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    This book charts a pilgrim’s determined search for living truth across a broken map of routes, kingdoms, and tongues. A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms is a travel narrative by the Chinese Buddhist monk Faxian, recounting his early fifth‑century journey through Central and South Asia in pursuit of sacred knowledge and practice. Known widely through later translations, it offers an itinerary of deserts, mountain passes, river cities, and island sanctuaries where Buddhism flourished in diverse forms. The work moves between devotional purpose and practical observation, situating readers within monasteries, marketplaces, and courts while sustaining a steady focus on the religious life that drew the traveler onward.

At its core lies a clear premise: a monk departs China on pilgrimage to seek authoritative versions of monastic discipline and to witness how the teaching is lived in different lands. The narrative proceeds as a sequence of visited places, each marked by what is taught, preserved, or remembered there. The voice is measured and attentive, favoring concise description over embellishment. The tone is reverent without being credulous, reporting customs, distances, and hardships with an eye for what sustains communal practice. The reading experience blends quiet devotion with the immediacy of roads, ferries, and border crossings.

Faxian’s account balances two imperatives that rarely coexist comfortably: fidelity to inherited doctrine and responsiveness to local conditions. In temple halls and assembly grounds he observes ritual, discipline, and charity; along caravan tracks he confronts weather, scarcity, and danger. The book traces how a tradition travels—through memorization, relics, sermons, and hospitality—and how it is tested by geography and governance. It records the humane scaffolding of Buddhism as lived: almsgiving, care for the vulnerable, and collective study. Without dramatic flourish, the narrative builds a quiet argument for patience, endurance, and the ethical bonds that hold communities together.

The work is also an early study in cross‑cultural encounter. Faxian notes languages, legal arrangements, dietary customs, and monastic routines, registering similarities and differences without insisting on uniformity. His attention to everyday order—how monks assemble, how texts are copied, how laypeople participate—reveals a wide spectrum of Buddhist practice. Temples coexist with royal courts and bustling towns, and the religious landscape is inseparable from trade routes and seasonal movement. The descriptions neither exoticize nor abstract; they situate the sacred within ordinary infrastructures, showing how belief takes shape in rules, calendars, and shared meals as much as in shrines.

For historians and students of religion, the book serves as a rare primary witness to the early fifth‑century Buddhist world. It preserves snapshots of institutions, pilgrimage sites, and networks linking Central Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and Sri Lanka. Scholars draw on it to correlate textual traditions with material settings and to glimpse political conditions that affected monastic life. Yet its value is not limited to documentation: the narrative models a disciplined method—observe, compare, verify—that anchors its spiritual aims. Through the steady accumulation of particulars, it illuminates how teachings circulate and adapt without losing their guiding purpose.

Contemporary readers will find in Faxian’s journey a timely meditation on transmission, translation, and care across borders. The book shows how ideas travel with people, and how communities respond to new contexts without erasing difference. It invites reflection on ethical travel, cultural humility, and the responsibilities of preservation in a world where memory can be fragile. In an era concerned with global interconnection, the narrative offers a grounded vision of solidarity sustained by shared practice rather than uniform belief, and it suggests that fidelity to a tradition can coexist with curiosity, hospitality, and mutual learning.

Approached as both pilgrimage record and travel writing, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms rewards patient reading. Its spare prose and steady rhythm encourage attention to detail: a rule observed, a custom explained, a route carefully traced. Readers may find it helpful to consult maps or brief historical notes alongside the text, but the narrative stands on its own as a humane, observant guide to a connected world. What endures is the image of a traveler who seeks not conquest or novelty, but understanding, and who discovers that the path of faithful practice is made step by step, from one community to the next.
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    A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms presents the fifth-century journey of the Chinese monk Faxian, who left his homeland to obtain complete monastic regulations and to observe Buddhist practice at renowned centers. Composed after his return, the narrative blends itinerary, ethnography, and religious reportage, tracing a route from northern China across Central Asia to the Indian subcontinent and Sri Lanka before returning by sea. It is valued as an early, first-hand account of Buddhist communities across regions. The work became widely accessible through later translations, including a nineteenth-century English version, and remains a foundational source for the historical study of Buddhism and trans-Asian travel.

Faxian begins with arduous crossings through deserts and mountain fringes beyond the Chinese frontier, where survival depends on sparse water, windblown tracks, and hospitality extended by oasis dwellers. In kingdoms such as Khotan, he finds densely organized monasteries, ritual calendars, and royal patronage that sustain pilgrims and resident monks alike. He records local provisions for travelers, differences in robes and alms practice, and the use of sacred images and relics in public devotion. This opening movement frames his method: concise notes on geography, climate, and custom, paired with assessments of how faithfully monastic communities maintain disciplinary rules.

Proceeding westward across Central Asian polities to the threshold of the subcontinent, Faxian documents a religious topography shaped by trade routes and state support. He notes celebrated stupas and relic sites, some linked by tradition to the reign of Ashoka, and observes how processions, offerings, and fasting days structure communal life. Monastic discipline emerges as the axis of his inquiry: he compares ordination procedures, recitations, and daily regulations, balancing acknowledgment of regional variance with a search for authoritative standards. The travelogue thus steadily shifts from survival and transit to close observation of ritual practice and the sources of doctrinal and legal authority.

Entering the heartlands of North India, Faxian visits cities and monastic parks associated with the Buddha’s teaching and awakening, where large congregations of monks maintain libraries and offer instruction. He remarks on the abundance of monasteries, the orderliness of festivals, and the ways laypeople support the sangha through gifts and services. Central to his purpose, he locates complete collections of monastic rules and arranges to obtain accurate copies. The account emphasizes how scriptural preservation, liturgy, and discipline mutually reinforce one another, while also noting how customs diverge across locales without compromising shared commitments to renunciation and ethical training.

From the eastern seaboard, Faxian embarks for Sri Lanka, where he spends an extended period in the royal capital’s monastic complexes. He depicts a mature scholastic culture with organized scriptoria, meticulously observed rites, and a public religious calendar that integrates relic veneration with teaching. Descriptions of grand assemblies and carefully ordered daily life underscore the role of royal and civic patronage in sustaining a large monkhood. Sri Lanka becomes a crucial node in his project: he acquires additional texts, refines his understanding of disciplinary codes, and records institutional arrangements that exemplify the coherence and rigor he seeks to transmit back to China.

The maritime return proves hazardous, with storms diverting his ship to a Southeast Asian island before he boards another vessel bound for China. Throughout, Faxian remains attentive to the presence or absence of Buddhist institutions along the coasts and to the practicalities of travel by sea, including provisioning and seasonal winds. On reaching home, he dedicates himself to translating the texts he carried and to compiling the record of his journey. The narrative closes by linking personal devotion to collective benefit: accurate scriptures and reliable accounts, secured through hardship, are offered to strengthen discipline and study across the Buddhist world.

As a structured itinerary unified by a documentary purpose, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms illuminates the lived geography of Buddhism in late antiquity, mapping networks of pilgrimage, trade, and patronage that bound distant communities together. Its value lies less in dramatic episodes than in consistent, comparative observation: how monasteries are governed, how ritual calendars regulate time, how relics anchor devotion, and how texts circulate. The work endures as a baseline for historians and practitioners, setting a standard for later pilgrim reports and reminding readers that cross-cultural understanding, patiently gathered, can reshape institutions far beyond the traveler’s path.
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    Composed by the Chinese monk Faxian after his return in the early fifth century, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms documents a pilgrimage undertaken circa 399–412 CE. The setting is a fragmented China during the Sixteen Kingdoms era and the Eastern Jin dynasty, when Buddhism was spreading rapidly through court patronage and translation bureaus. Faxian, born in Shanxi, joined a generation of monks seeking authoritative scriptures. His narrative unfolds along the Silk Road, through oasis polities and into the Indian subcontinent, then a major center of Buddhist learning. The work introduces monasteries, relic cults, and ritual practices encountered across regions shaped by long-distance trade.

Faxian’s journey reflects institutional needs in China. By 400 CE, translations of sutras circulated widely, but monastic discipline texts (Vinaya) were incomplete or inconsistent. The powerful translation center led by Kumārajīva in Chang’an (from 401) highlighted both the possibilities and gaps in the canon. Faxian set out to collect authoritative Vinaya manuscripts and observe living practice. Departing through the Gansu Corridor, he traveled via Dunhuang, a node of Buddhist art and manuscript culture, into the Tarim Basin. Caravan routes and monastic guesthouses supported pilgrims, while local rulers sponsored monasteries, enabling the transmission of texts, images, and ritual expertise across deserts.

In Central Asia, Faxian encountered Buddhist oasis kingdoms such as Shanshan (Loulan) and Khotan, where monasteries, stupas, and lay patronage were integral to governance. These states maintained diplomatic and commercial ties with China and India, and their multilingual environments facilitated translation and teaching. Gandhāran artistic styles and narrative reliefs were still influential, reflecting earlier Kushan patronage. Monasteries along the route provided precepts, community rules, and copies of scriptures. The travel conditions he records—border controls, guides, and seasonal hazards—illustrate the practical infrastructure that sustained the Silk Road’s religious traffic and shaped the rhythm of pilgrimage and scholarly exchange.

Upon entering the Indian subcontinent, Faxian traveled in an era often associated with the Gupta Empire, particularly under Chandragupta II (r. c. 375–415). He visited major centers of Buddhist memory—Magadha, Pāṭaliputra, and sites linked to the Buddha’s life such as Bodh Gayā and Sarnath—where monasteries preserved relics and ritual calendars. The period’s relative stability supported education, pilgrimage, and patronage, even as Brahmanical institutions flourished alongside Buddhist communities. Inscriptions, stupas, and monastic regulations framed his observations. His distances and descriptions have aided historians in locating ancient sites and understanding how Buddhist practice was organized in north Indian urban and sacred landscapes.

Faxian’s account of Sri Lanka centers on Anurādhapura under King Mahānāma (r. 406–428), a period of strong royal support for Buddhism. The island’s monasteries, particularly the Mahāvihāra, safeguarded scriptures and ritual lineages associated with the Theravāda tradition. Faxian describes relics, great processions, and scriptural repositories that drew foreign pilgrims. Indian Ocean trade connected the island with ports in India and Southeast Asia, making it a crucial node for acquiring texts. His notes on monastic discipline there, and the availability of complete Vinaya collections, addressed the core aim of his journey: securing reliable sources to regulate Chinese monastic life.

The return by sea situates Faxian within established monsoon routes linking South Asia, island Southeast Asia, and China. Sailing from Sri Lanka to Yavadvīpa (often identified with Java or Sumatra), he awaited seasonal winds before continuing north. His ship reached China’s eastern seaboard—traditions place landfall on the Shandong peninsula—after dangerous crossings. He ultimately settled in Jiankang (modern Nanjing), then the Eastern Jin capital, where he edited his travel record and worked on translating Vinaya materials he had brought back. The maritime leg underscores how Buddhist transmission relied not only on overland caravans but also on systematic oceanic navigation.

As a text, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms combines itinerary, ethnography, and religious reportage. Faxian measures distances in li, notes monastic rules, and records the presence of both so-called Great Vehicle and Lesser Vehicle communities, providing a snapshot of Buddhist plurality around 400 CE. His careful attention to institutions—alms distribution, ordination procedures, and relic worship—made the book a source for later pilgrims like Xuanzang and Yijing, and for modern historians and archaeologists. The work complements epigraphy and material remains, offering contemporary testimony on routes, political boundaries, and the practical frameworks that sustained study, translation, and international pilgrimage.

The narrative reflects its age by valuing monastic discipline as the anchor of transregional Buddhism. Faxian’s pursuit of complete Vinaya texts implicitly critiques the patchwork standards then circulating in China and presents Indian and Sri Lankan monasteries as benchmarks for orthopraxy. At the same time, his descriptions of royal patronage, public festivals, and relic veneration show how Buddhist institutions negotiated legitimacy with political power and lay devotion. The book’s measured tone, reliance on observation, and concern for transmission integrity make it both a travel record and a programmatic statement about how texts, rules, and pilgrimage knit the Buddhist world together.
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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 whole of Fa-Hsien's narrative. If he had done so, I should probably have thought that, on the whole, nothing more remained to be done for the distinguished Chinese pilgrim in the way of translation. Mr. Watters had to judge of the comparative merits of the versions of Beal and Giles, and pronounce on the many points of contention between them. I have endeavoured to eschew those matters, and have seldom made remarks of a critical nature in defence of renderings of my own.

The Chinese narrative runs on without any break. It was Klaproth who divided Remusat's translation into forty chapters. The division is helpful to the reader, and I have followed it excepting in three or four instances. In the reprinted Chinese text the chapters are separated by a circle in the column.

In transliterating the names of Chinese characters I have generally followed the spelling of Morrison rather than the Pekinese, which is now in vogue. We cannot tell exactly what the pronunciation of them was, about fifteen hundred years ago, in the time of Fa-Hsien; but the southern mandarin must be a shade nearer to it than that of Peking at the present day. In transliterating the Indian names I have for the most part followed Dr. Eitel, with such modification as seemed good and in harmony with growing usage.

For the Notes I can do little more than claim the merit of selection and condensation. My first object in them was to explain what in 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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