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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS

Editors’ Note on the “Lives of the Patriarchs”
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In February 2011, Vajra Bodhi Sea began publishing a series
of translations of the biographies of eminent monks in a series
titled “Lives of the Patriarchs” beginning with the first volume
of a four volume set of texts known in Chinese as 7he Bodhi Seal
of the Patriarchs paired with commentary spoken by Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua as he lectured on this text. This text in China
is important not only for its tremendous and seminal historical
value to Buddhism and Chinese history, but also for its artistic
value, because it features engraved woodblock printings of each
of these patriarchs which have been passed down through the
ages. With the assistance of the Early Bird Translation Team, we
would like to share some key details about the history of this text
with you the readers.

The Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs was originally discovered as a
collection of eighty-eight biographies and portraits in the Palace
of Nanjing in 1368 CE, during the Hongwu Period of the Ming
Dynasty. They were subsequently copied and sent to Mount
Niushou (Ox Head) in Jinling (also in present day Nanjing).

Over two centuries later, in 1584 CE, Great Chan Master
Zibo (Purple Cedar) invited the painter, Ding Yunpeng, to
compile the portraits and the histories of these patriarchs,
and publish them into a book. Copies of this book were then
distributed to: Mount Emei, the Patriarch Hall at Niushou in
Jinling, Wuru Peak at Mount Lu, and Nanyue (Mount Heng).

About thirty years later, in 1615 CE, Great Master Han Shan
wrote verses to honor each patriarch. Later, at the end of the
Ming Dynasty, Great Master Yongjue Yuanxian wrote the preface
to Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs, and completed his version which
had biographies for 130 patriarchs. He published it in 1638
when he became the abbot of Zhenji Monastery.

In 1644, Gao Chengyan added another eleven patriarchs, as
well as biographies and verses in praise of four great masters, and
compiled them into four volumes. There was then a period when

many records were destroyed.
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Mount Niushou (Ox Head) in Jinling (present Nanjing)
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Great Master Yongjue Yuanxian
wrote the preface to Bodhi Seal of the

Patriarchs, and completed his version
which had biographies for 130
patriarchs. He published it in 1638
(Ming Dynasty,) when he became
the abbot of Zhenji Monastery.

— An Opverview of the Origin and
Chronology of The Bodhi Seal of
The Patriarchs / English Translated
by the the Early Bird Translation
Group
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By 1662, records of only seventy-five patriarchs survived. For
the next twenty-six years, Chan Master Weilin Daopei, who was a
disciple of Great Master Yongjue Yuanxian recompiled numerous
records and added another forty-seven. When he finished, there
were 122 biographies. In 1735, by imperial order, the Bodhi Seal
of the Patriarchs was chosen to be part of the Longzang (The Royal
Dragon Version of the Tripitaka).

This series began in February 2011 with the First Patriarch
Venerable Mahakashyapa, and subsequently included the twenty-
eight patriarchs from India who followed his footsteps, and then
included the next six patriarchs from China who established the
Chan school.

After publishing the biography of the Thirty-third Patriarch,
Great Master Hui Neng (the Sixth Patriarch in China), Vjra Bodhi
Sea continued this series by publishing the biographies of the
patriarchs of the Weiyang lineage. These biographies include the
records of the lives of the Thirty-fourth Patriarch, Dhyana Master
Huai Rang of Southern Peak; the Thirty-fifth Patriarch, Dhyana
Master Daoyi of Jiangxi Province; the Thirty-sixth Patriarch,
Chan Master Baizhang Huaihai; the Thirty-Seventh Patriarch,
Chan Master Lingyou of Wei Mountain (also the First Patriarch
of the Weiyang lineage); the Thirty-eighth Patriarch, Chan Master
Huiji of Mount Yang (the Second Patriarch of the Weiyang
lineage); the Thirty-ninth Patriarch, Chan Master Guangmu of
Western Stupa Monastery (the Third Patriarch of the Weiyang
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lineage); the Fortieth Patriarch, Chan Master Rubao from Wealth
of Blessings (the Fourth Patriarch of the Weiyang lineage); the
Forty-first Patriarch, Chan Master Deshao of Repaying Kindness
Monastery (the Fifth Patriarch of the Weiyang lineage); the Forty-
second Patriarch, Chan Master Zhiqian from Sanjiao (the Sixth
Patriarch of the Weiyang Lineage); and the Forty-third Patriarch,
Chan Master Ciduo of Xingyang (the Seventh Patriarch of the
Weiyang Lineage). These biographies all come from the version
of the Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs recorded in the Longzang that
was passed down to Venerable Master Hua from Venerable Master
Xuyun and then Venerable Master Hua’s disciples and now also to
the readers of Vajra Bodhi Sea.

As of February 2022, all of the biographies in the third volume
have been published in this series “Lives of the Patriarchs”.

Beginning next month, April 2022, we will continue
publishing this series with biographies from the fourth and final
volume beginning with Venerable Ajaitakaundinya, also known as
Venerable Kaundinya, who was one of the first five disciples of the
Buddha.

Curious Vajra Bodhi Sea readers may wonder why the series
went from Shakyamuni Buddha’s time to the time of the Forty-
third Patriarch in China, and then went back in time to one of
the Buddha’s earliest disciples in India again. This is a general
explanation of the order in which the patriarchs have been
presented thus far and some background on this seminal Buddhist
text on the lives of the patriarchs which has been translated into
English in this series.

Interested readers may also ask themselves, “But, surely we
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In 1935, Venerable Master Hsu Yun was the abbot of Yongquan
(Bubbling Spring) Monastery at Mount Gu (Drum Mountain). He
followed the good examples of Great Master Zibai, Hanshan, Yongjue,
and Weilin, and continued their legacies of compiling the Patriarchs’
biographies. Venerable Master Hsu Yun expanded the original 117
Patriarchs (five were missing from the aforementioned 122 Patriarchs
during the time of Venerable Weilin Daopei) to 304 Patriarchs.

— An Opverview of the Origin and Chronology of The Bodhi Seal of The
Patriarchs/ English Translated by the the Early Bird Translation Group
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In 1958, Venerable Master Hsu Yun mailed one copy of The Expanded Version of the Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs, and with a letter, to
Venerable Master Hsuan Hua. In this letter, Venerable Master Hua was instructed to keep this four-volume set as a gift; the book was meant

for him to read and benefit himself, and also to benefit others.

In 1972, Venerable Master Hua started to lecture on this Patriarchs’ series; he also composed a verse for each biography.

In 1985, Venerable Master Hua added seven more Patriarchs of the Pure Land School, as well as eight of the contemporary eminent monks

of his time , which brought the total number of the records of the Patriarchs to 346. The book was also renamed The Recompiled Edition

of Expanded Version of the Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs.
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have seen accounts of the ‘Lives of the Patriarchs’ in issues of
Vajra Bodhi Sea before February 20112

Yes, but those previous biographies of the patriarchs were
based upon the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s earlier lecture
series whereas the biographies presented since February 2011
have been carefully updated with direct translations from
the text of the Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs and also updated
and revised translations of the Master’s commentary on the
text from when he lectured on it many years ago.

It is our hope that reading these accounts of the lives of the
patriarchs will help readers realize how precious and difficult
the Dharma was to attain, the care which they took to pass
it on to present generations, and that reading these accounts
will nurture gratitude for the relative ease with which we
encounter the Dharma today and inspire us to model aspects
of our lives after these great patriarchs as we read these pages
today.

May we all become fully awakened and help benefit the

future generations to follow. &
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