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Defeating Mara and the Enlightenment: The Chinese
Understanding of Shakyamuni’s Path to Buddhahood
in the 5"-6" Centuries

Kang Heejung"

The origins of the Buddha image in Bhamisparsa mudra make up one of the most important
topics in the history of the ancient East-Asian Buddhist sculpture, along with the question of how
this theme was transmitted to this region. This mudra symbolizes the moment when Shakyamuni
Buddha was awakened to the truth, a theme in Buddhism as a goal to be attained as nirvana. One
may ask in relation to the Bhumisparsa mudra, how the event of Shakyamuni’s Enlightenment
was expressed before this mudra, which originated from ancient epical narratives related to
defeating Mara, and how it became important and popular in Mahayana Buddhism??

The only surviving examples from the 5h-6% centuries in China, prior to the first images of
the seated Buddha in Bhamisparsa mudra depicting the scenes of Shakyamuni defeating Mara, are
mural paintings in the Mogao Caves and Yungang Caves. How did Chinese understand the
narratives on Shakyamuni’s victory over Mara during the 5h-6th centuries? What was the
significance of these tales for the Chinese of this period? During this period of time, the Chinese
were not nearly as interested in Shakyamuni’s awakening to the truth as they later were, and this

was probably due to the fact that the evil king Mara, the central theme in the narrative context
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surrounding this moment of enlightenment, was a concept unfamiliar to them. It is, therefore,
likely that the understanding and acceptance of the concept of Mara by the general public was a
gradual, slow process which took place over time. The traditional Chinese way of thinking, as
mirrored by popular classics from this period, such as Shanhbaijing (Mountain and Sea Classics),
Huainanzi (The Master of Huainan) and Shishuo xinyu (New Tales of the World), for example,
suggests that it may have been difficult for them to conceive that Shakyamuni became Buddha
through the arduous work of attaining Buddhahood and achieving nirvana. In other words, they
were inclined to see Shakyamuni’s Buddhahood as a direct result of his status as an exceptional
being, above ordinary mortals.

As the concept of evil and its role as the main obstacle in human beings’ attainment of
supreme wisdom were both utterly foreign to them, the Chinese had to re-adapt the theme of the
surrender of Mara in a manner that was understandable for them. As they venerated Shakyamuni
as a godly being, the Chinese also started seeing the young Shakyamuni before his enlightenment
as an exceptional human being, different from ordinary people from birth, This tendency, if not
apparent in Chinese-translated Buddhist sutras, is manifest in writings by intellectuals of the
Southern Dynasties. Works such as Muzi libuolun (Muzi’s Solutions to Problems) and the Shilaozi
(Treatise on Buddhism and Taoism) chapter of Weishu shilaozi (Treatise on Buddhism and
Taoism from the History of the Wei Dynasty) clearly show that Han-Chinese intellectuals of the
Southern and Northern Dynasties period were interested in the themes of birth and nirvana, but
not nearly as much as in defeating the evil king, Mara, as part and parcel of the process of
attaining supreme wisdom. Statues such as the seated Buddha with an inscription dated the first
year of the Taian reign and the cross-legged Buddha with an inscription dated the fifth year of the
Huangxing reign depict the scenes of birth in which Shakyamuni emerges under the right side of
his mother, Lady Maya, and a dragon cleansing the new-bom prince. What the popularity of these
birth scenes suggests is obviously that for the Chinese, the birth was the single most important
event in Shakyamuni’s life. It appears that even those who had a deeper understanding of
Buddhism did not seek to represent the process through the way in which Shakyamuni was
enlightened. Rather they were more pre-occupied by the way of birth and the reward at the end
of the process. In other words, wisdom and enlightenment, seemingly preferred not to emphasize

the arduous discipline demanded by the same process and the struggles it involved. Although the
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representations of Shakyamuni Buddha in the Mogao Caves, Yungang Caves, and elsewhere
make it clear that the Chinese did understand the act of defeating Mara as a necessary event
leading up to the attainment of supreme wisdom, it is also apparent that they were not keen on
visualizing this aspect, on the possible rationale that such images would not have a popular
appeal. Since it was the period when there was only a vague understanding of notions such as
Mara Papias and Buddhahood in China, the theme of the enlightenment by defeating Mara was

not easily communicated to ordinary believers. Nor was it an easy theme to represent in art.
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