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    Driven by a resolve to seek the wellsprings of his faith, a Buddhist monk undertakes a transcontinental pilgrimage that becomes both a map of sacred geography and a study in steadfast inquiry.

A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms is a travel narrative by the Chinese monk Faxian, composed in the early fifth century after his journey through Central Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and maritime Southeast Asia. It belongs to the literature of pilgrimage and historical reportage, recording places, practices, and communities encountered in the quest for scriptures and monastic rules. The work circulated widely in East Asia and later reached global audiences through translations, including influential English versions produced in the nineteenth century, which helped situate it alongside other foundational accounts of Buddhist travel and cultural transmission.

The premise is straightforward yet profound: a devoted traveler crosses deserts, mountains, and seas to examine how Buddhism is lived, preserved, and taught beyond his homeland, while seeking authoritative texts. Readers encounter an itinerary enlivened by careful observation—notes on monasteries, relics, rituals, and social customs—rendered in a voice that is measured, practical, and reverent. The mood is contemplative rather than dramatic, emphasizing continuity and discipline over spectacle. The narrative offers a steady cadence of movement and reflection, inviting the reader into a slow, attentive engagement with landscapes of belief and the communities that steward them.

Central themes include the preservation of doctrine, the ethics of monastic life, and the ways belief travels through translation, memory, and institutional practice. Faxian’s account foregrounds the mundane labors underpinning religious transmission—copying texts, maintaining rules, hosting pilgrims—highlighting how continuity depends on networks of hospitality and learning. It also explores how local conditions shape shared ideals, showing variations in observance without losing sight of a unifying aspiration. For modern readers, this interplay between unity and diversity resonates with broader questions about tradition in motion, cultural exchange, and the human effort to secure meaning across distances and generations.

As a document, the book is notable for its insistence on eyewitness testimony, tempered by reports gathered from monastics and laypeople along the route. The prose favors clarity and enumeration, often marking distances, directions, and sequential stages of travel, producing an almost cartographic texture. Names of sites and communities are woven into concise descriptions of ritual life and material culture. The method is descriptive rather than argumentative, valuing fidelity to observed practice. This approach yields a cumulative portrait of Buddhism as lived reality, allowing readers to draw connections between place, practice, and text without the mediation of doctrinal polemic.

The work matters today because it anchors discussions of Buddhist history in concrete encounters, providing a rare transregional view from an early period of the religion’s development beyond its birthplace. It illuminates how ideas depend on roads, patrons, and institutions, and how devotion adapts while seeking continuity. For historians and students of religion, it offers primary testimony; for general readers, it offers an early example of long-distance cultural reportage. Its calm curiosity and attention to everyday detail encourage a form of reading that is patient, comparative, and humane, attuned to difference without losing sight of shared aspirations.

Approached as travel writing, the book rewards readers who appreciate steady pacing, spare prose, and the gradual accumulation of insight. As a spiritual document, it invites reflection on discipline, generosity, and the responsibilities of transmission. The experience is immersive yet undramatic, more logbook than epic, but all the more powerful for its restraint. Reading it with a map or commentary can deepen appreciation of its geography and terminology, while the core text remains accessible on its own terms. Above all, it offers companionship in inquiry: a reminder that understanding often begins with walking, observing, and learning to see anew.
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    A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms describes Faxian’s pilgrimage in the early fifth century from China through Central Asia to India and beyond, undertaken to obtain Buddhist scriptures, especially the Vinaya. He departs with fellow monks from the Chinese capital, motivated by perceived gaps in translations and ritual knowledge at home. The narrative states his purpose plainly: to secure authoritative texts, observe correct monastic practice, and bring them back for the community. It opens by situating the journey amid difficult frontiers and emphasizes reliance on faith, guides, and mutual aid. From the outset, it proceeds as a travel diary, noting routes, distances, hardships, and prevailing religious conditions.

Moving west along the Gansu corridor and into the desert, Faxian records the crossing of the “Great Desert,” where landmarks are scarce and danger comes from wind and thirst. He reaches Shanshan and then Khotan, describing flourishing Buddhism, generous lay support, and numerous monasteries. He notes vegetarian customs, alms processions, and disciplined observance of precepts. The account highlights public festivals honoring stupas and relics, and the availability of scriptures. In Khotan, he studies monastic rules and assesses the consistency of discipline with what he knows from China. The tone remains factual, focusing on provisions, hospitality, and the organization of religious life.

Continuing around the Tarim Basin, he passes through Kucha and Kashgar before tackling the “Snowy Mountains” and the steep river gorges of the northwest. The narrative describes precipitous paths, rope bridges, and the hazards of crossing torrents. After descending into Udyana and Gandhara, he remarks on the density of sacred sites and the prominence of monasteries supported by local rulers. He visits renowned stupas and places tied to past Buddhist kings, including structures associated with Kanishka. Throughout, he catalogs the numbers of monks, the types of ordination found, and the balance between the houses of different schools, preserving details useful for comparison.

Entering the subcontinent proper, Faxian proceeds across the Punjab into northern India, following established pilgrim routes. He records stops at places connected with the Buddha’s life and early community, guided by local monks and inscriptions. At Kapilavastu and Lumbini, he notes surviving stupas, pillars, and relic mounds that mark birth and early deeds. The book presents local traditions succinctly, reporting what residents and clergy say about each site. The travelogue maintains a steady rhythm of distances, road conditions, and offerings encountered. It emphasizes the continuity of pilgrimage, with donors, monasteries, and royal patronage sustaining access to revered locations.

In the middle Ganges region, his itinerary includes Sravasti’s Jetavana, the Deer Park at Varanasi, Bodh Gaya, and other central places of worship. He describes regular assemblies, almsgiving, and the maintenance of sacred trees, footprints, and stupas. Observations extend to civil customs: some kingdoms refrain from capital punishment; markets avoid slaughter; and communities assign outcast groups to separate quarters. He notes script, language, clothing, and respect for monastic rules, highlighting the orderly support provided by kings and townspeople. The book consistently outlines how relic veneration, festivals, and discipline structure daily religious life in areas where Buddhism is strong.

Further east and south, he visits Rajagriha’s hills and the Bamboo Grove, then proceeds to sites connected with the Buddha’s preaching and passing, including Kushinagara. At Pataliputra, former capital of Ashoka, he remarks on remnants of ancient works and the vigor of the Buddhist community. Here and elsewhere he obtains Vinaya manuscripts, compares versions from different schools, and seeks teachers to clarify procedures for ordination and communal rites. The record specifies where complete texts are preserved and how copying is arranged, sometimes with royal backing. This section shows the practical side of the mission: gathering authoritative discipline to correct and supplement Chinese collections.

Reaching the port of Tamralipti, Faxian chooses the maritime route to Sri Lanka to further his search. He stays there for an extended period, studying monastic regulations and making copies of sutras and disciplinary texts. The narrative includes descriptions of the capital’s monasteries, the Tooth Relic’s public ceremonies, and large-scale almsgiving sponsored by the king. He records the organization of resident and forest monks, the use of palm-leaf manuscripts, and the careful attention to ritual timing. Sri Lanka appears as a major center of learning and preservation, enabling him to secure materials and confirm practices before attempting the long return journey.

Departing by merchant vessel, he sails to Java, where seasonal winds delay onward travel. After further preparations, he embarks for China. The account describes heavy seas, shortage of water and food, and the precarious reliance on the crew’s seamanship. Eventually the ship reaches the Chinese coast, where local authorities provide assistance. Faxian then travels inland and settles to the work of translation and transcription of the texts he acquired. The book concludes with simple statements of arrival and intent, underscoring that the voyage succeeded in its principal aim: securing reliable Vinaya and related scriptures for the Chinese Buddhist community.

Overall, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms is a methodical travel narrative organized by route, presenting observations on geography, customs, and the condition of Buddhism across Central Asia, India, Sri Lanka, and Southeast Asia. Its central message is practical: identify where authentic scriptures and disciplined practice are maintained, obtain them, and report the means by which monastic life is sustained. By listing sites, rituals, schools, and manuscripts in sequence, Faxian offers a snapshot of a connected Buddhist world in the early fifth century. The account’s concise reporting provides later readers with a guide to pilgrimage, textual transmission, and comparative monastic discipline.
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    A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms is set across a transregional Buddhist ecumene in the late fourth and early fifth centuries CE, when Chinese pilgrims could traverse Central Asia to India and Sri Lanka. Faxian travelled between 399 and 412 CE, departing a fragmented China and entering a Gupta-era North India, with stops in oasis states of the Tarim Basin and the Anuradhapura kingdom in Sri Lanka. The narrative unfolds along the Silk Road and the Indian Ocean routes, centering on monasteries, pilgrimage sites, and courts that supported Buddhism. Its geographic sweep situates the text amid intersecting political spheres and doctrinal communities, capturing a moment of intense cross-cultural transmission of law, ritual, and scripture.

The journey begins against the backdrop of China’s disunion during the Sixteen Kingdoms period, 304–439, and the Eastern Jin dynasty, 317–420. Buddhist institutions expanded rapidly but lacked complete, authoritative Vinaya collections. The Later Qin ruler Yao Xing (r. 394–416) sponsored translation projects in Chang’an, including Kumarajiva’s landmark work after 401. In 399 Faxian left Chang’an with fellow monks to obtain missing disciplinary texts at their sources. The book recalls encounters with officials and monastic networks in Gansu and Dunhuang, revealing how state fragmentation coexisted with robust Buddhist patronage and manuscript circulation. His stated aim throughout the record ties the narrative directly to this Chinese quest for a normative monastic law.

Traversing the Tarim Basin, Faxian passed through Shanshan, Khotan, and Kucha, oasis kingdoms that mediated Buddhism along the Silk Road. Around 399–402 he observed large monastic communities, ritual processions, and sangharamas supported by rulers and merchants. Khotan, famed for Buddhist devotion, hosted thousands of monks and festivals that paraded images and relics through the streets. In Kucha he noted scholastic centers affiliated with Vinaya traditions, linking Central Asian pedagogy to Indian sources. The record documents caravan logistics, desert crossings, and reliance on oasis hospitality, showing how transcontinental trade infrastructures sustained the movement of pilgrims and scriptures. These chapters frame the practical pathways that made his textual mission feasible.

In Gandhara and the northwest of the subcontinent, Faxian visited Udyana, Taxila, and Purushapura, regions shaped by the earlier Kushan ascendancy. He references stupas and monasteries associated with Kanishka’s legacy from the second century, and describes revered relics such as the Buddha’s alms-bowl. The report captures the vigor of Gandharan Buddhist practice in the early fifth century, even as political control shifted among regional powers. By cataloging relic cults, pilgrimage circuits, and scholastic communities in these cities, the book preserves the continuity of a translocal Buddhist geography that linked Hellenistic-influenced Gandhara to the Ganges plain and, ultimately, to East Asia’s scriptural demand.

Across the Ganges heartland under the Gupta Empire, especially during Chandragupta II’s reign circa 375–415, Faxian documented both monuments and social life. He visited Bodh Gaya’s Bodhi tree and temple, the Deer Park at Sarnath, Kapilavastu and Lumbini, where he described a stone pillar and associated shrines, and the remains at Kusinagara. In Pataliputra he reports hospitals endowed by nobles and guilds to serve the poor and sick, an early notice of public welfare in India. He remarks that in Madhyadesa many people refrained from killing animals and from drinking wine, and that chandalas were segregated, obliged to signal their presence. These details, presented at length in the text, anchor the record in Gupta administrative lightness and Buddhist-inflected ethics.

Sri Lanka’s Anuradhapura kingdom, under King Mahanama 406–428, forms a pivotal section. Faxian stayed in the capital, closely observing the Mahavihara and Abhayagiri monastic complexes, and witnessing the royal Tooth Relic festival that annually bound kingship to Buddhist legitimacy. He notes thousands of monks and rigorous scholastic activity, describing how he obtained and copied Vinaya and sutra manuscripts, including recensions preserved in Sinhala and Pali. The island’s libraries and scribal culture furnished him with authoritative materials that China lacked. His account links court patronage, relic ritual, and monastery archives, showing how a Theravada stronghold functioned as a transoceanic hub for the preservation and export of Buddhist discipline.

Maritime routes complete the historical frame. From Tamralipti in Bengal, Faxian sailed to Sri Lanka, later embarking for Yavadvipa, often identified with Java. He describes monsoon navigation, storms, and a shipwreck before reaching Qingzhou in Shandong in 412. Afterward he moved to Jiankang, where, between roughly 416 and 418, he collaborated with translators such as Buddhabhadra to render Vinaya texts into Chinese, shaping monastic governance for centuries. The record thus mirrors the Indian Ocean commercial world and the port-to-port spread of Buddhism, while its Chinese epilogue documents how imported manuscripts became institutional law. It situates scriptural transmission at the intersection of seasonal winds, merchant capital, and state-backed translation bureaus.

The book functions as a social and political critique by juxtaposing ethical governance and welfare in Gupta India with the instability of contemporary China. Descriptions of hospitals in Pataliputra and lenient penal customs implicitly challenge harsher legalism at home. Faxian’s candid note on chandalas exposes entrenched caste exclusion, urging reflection on social stratification even within a Buddhist milieu. His portrayal of royal Tooth Relic processions highlights how rulers sought legitimacy through religious patronage, inviting scrutiny of power’s dependence on sacred symbols. By foregrounding monastic networks over dynastic borders, the record questions the sufficiency of state structures and posits the dharma as a transregional order mitigating violence, scarcity, and political fracture.
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Several times during my long residence in Hong Kong I endeavoured to read through the "Narrative of Fa-Hsien[1];" but though interested with the graphic details of much of the work, its columns bristled so constantly—now with his phonetic representations of Sanskrit words, and now with his substitution for them of their meanings in Chinese characters, and I was, moreover, so much occupied with my own special labours on the Confucian Classics, that my success was far from satisfactory. When Dr. Eitel's "Handbook for the Student of Chinese Buddhism" appeared in 1870, the difficulty occasioned by the Sanskrit words and names was removed, but the other difficulty remained; and I was not able to look into the book again for several years. Nor had I much inducement to do so in the two copies of it which I had been able to procure, on poor paper, and printed from blocks badly cut at first, and so worn with use as to yield books the reverse of attractive in their appearance to the student.

In the meantime I kept studying the subject of Buddhism from various sources; and in 1878 began to lecture, here in Oxford, on the Travels with my Davis Chinese scholar, who was at the same time Boden Sanskrit scholar. As we went on, I wrote out a translation in English for my own satisfaction of nearly half the narrative. In the beginning of last year I made Fa-Hsien again the subject of lecture, wrote out a second translation, independent of the former, and pushed on till I had completed the whole.

The want of a good and clear text had been supplied by my friend, Mr. Bunyiu Nanjio, who sent to me from Japan a copy, the text of which is appended to the translation and notes, and of the nature of which some account is given in the Introduction, and towards the end of this Preface.

The present work consists of three parts: the Translation of Fa-Hsien's Narrative of his Travels; copious Notes; and the Chinese Text of my copy from Japan.

It is for the Translation that I hold myself more especially responsible. Portions of it were written out three times, and the whole of it twice. While preparing my own version I made frequent reference to previous translations:—those of M. Abel Remusat, "Revu, complete, et augmente d'eclaircissements nouveaux par MM. Klaproth et Landress" (Paris, 1836); of the Rev. Samuel Beal (London, 1869), and his revision of it, prefixed to his "Buddhist Records of the Western World" (Trubner's Oriental Series, 1884); and of Mr. Herbert A. Giles, of H.M.'s Consular Service in China (1877). To these I have to add a series of articles on "Fa-hsien and his English Translators," by Mr. T. Watters, British Consul at I-Chang (China Review, 1879, 1880). Those articles are of the highest value, displaying accuracy of Chinese scholarship and an extensive knowledge of Buddhism. I have regretted that Mr. Watters, while reviewing others, did not himself write out and publish a version of the
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 "maculae, quas aut incuria fudit,
 Aut humana parum cavit nature,"
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 NOTES

 (1) Ch'ang-gan is still the name of the principal district (and its
 city) in the department of Se-gan, Shen-se. It had been the capital
 of the first empire of Han (B.C. 202-A.D. 24), as it subsequently was
 that of Suy (A.D. 589–618). The empire of the eastern Tsin, towards
 the close of which Fa-Hsien lived, had its capital at or near Nan-king,
 and Ch'ang-gan was the capital of the principal of the three
 Ts'in kingdoms, which, with many other minor ones, maintained a
 semi-independence of Tsin, their rulers sometimes even assuming the
 title of emperor.

 (2) The period Hwang-che embraced from A.D. 399 to 414, being the
 greater portion of the reign of Yao Hing of the After Ts'in, a
 powerful prince. He adopted Hwang-che for the style of his reign
 in 399, and the cyclical name of that year was Kang-tsze. It is
 not possible at this distance of time to explain, if it could be
 explained, how Fa-Hsien came to say that Ke-hae was the second year of
 the period. It seems most reasonable to suppose that he set out on his
 pilgrimage in A.D. 399, the cycle name of which was Ke-hae, as {.},
 the second year, instead of {.}, the first, might easily creep into
 the text. In the "Memoirs of Eminent Monks" it is said that our author
 started in the third year of the period Lung-gan of the eastern Tsin,
 which was A.D. 399.

 (3) These, like Fa-Hsien itself, are all what we might call "clerical"
 names, appellations given to the parties as monks or sramanas.

 (4) The Buddhist tripitaka or canon consists of three collections,
 containing, according to Eitel (p. 150), "doctrinal aphorisms
 (or statements, purporting to be from Buddha himself); works on
 discipline; and works on metaphysics:"—called sutra, vinaya, and
 abhidharma; in Chinese, king {.}, leuh {.}, and lun {.}, or texts,
 laws or rules, and discussions. Dr. Rhys Davids objects to the
 designation of "metaphysics" as used of the abhidharma works, saying
 that "they bear much more the relation to 'dharma' which 'by-law'
 bears to 'law' than that which 'metaphysics' bears to 'physics'"
 (Hibbert Lectures, p. 49). However this be, it was about the vinaya
 works that Fa-Hsien was chiefly concerned. He wanted a good code of
 the rules for the government of "the Order" in all its internal and
 external relations.

 (5) Lung embraced the western part of Shen-se and the eastern part
 of Kan-suh. The name remains in Lung Chow, in the extreme west of
 Shen-se.

 (6) K'een-kwei was the second king of "the Western Ts'in." His family
 was of northern or barbarous origin, from the tribe of the Seen-pe,
 with the surname of K'eih-fuh. The first king was Kwo-kin, and
 received his appointment from the sovereign of the chief Ts'in kingdom
 in 385. He was succeeded in 388 by his brother, the K'een-kwei of the
 text, who was very prosperous in 398, and took the title of king of
 Ts'in. Fa-Hsien would find him at his capital, somewhere in the present
 department of Lan-chow, Kan-suh.

 (7) Under varshas or vashavasana (Pali, vassa; Spence Hardy, vass),
 Eitel (p. 163) says:—"One of the most ancient institutions of
 Buddhist discipline, requiring all ecclesiastics to spend the rainy
 season in a monastery in devotional exercises. Chinese Buddhists
 naturally substituted the hot season for the rainy (from the 16th day
 of the 5th to the 15th of the 9th Chinese month)."

 (8) During the troubled period of the Tsin dynasty, there were five
 (usurping) Leang sovereignties in the western part of the empire ({.}
 {.}). The name Leang remains in the department of Leang-chow in the
 northern part of Kan-suh. The "southern Leang" arose in 397 under a
 Tuh-fah Wu-ku, who was succeeded in 399 by a brother, Le-luh-koo; and
 he again by his brother, the Now-t'an of the text, in 402, who was not
 yet king therefore when Fa-Hsien and his friends reached his capital.
 How he is represented as being so may be accounted for in various
 ways, of which it is not necessary to write.

 (9) Chang-yih is still the name of a district in Kan-chow department,
 Kan-suh. It is a long way north and west from Lan-chow, and not far
 from the Great Wall. Its king at this time was, probably, Twan-yeh of
 "the northern Leang."

 (10) Dana is the name for religious charity, the first of the six
 paramitas, or means of attaining to nirvana; and a danapati is "one
 who practises dana and thereby crosses {.} the sea of misery." It is
 given as "a title of honour to all who support the cause of
 Buddhism by acts of charity, especially to founders and patrons of
 monasteries;"—see Eitel, p. 29.

 (11) Of these pilgrims with their clerical names, the most
 distinguished was Pao-yun, who translated various Sanskrit works on
 his return from India, of which only one seems to be now existing. He
 died in 449. See Nanjio's Catalogue of the Tripitaka, col. 417.

 (12) This was the second summer since the pilgrims left Ch'ang-gan. We
 are now therefore, probably, in A.D. 400.

 (13) T'un-hwang (lat. 39d 40s N.; lon. 94d 50s E.) is still the name
 of one of the two districts constituting the department of Gan-se, the
 most western of the prefectures of Kan-suh; beyond the termination of
 the Great Wall.

 (14) Who this envoy was, and where he was going, we do not know. The
 text will not admit of any other translation.

 (15) Le Hao was a native of Lung-se, a man of learning, able and
 kindly in his government. He was appointed governor or prefect of
 T'un-hwang by the king of "the northern Leang," in 400; and there he
 sustained himself, becoming by and by "duke of western Leang," till he
 died in 417.

 (16) "The river of sand;" the great desert of Kobi or Gobi; having
 various other names. It was a great task which the pilgrims had now
 before them—to cross this desert. The name of "river" in the Chinese
 misleads the reader, and he thinks of crossing it as of crossing
 a stream; but they had to traverse it from east to west. In his
 "Vocabulary of Proper Names," p. 23, Dr. Porter Smith says:—"It
 extends from the eastern frontier of Mongolia, south-westward to the
 further frontier of Turkestan, to within six miles of Ilchi, the
 chief town of Khoten. It thus comprises some twenty-three degrees
 of longitude in length, and from three to ten degrees of latitude
 in breadth, being about 2,100 miles in its greatest length. In some
 places it is arable. Some idea may be formed of the terror with
 which this 'Sea of Sand,' with its vast billows of shifting sands, is
 regarded, from the legend that in one of the storms 360 cities were
 all buried within the space of twenty-four hours." So also Gilmour's
 "Among the Mongols," chap. 5.
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