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Chan (襌) an� ��� �a�an��� ���n����a��� ��n� ha�� a��a�� ���n a �����a� ���� an� ��� �a�an��� ���n����a��� ��n� ha�� a��a�� ���n a �����a� ����
j��� �f ��h��a��� a���n���n. R���n� ��a�� ha�� ���n����� an �n�������ng ���g��n�
�ng �f �����a���� �n �h� h������ �f Chan B���h��m� �h��h g�a����� ���h �a����� 
������� �n�����ng f��ma���� ��x��� �h� ���a����hm�n� �f ��h���� ���h�n �h� ��a���
���n� �������a� ��an�m�����n an� �������� ���� �h� na���� �f �n��gh��nm�n�.1 A�an 
C���’� n�� ���k� Fathering Your Father� ��n��n��� h�� ��a�����n �f �����z�ng fam���
�a� ���m� — fa�h��� m��h��� an� ��n — �� ������� B���h��m. Th�� ����� a����� a 
‘H������ �f R���g��n�’ a����a�h �n ��� a���m�� �� ����xam�n� �h� h������ �f �a��� 
Chan B���h��m. B� �������ng a ����� (��)��a��ng �f k�� Chan ��x�� �ha� ���� 
�����a� �� �h� f��ma���n �f Chan ������ ��������� �n Tang Ch�na� �a������a��� 
between 600 and 750, it argues that the early Chan writings, or more specifi�
�a���� �h� ����n�h an� ��gh�h ��n���� g�n�a��g��� �f B��h��ha�ma’� (菩提達磨) 
����a���� �����n��n��� ���� n���h�� ������n f�� B���h��� ��a������ n�� ����g���� 
���h���x�. Ra�h��� �h��� �����ng� ���� �������� ���h�n �h� ���a��� ��n��x� �f 
������a�� h�������a�� an� �������a� f����� ����ng �h� Tang ������. C��� �h���f��� 
������a������ ��gg���� �ha� �h� ‘Chan’ �� �n�����an� ���a� �� an ‘a�����n�a� ����
a���n� n�� ���n f��m m�n����h�����h an� �h��� ������ h������an�� ��� �a�h�� a 
�a����ng ����� �f �����ng an� �������ng na��a����� (fa�h���ng) �ha� h���� �� ��n�
��n��ng�� ��m�n���a�� �h� n�� ��n���h�� �f �h� f���n��� �f �h� B���h��� ��a���
���n (fa�h��) �n Ch�na’ (x��).

The first chapter begins by scrutinizing the emergence of Chan literature in 
Tang Ch�na. Th� Chan g�n�a��g��� ��������� �n �h�� ����� ���� ���������� �n a 
��a��� ��m��� �a�h� ���a��� �n D�nh�ang (敦煌) a� �h� ��g�nn�ng �f �h� ���n����h 
��n����. C��� ���n�� ��� �ha� �������� Chan ������� ha�� fa���� �� ����gn�z� �ha� 
these Chan writings were in fact what he calls ‘selfish’ works created to generate a 
discourse responsible for three agendas: first, crafting the ‘truth-of-tradition’ into 
a ��m�a�� an� ��an�m���a��� f��m; ����n���� ���a����h�ng ‘��n��n��ng f��ma�� an� 
�����’ f�� ��n������ng �h� ����a�� ��n���h�� �f �h� ‘����h��f���a�����n’� ���������ng 
�h� ��������� �� a �ma�� g���� �f m�nk�� �h��� a� �h� �am� ��m� ���ng ����gn�z�� 
�� �h� ������ an� a��h������� �� ���a�n �������; an� �h������ �����ng �h� a��a�
����� �������a� ��a�m� �n a ‘�h������a� f�am����k’ �� mak� �h� ��� ag�n�a� ���m 
��n��n��ng an� a�����a��� (2). A������ng �� C���� �h� ���g�n� �f Chan g�n�a��g��� 
�h���f��� ha�� �� �� �xam�n�� ������a��� �n f��� �a��: ���h ��ga�� �� g�n��� g�n�� 
�������m�n�� ��n��n� an� ��������. C��� ��gg���� �ha� P����� B�������’� ��a��ng 
���a��g� — a� �����n��� �n h�� 1977 ���a� �x�����ng �h� ��m���x ��nam��� �f �h� 
a�� �����2 — �h���� �� a������ �� ��a� �h� Chan g�n�a��g���. Th� �ha���� �h�n 
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���� �h� ��n��x� �f �h�� ����� �� �x��a�n�ng h�� �m����an� ��n��������� fa������ 
���h a� ��na���� ��h�a�a�� �������a� �n��a������� an� Ch�n��� a��h���’ a���m�� �� 
‘���a��z�’ B���h��m� ga�� ���� �� ���h B���h��� �����a����. Cha���� 2 ���k� a� h�� 
��� B���h��� m�nk�� �h��� (智顗)an� X�nx�ng (信行)� ���� ����a��� �� �h� ��a��� 
of ‘quasi-buddhas’ during the Sui period. While the two religious figures are usu�
a��� n�� ��ga���� a� ���������� �� �a��� Chan B���h��m� C��� �an�� �� ��� �h��� 
g�n�a��g��� �� ��m�n���a�� h�� �h� �a����� na��a���� ���hn�q��� an� ���a���
gies appeared to have influenced the early Chan writers later in the Tang period. 
Zhiyi was innovatively transformed into a buddha-like figure, thanks to the writ�
�ng� �f h�� �������� G�an��ng (灌頂). �uanding’s creative endeavor was signifi -. �uanding’s creative endeavor was signifi�
cant for two reasons: first, the making of quasi-buddhas in Buddhist genealogies 
�a� �a�g��� �n�������n��� �n �h� h������ �f Ch�n��� B���h��m; an� ����n���� 
�a��� Chan ������� a���a� �� ha�� a������ �h��� ‘f��m’� ‘��n��n�’� an� ‘��������� 
��g���’ f��m G�an��ng’� a����a�h (31). X�nx�ng� a ��n��������a� B���h��� ��a���� 
�a� a���� �n�� �h� �ha���� a� an �xam��� �� �������a�� �h� mak�ng �f an ‘a����
���� ma����’ �h� �����am� ��� ��a�����na� ���������� �ha� �ha��� �a��� Ch�n��� 
B���h��m� nam���� �h� m�nk��a��� ������ an� �h� In��a�Ch�na ������.

Cha����� 3� 4� 5� an� 6 a�� �����a��� �� �xam�n� f��� �a��� �f ����g���� ‘fa����
�a���n’ �h���gh �h� �����ng �f Chan g�n�a��g���. Cha���� 3 ������� Fa��’� (法如) 
���g�a�h��a� ����� �n Sha���n M�na����� (少林寺) �n M��n� S�ng. Th�� hag��g�a� �n M��n� S�ng. Th�� hag��g�a�
phy, which is often regarded as the first Chan genealogy, chronicles the monk’s 
life and offers a brief historical narrative of Buddhism, starting from Śākyamuni 
B���ha ��gh� �� �� ����n�h���n���� Ch�na. In a������n� �� mak�� B��h��ha�ma 
a pivotal figure, responsible for bridging the divide between two cultures and 
f�� ���ng�ng �h� ���f��� Chan ��a�����n �� Ch�na. Th�� ��m�na� ���k ���am� �h� 
�a��� ��m��a�� f�� �a��� Chan g�n�a��g��� �n Tang Ch�na an� ��n�������� �� �h� 
���a���n �f an ‘�n�h���� ����ha’ �n Sha���n. S����q��n� a��h��� a������ �h� 
fa����a��� h�������a� na��a���� �n Fa��’� ���g�a�h� an� ���� �� �� ���n��n� �h��� 
g�n�a��g���. Cha���� 4 �xam�n�� h�� D� F�� (杜胐) a������ Fa��’� g�n�a��g� �� 
����� Sh�nx��’� (神秀) ���g�a�h�� Record of the Transmission of the Dharma-Jewel 
(Chuan fabao ji 傳法寶記). C��� ��gg���� �ha� D� F��’� �a��� ag�n�a �a� ��m��a� 
�� G�an��ng’� an� Sha���n’�: h� �a� ����ng �� ���n �h� �����n� �������a� ����a�
���n �n�� ����g���� ��a������ �ha� ���������� ha� ��ng h�������� �ha� ��n� a�� �h� 
�a� �a�k �� B���ha’� ��m�. D� F��’� �����ng� a������ h�m �� ����a�� Sh�nx��’� 
��a�������gn�z�� ���n���� ����h�m����� �� �n��a�� h�m a� �h� ��a��� �f Ch�n��� 
B���h��m. In Cha���� 5� C��� ana��z�� ��ngj��’� (淨覺) History of the Masters and 
Disciples of the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra (Lengqie shizi ji 楞伽師資記)� a g�n�a��g� �f h�� 
ma���� X�anz� (玄賾). ��ngj�� ����� h�� ���k �n D� F��’� History an� ���a��� a 
��n�ag� ‘����h��’� X�anz�� f�� Sh�nx��. H� ������ ��a�m�� �ha� ���h X�anz� an� 
Sh�nx�� �������� �h� �am� ��an�m�����n f��m H�ng��n (弘忍). C���� h������� 
finds many problems both in Jingjue’s extensive borrowing of Du Fei’s writings, 
an� �n h�� ���h�n��� ��� �f h�������a� �������. Cha���� 6 ��������� Sh�nh��’�  
(神會) a���m�� �� ������� �h� Chan ��n�ag� h������. Sh�nh�� a�g��� �ha� �h� ���� a���m�� �� ������� �h� Chan ��n�ag� h������. Sh�nh�� a�g��� �ha� �h� ����
��n� Chan g�n�a��g��� ���� a�� ���n���f���. Th���f���� h� �n������ �ha� �n�� h�� 
ma����� H��n�ng (慧能)� ha� �������� �h� a��h�n��� ��an�m�����n f��m H�ng��n. 
T� �� ��� Sh�nh�� ��m��� ����� �h� ����� ��a�man�� �� ���m�ng �h�m ‘N���h��n’� 
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(July): 261–293. 
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�h��� ���ng �h� ����� ‘S���h��n’ f�� h�m���f an� h�� �n��n��� ma����� H��n�ng. 
H�n��� �h�� ��g���m�z�� h�� ��a�m �� �� �h� ���� �nh������ �f �h� ���f��� ��a�����n. 
In the final chapter, Cole concludes that the primary aim of early Chan genealo�
gies was to allow the respective authors to present their ‘selfish’ ownership of 
����g���� ����h an� ��a�����n. Th�� ���� ���h�� ������n �n �a� fa��h ��� �n man� 
�n��an���� ���� ‘fa��� �a���’ �ha� ���� ma�� �� �� ������ �h� ��a���� an� ����� 
�h��� ag�n�a�.

Cole’s rereading of the early Chan literature offers a provocative and gener-
ally negative assessment of Chan Buddhism: he regards it as a dishonest self-
invention. Or, to put it even more bluntly: he regards Chan Buddhism (and all 
its Chinese buddhas) as a scam. However, there is one big question worth con-
sidering: can we simply rely on these four case studies to conclude that Chan 
Buddhism is merely a creation of ‘selfish’ liars and plagiarizers? While this study 
presents a detailed analysis of the production of Chan genealogies, it does not, 
however, offer further information on the supply side. Many questions remain 
to be answered: How prevalent were these literatures? How and why were they 
circulated? And most importantly, who read them? 

Another minor problem with Cole’s book lies in his many humorous but often 
tangential analogies. It appears more confusing than convincing to try to draw 
parallels between Chan genealogies written in the seventh and eighth centuries, 
and wedding photo competitions at local county fairs (xii–xiii), American sitcom 
produced in the 1970s (xiv–xv), and the development of the violin in Western 
music (311). His ‘algebra equations’ are equally confusing (14, 177). Despite these 
shortcomings, this book is an important contribution to the study of Chinese 
Buddhism and Tang history. It offers an exciting way to examine early Chan 
Buddhist literature. Perhaps scholars and students of other religions can also 
consider Cole’s reading strategy in rereading the various hagiographical texts.
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