compiled the monograph Jin Shi Lu 金石錄 on inscriptions on ancient bronze vessels and stone tablets.   

18 WANG Pu 王溥  comp. Tang huiyao唐會要 juan 35, calligraphy. 
http://shu.tang.net/index.asp?keyword=%C1%F8%B9%AB%99%E0&from
=content&value=4&value=3&value=2&value=1&channel=data&method=q
uery&category=data (Mar.2,2013 accessed) 

19  For a detailed table of Liu Gongquan’s calligraphy, see CHEN 2000, 
39:114-120. 

20  The colophon of P. 4503 rubbing《金剛般若波羅蜜經》：“長慶四年(824)四月六日翰林侍書學士朝議郎行右補闕上輕車都尉賜緋魚袋柳公權為右街僧錄準公書，強演邵建和刻”。 
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government engravers, holding the title Yuce guan (玉冊官) in the 
Tang court (REN 2007. 6 :45-60) (Figure 9). Shao Jianchu and Shao 
Jianhe had engraved Buddhist stone stele for an eminent 
Buddhist monk, Dada Fashi Xuan Mi Ta Bei Ming《大達法師玄秘塔碑銘 , in 841 CE 21 (Figure 10). The engraved calligraphy was 
modelled on that written by Liu Gongquan. While craftsmen are 
required to engrave calligraphy on the stone stele, it is easier for 
them to engrave on woodblock. Although further research is 
required on this, for the moment we may reasonably assume that 
the Liu Gongquan calligraphy and the Wu Daozi mural paintings 
from Chang’an were all imperial models that affected the 
development of the woodblock print manuscript of the Diamond 
S¨tra from Dunhuang. 
 

 
Figure 9. The name of two court 
engravers Qiang Yan 強演 , Shao 
Jianhe 邵 建 和 on the rubbing 
Diamond S¨tra P.4503 

(picture from IDP : http:// 
idp.bl.uk/database/oo_scroll_h.a4d?uid=
-67042843015;recnum=61630;index=1) 

 

Figure 10. The colophon inscription on 
Xuan mi ta bei of Buddhist monk, 
Dada《大達法師玄秘塔碑銘 : “Court 
engraver Yuce guan Shao Jianhe邵建和 and brother Jianchu 建 初
engraved.” (picture from :Liu, 
Gongquan, Tang Liu Gongquanshu 
Xuan mi ta bei, p.59) 

                                                 
21  LIU 2000: 59 “刻玉冊官邵建和并弟建初鐫”。 
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Conclusion 

Based on the Dunhuang woodblock print manuscript 
Diamond S¨tra S.P.2, this paper has explored two significant 
findings. First, through an examination of the painting and 
calligraphic styles from the illustrated frontispiece of the Diamond 
S¨tra wood-block print created by a collaborative team from the 
Chang’an court, one can see Tang government established a court 
workshop with contemporary master artists, calligraphers, scribes, 
and craftsmen to produce the print. The imperial models of Liu 
Gongquan’s calligraphy and Wu Daozi’s painting from Chang’an 
affected the development of the Diamond S¨tra woodblock print 
manuscript found in Dunhuang. Second, it is noteworthy that the 
model calligraphy and painting were adopted by the court 
craftsmen Yuce guan Qiang Yan and Shao Jianhe to create the 
woodblock print. This is an important landmark in the history of 
Chinese printing technology. 

It has been recognized by scholars that Buddhism was the 
main driving force in the development of printing technology in the 
Tang era (618–907 CE). With improved techniques in papermaking 
and block printing, the Diamond S¨tra became standardized, 
representing an imperial model or the early woodblock print in the 
Tang dynasty. It also established the foundation for a flourishing 
publishing culture from the Song dynasty onwards. The woodblock 
technique achieved its height in the Ming dynasty, which marked 
another milestone in the development of the printing and 
publication history in China. It was the harmonious artistic 
collaboration of calligraphers, painters, engravers, printers, and 
graphic designers that made this possible. 
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