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Dunhuang Buddhist Narratives: Narrating
Bianwen and the Storytellers’ Identities

Ming-Chang Yang®

Abstract

This article analyzes Buddhist narratives in Dunhuang's history-
narrating bianwen. First, it discusses the origin, features and functions of
the Buddhist narratives in bianwen that concern historical topics. It
investigates the copying and cultural context of the manuscripts, and
discusses the status of the speakers of these texts. In general, there are two
types of history-narrating bianwen that incorporate Buddhist narratives.
The first type is exemplified by Yunbian’s “Ershisi Xiao Yazuowen by
Master Yuan-jian” #{[B|ZE KBl — VU248 52, the “Shunzi bian” %

8% the “Han Qin-hu huaben” FE#&FZEEA, and the “Dong Yong ciwen”
7k 3832, In these texts, the Buddhist narratives shape the positive image
of the characters and set the keynote of the theme. Futhermore, the
manuscripts that copy these works are often recorded together with
Buddhist-related documents. In addition, since the first half of the 8"
century, there were secular stories on China that were absorbed into the
sermons of the Buddha as well as and records of the secular activities and
rituals of so-called drama monks and roaming monks. Therefore, internal
and external conditions reveal that these works were most likely created by
monks or by people who had a deep understanding of Buddhism. The

second type can be seen in the Buddhist narratives “Tang Taizong ruming

Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Chengchi University
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17 BERSEAEES and “Ye Jing-neng shi” #EFEEFF, which contain
elements related to Daoist immortals and Chinese occult arts. However, the
inclusion of these elements had a negative effect on the image of the
characters in the works, and the main theme was thus blurred, with the
Buddhist and Daoist characters becoming the subjects of mockery.
Therefore, these bianwen were most likely composed by folk artists. On
top of that, there are some narratives that were neglected in the past. For
example, at the beginning of “Han Qin-hu huaben” FE$&FZEEA, the
narrative of the monk Fa-hua was combined with the story of the Hedong
nun from the Suishu’s F& & “Gaozu benji” =1 A4, the legendary
deeds concerning the Fahua jing 7AZEZL recorded in the Continued
Biographies of Eminent Monks (Xu gaoseng zhuan %= {%{%) and the
Fahua jing xuanzan yaoji 7EZEK 2, and the content of the Sui
Jingyingsi shamen Huiyuan heshang yinyuan ji [5, 5555/ D P E B
[K&2C of P3570V, P3727, and P.2680.

Keywords: Dunhuang, Buddhist oral literature, narrative, history-telling,

Buddhism, monks
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