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Indian Commentaries on the Heart Sutra:
The Politics of Interpretation

by Malcolm David Eckel

I.
Edward Conze opens one of his many articles on the Perfection of Wisdom Literature by saying that "the Heart Sutra is
easily the best known of all Prajnaparmita texts".1 There are few
who would quarrel with Conze's judgment. T h e text certainly
functions for many people as a statement of the essence of the
Mahayana, and if the Heart Sutra itself were reduced to an essence, it would be the phrase "Form is Emptiness, and Emptiness
is Form". For someone who now looks back on the growth of
the Mahayana tradition and tries to understand the central problems of the tradition in their original context, it seems only
natural to ask how this most essential of phrases was understood
by the Indian commentators whose works are preserved in the
Tibetan canonical tradition. Certainly it clarifies the problem of
understanding to know how the phrase was understood by those
who stood in the most direct historical and linguistic proximity
to the text.
But to approach the Indian commentators in the hope that
they will somehow yield the "original" meaning of the text is to
invite disappointment. Like us, the commentators were creatures of their own time. They had their own interests and preoccupations that forced them not to misinterpret the text but to
use it for their own purposes. What we discover when we open
the Indian commentaries on the Heart Sutra is not the pristine
meaning of the sutra itself, stripped of all the imaginative accretions imposed by later centuries, but what a distinctive group
of commentators thought it meant. And what they thought it
meant was shaped as much by the preoccupations of their own
09
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time as it was by the words of the sutra itself.
By "preoccupation" I mean not only the obvious concepts
and theories that occupied the minds of the intellectuals who
commented on the Mahayana sutras and whose commentaries
gained enough notoriety or prestige to be preserved, but even
the idea of commentary itself. As commentators and interpreters
in our own right, we are so used to the assumption that texts
are meant to be interpreted that we overlook how rare it is in
many traditions to interpret a text and rarer still to have the
interpretation preserved. T h e act of interpretation itself involves
a distinctive and rather narrow conception of the function of a
text. Judging by the record of Hsiian-tsang's visit to India, the
Heart Sutra, and in particular the mantra contained in the last
few lines, had a much broader function than to serve simply as
an object of interpretation. Hsuan-tsang tells a story of the
philosopher Bhavaviveka.2 Bhavaviveka was the kind of person
who was well versed in the art of interpretation, but in Hsiiantsang's story Bhavaviveka did not not interpret the Heart Sutra.
He used it as a chant to generate a vision of the bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara.
T h e chant did not work its effect without the addition of
some related physical discipline. Bhavaviveka reinforced the
chant with a period of fasting. But in time the chant brought
him the vision he wanted and an answer to one of his most
vexing questions. Bhavaviveka may, at some other time, have
sat with a group of students and commented on the text of the
sutra. About that part of the story Hsuan-tsang has nothing to
say. But Hsiian-tsang's story does make it clear that when we
focus exclusively on "interpretation", as if that were the only
way someone could stand in relation to a text, we may fatally
distort its function. Interpretation may be only one of the many
things that are done with a text. T h e fact that it is also what we
are accustomed to doing with a text should not blind us to the
the other ways a text can function.
When a text like the Heart Sutra can serve such a range of
functions, from acting as a chant to summon a celestial bodhisattva
to providing a focus of worship, 3 we should view the existence
of commentaries on the text with a certain sense of wonderment
and even with suspicion. This is a use of the text that we can
understand, but it should provoke a host of different questions.
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Why, of all the possible uses to which the Heart Sutra can be
put, did the commentators choose this one? Why are the commentators apparently clustered within a narrow historical
period? Was it only in this period that the text was available, or
was it only in this period that the conditions were ripe for its
interpretation? And why, in all that has been said and written
about this text, has the Tibetan canonical tradition chosen to
preserve these works, and preserve them in a context that makes
of the commentaries themselves not just a source of new commentary, but also a focus of veneration? I will not answer all
these questions here, but I would like to make some comment
of my own not just on the interpretation found in the text of
the Indian commentaries, but on the complex and overlapping
functions performed by the text in the work of the commentators
themselves. I will leave it to some other scholar in a later generation to ask why we choose to spend such effort writing commentaries on commentaries on a phrase from an Indian text.

//.

The Tibetan canon preserves the text of seven Indian commentaries on the Heart Sutra, attributed to the authors Vimalamitra, Jnanamitra, Vajrapani, Prasastrasena, Kamalasila,
Dipamkara^rljnana (more commonly known as Atisa), and Sri
Mahajana.4 As far as one can determine from Tibetan historical
sources, the seven commentaries come from the period between
the middle of the eighth century and the middle of the eleventh
century, a period that encompasses both of the "diffusions" of
the Dharma into Tibet. Many of the commentators were teachers
of Tibetan students or played some other significant role in the
dissemination of Buddhist ideas in Tibet. Vimalamitra, for
example, is treated as one of the chief teachers of the rdwgs
chert tradition of the rNying-ma school.5 He is linked to the controversy over gradual and sudden enlightenment associated with
the so-called council of bSam-yas, an event in which Kamalasila
is reported to have defeated a Chinese monk in debate and
established the dominance of his own gradualist interpretation
of the Buddhist path in Tibet.6 The controversy is described in
Kamalaslla's now well-known work on the stages of meditation
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(Bhavanakrama) and is reflected in two other works by Vimalamitra on the same subject: "The meaning of the sudden
practice of non-conceptuaiity" (Cig car 'jug pa mam par mi rtog
pa'i bsgom don) and "The meaning of the gradual practice" (Rim
gyis 'jug pa'i sgom don).7 Both Vimalamitra and Kamalasila
flourished at the end of the eighth century.
At the other end of this brief historical spectrum is Atisa.
Atisa served as abbot of the monastic college at Vikramaslla
under the reign of two Pala kings who bridged the late decades
of the tenth century and the early decades of the eleventh. 8 In
his later years, after he had achieved considerable prominence
as a scholar and monastic leader, Atisa was invited to Tibet to
take part in the re-establishment of monastic scholarship associated with the "second diffusion of the Dharma". In collaboration with Rin-chen-bzang-po he translated a number of works
of Indian origin. After he had become established in Central
Tibet, he wrote an independent work, "The Lamp for the Path
to Enlightenment" (Bodhipathapradlpa), that later served as the
source for the analysis of the path now dominant in the dGe-lugspa school of Tibetan monasticism.''
If the lives of these three scholars are any measure, the
commentaries on the Heart Sutra preserved in the Tibetan
Canon are the product of a historical milieu in which a commentator was not simply an isolated scholar, but the bearer of a
distinctive lineage of practice, a monastic official, and, as a result,
also a political figure. This combination of interests is reflected
in the use they made of their commentaries on the Heart Sutra.
Along with the normal discussion of ontology and metaphysics
is a discussion of practice and discipline, matters that would
have been of as much concern in the formation of a monastic
curriculum as in the adjudication of philosophical disputes. It
is often said that the categories of Buddhist philosophy are
inseparable from questions of practice, but the connection is
seldom as clear as it is in the commentaries produced by these
seven commentators on the phrases of the Heart Sutra.
On the level of ontology or metaphysics the comments on
the phrase "Form is Emptiness, and Emptiness is Form" reflect
the dispute between Madhyamaka and Yogacara philosophers
about the nature of Emptiness. From the time of Bhavaviveka
in the sixth century there had been a running controversy be-
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tween the philosophers of these two schools about the proper
way to relate the ontology of one school to the ontology of the
other. 10 Madhyamikas spoke of two truths (or realities), the ultimate and the conventional, and explained that the two truths
could be used to strike a balance between extremes. A person
could follow a middle path by affirming the reality of things
conventionally but denying their reality ultimately, Yogacara
philosophers also sought a position of balance, but expressed it
in a concept of three "natures". 11 Things were understood as
having three natures or "characteristics", their imagined nature,
their dependent nature, and their absolute nature. To avoid the
extremes of complete affirmation or denial, the texts of the
Yogacara tradition explained that imagined nature did not exist,
absolute nature did exist, and dependent nature (which was the
combination of the two) existed insofar as it was absolute and
did not exist insofar as it was imagined.
T h e juxtaposition of these two views of reality yielded many
contrasts, but the most important had to so with the existence
of absolute nature itself. Did absolute nature exist or not? A
Madhyamika would be content to say that it existed conventionally, but not ultimately; but if the Yogacara vision of reality was
interpreted as meaning that absolute nature existed ultimately,
the two schools were at loggerheads. It is this second interpretation of the Yogacara position that generated Bhavaviveka's
attack on the Yogacara in the sixth century, and it is this second
interpretation that is reflected in the commentaries of the eighth
century, particularly in the commentary on the relationship between Emptiness and Form.
T h e commentator Jnanamitra explains the phrase in a way
that is consistent with the position of the Madhyamaka:
Now, in order to define Emptiness he says: "Form is Emptiness,
and Emptiness is Form". If one does not understand that what
is called "Form" is Emptiness, one is deluded and perceives and
conceptualizes Form, or designates [it] with words. To say that
[Form] is Emptiness means that the nature of Form is Emptiness.
It has no identity in the past, the present, or the future, and
cannot be grasped. . . .There is no place for any extreme or any
entity. This is why [Form] is called "Emptiness".
"Emptiness is Form" means that Emptiness also cannot be
grasped and is designated conventionally as "Form".1-'
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What makes this explanation consistent with the explanation
we might expect from a Madhyamika such as Bhavaviveka is
that Jnanamitra makes no attempt to speak of Emptiness as
something that exists or remains after concepts have been removed. He explains only that Emptiness is subject to the same
analysis as Form, and the application of analysis to the concept
of Emptiness then closes the circle: Form is Emptiness, but
Emptiness too is empty and is no different from Form.
For an explanation of the passage that makes use of Yogacara categories we look to the commentary of Sri Mahajana:
"Form is Emptiness, and Emptiness is Form" is a brief statement
of the objectification [involved] when one thinks about Reality
(tattva). "Emptiness is not different from Form, and Form is not
different Emptiness" is a more extended statement. First of all,
when one considers Form, one admits that it is Emptiness. . . ."Emptiness is not different from Form" means that dependent nature, which is the imagination of what is unreal, is
empty of imagined duality. To be empty of duality in a sense
that leaves its existence intact (paryudasa-prati$edha) is the nature
of Form.1*
Here Mahajana uses the standard terminology of the three natures to equate Emptiness with absolute nature that is left behind
when the dualities of imagined nature are removed. The point
is clinched, for those who know the technical terminology of
this controversy, by a term that I have translated as "leaving its
existence intact". The term is paryuddsa-prati$edha, sometimes
translated as "nominally bound negation1'.14 By this Sri Mahajana
means that the negation involved in the claim that Form is
empty means only that Form is empty of the dualistic concepts
wrongly imposed on it, not that it does not exist at all. This is
a basic feature in the Yogacara understanding of Emptiness. It
also is a feature about which Bhavaviveka, as a Madhyamika,
had many critical things to say.
Someone may wonder why I have quoted two of the lesser
known commentators on this passage to illustrate the interpretive approaches of the Madhyamaka and Yogacara traditions,
especially when we have commentaries from such respected
representatives of the Madhyamaka as Kamalasila and Atisa.
The answer to this question reveals something important about
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the commentators themselves. We know from their other writings that Kamalasila and Atisa were aware of the philosophical
problems reflected in the dispute between Yogacara and
Madhyamaka. Kamalasila himself made important contributions to the understanding of this dispute, if not to its solution.
We find, however, that Kamalasila and Atisa used their commentaries on the Heart Sutra not to promote the cause of
Madhyamaka ontology, but to clarify their thinking on a question that was essentially epistemological. They took the text as
an occasion to explain how a person could gain a correct understanding of the insight expressed in the phrase "Form is Emptiness, and Emptiness is Form", and relate that understanding
to other stages on the path to enlightenment. Being epistemological, the question was also political in the broad sense of the
term. It had to do not just with the ontology of Emptiness, but
with how a person should study the text and who had the authority
to establish its interpretation.
Bhavaviveka dealt with this question in his own way at the
end of his argument against the Yogacara, an argument that is
found in his commentary on the Madhyamakakarikas and in his
compendium of Indian philosophy, the Tarkajvala. He starts
the argument with a Yogacara objection:
It is said in scripture that the ultimate cannot be investigated
and is not accessible to logical reasoning (tarka-gocara). For this
reason, the ultimate cannot be expressed by inference (anumdna).
He then gives his own reply:
This is wrong. Inference that follows scripture (agama) negates
all concepts and brings about non-conceptual insight. The ultimate, then, is not an object (vi$aya) of inference. But [inference]
has priority, because there is no other way of investigating what
is true and false."1
In Bhavaviveka's system this argument served as a justification
for the rationality of the process leading to the ultimate understanding of Emptiness. In the hands of Bhavaviveka's intellectual
heirs, notably the eighth-century Madhyamika Jnanagarbha, it
led to the definition of ultimate truth as the truth that is consistent with reason.1"
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Kamalaslla echoes Bhavaviveka's concern for reason in his
commentary on the Heart Sutra. The commentary is not long,
but it gives a clear impression of the problem that brought
Kamalaslla to the text. Kamalaslla says:
By the power of the Buddha, Sariputra asks A valo kites vara how
to train. The intent of the question is [to ask] what is achieved
by training. What is achieved is certainty. This [certainty] is
[gained] through the means of knowledge (pramdna). . . . The
point of [Avalokitesvara's] reply is: O Sariputra, the three-fold
assembly of bodhhatlvas should train with the knowledge that
comes from inference whose object is ultimate truth. One does
not [train] with perception, because [ultimate truth] is not the
object of visual perception, because there is no means of knowledge for which it is an object, and because there is no ability [to
produce effective action], [Furthermore,] one already has trained
in yogic perception, and there is no need for [further] training.
One should train [instead] with knowledge that comes from
inference about the ultimate. It is through the knowledge that
comes from inference that one develops certainty about the Perfection of Wisdom, which is like an illusion and is [identical to]
Emptiness.17
Kamalaslla then goes on to describe what he has in mind when
he speaks of the inference whose object is ultimate truth:
First, [an effect] does not arise ultimately from any connection
with a cause. When analyzed, it is impossible [for an effect to
arise from a cause], because it cannot arise from itself, from
something else, from both, or from neither. It also is impossible
for an effect to arise that either exists or does not exist.'"
This is Kamalasila's only attempt to explain the meaning of
Emptiness in this brief commentary. Someone who comes to
the text in search of a new interpretation of the phrase "Form
is Emptiness" is bound to be disappointed. But the passage does
tell a great deal about the context in which Kamalaslla thought
the interpretation of the Sutra should be made. It was a context
dominated by the rules of rational analysis.
Ansa's commentary also focuses on an epistemological problem, but not specifically on the role of reason. He uses his
considerable professorial ingenuity to explain how the Heart
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Sutra reflects, in its cryptic phrases, a complex system of discipline that governs the progress of a bodhisattva toward Buddhahood. He places the phrase "Form is Emptiness" in the middle
of the Path of Vision (darsana-marga), the third of the five paths
used in the Abhisamayalamkara and later works to outline the
path as a whole. His ingenuity is perhaps most apparent in his
explanation of the word "therefore" in the fifth section of the
text. Atlsa takes the word in its temporal sense, meaning "after
that" or "subsequently", and understands it as a reference to
the whole Path of Practice (bhdvand-mdrga)—a reference, in
other words, to the last nine of the ten bodhisattva stages (bhumi).
I could cite more examples of Ansa's attempt to squeeze
oceans of meaning from the simplest phrases. But perhaps it is
best to return instead to one of the questions with which I began
this essay. Why would Kamalasila and Ansa write such commentaries at all? I think it is not too far-fetched to think that behind
Kamalasila's defence of reason, and Atlsa's imaginative attempt
to see in the Heart Sutra the system of a graded path of study,
there lies a problem of authority, a problem that was sharpened
by the conciseness and simplicity of the text itself. The sutra is
attractive precisely because it reduces the complexity of the path
to a few simple concepts. It is the kind of text that is particularly
susceptible to a form of interpretation that emphasizes the suddenness and simplicity of enlightenment. To seminary deans
and monastic officials like Kamalasila and Atlsa this simplicity
presented a challenge. They seem to have felt a need to pull in
the reins and insist that the study of Emptiness can only be
contextualized or institutionalized in a system of rational and
orderly study.
What was the source of the challenge? The presence of
Vimalamitra in the list of commentators on the sutra gives us
one possible answer. Vimalamitra was a Tantric master who
defended a form of practice known as "the sudden practice of
non-conceptuality". When Atlsa's commentary is compared to
Vimalamitra's, it is clear that Atlsa had Vimalamitra very much
in mind. Atlsa does not spend much time actually refuting Vimalamitra. What he does instead is place Vimalamitra's comments
in the context of his own conception of the path, as if to say
that Vimalamitra's remarks about the Heart Sutra are acceptable
as far as they go, but have to be placed in the right system of
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study before they can properly be understood. Kamalaslla also
was an enthusiastic defender of the gradual and systematic pursuit of enlightenment. We might very well imagine that
Kamalaslla and Atlsa wrote their commentaries on the Heart
Sutra in response to a challenge that stemmed from Tantric
exegesis, like the exegesis found in Vimalamitra. But this should
not be understood as meaning that Kamalaslla and AtlSa harbored any deep antipathy to the Tantric traditon as such. They
both were practitioners of Tantra and recognized the validity
of the Tantric tradition in its own sphere. What they resisted
was an interpretation of the Heart Sutra that either slighted the
claims of reason or collapsed the system of categories that made
of the vast corpus of Perfection of Wisdom Literature a graded
path to enlightenment.
Regardless of the immediate cause that provoked
Kamalaslla and Atlsa to compose their commentaries, it is clear
that we have in the corpus of Indian commentaries on the Heart
Sutra more than just an analysis of the ontological problems
that in other contexts so occupied the minds of Mahayana
philosophers. The commentaries also give us a glimpse of the
politics of interpretation that concerned this small group of
philosophers in their other roles as teachers, monastic officials,
and defenders of a tradition of authoritative interpretation.
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