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Tatha-gata Chan and Wang Wei’s Late 

Landscape Poetry

Chi Xiao

Abstract

This essay breaks away from the traditional compartmentalization

between the Northern and Southern schools in studies of early Chan Buddhism

and re-contextualizes the high-Tang poet Wang Wei within the frame-

work of Tatha-gata Chan ( rulai chan).  The author shows that the

Northern school, i.e., Dungshan famen , had a more important influ-

ence on Wang’s religious and literary life.  Based on this, the author argues

that the new features of Wang’s landscape poetry in pentasyllabic quatrains (

wuyan jueju) resulted from insights gained while engaging in prati-

samlayana ( yanzuo) and cañkramana ( jingxing) at Wangchuan

.  That is to say, inspired by the Chan doctrine of being alert to each and

every moment (ksana chana) of one’s life and the ideals of “no thought”

(asmrti wunien) and “no stay” (aniketa wuzhu), the verses show the

poet’s pratyrsa ( xianliang) or here-and-now inscape (visaya,

yijing), to use Hopkin’s terminology.  Likewise, stemming from the Buddhist

denial of any duality between the internal and the external, the verses are able

to exhibit the poet’s very individual and delicate perception of natural phenom-

ena without expressing his personal feelings.  Finally, through his experience

21 2170
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with the techniques of “observing illusion” ( guan wang), vasita- (

jue zizai) and attaining the pure mind, his simple verses come to possess inef-

fable, mysterious meanings.  In other words, in Wang’s poetry, Chan

Buddhism found an aesthetic content and form suited to the expression of its

ideals.  The significance of this kind of landscape poetry is that it marks the

birth of inscape in the Chinese lyric tradition. This literary progress was con-

nected with religious developments in Chinese Buddhism, especially the

redefinition of Buddha and the Pure Land as the visaya of pure mind. This is

what the doctrines of Tatha-gata Chan, which advocated attaining Buddha and

the Pure Land through one’s own mind, brought about in Wang’s landscape

poetry.

Keywords: Wang Wei , Tatha-gata Chan , landscape verses in

pentasyllabic quatrains, Tang poetry, pratyrsa

171


