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DidWu Zetian Name “卍” as “Wanzi”? A Historical Reassessment
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Abstract: While scholarly works often attribute the pronunciation of “卍” as “wan” to Empress Wu
Zetian in 693, associating it with the meaning “auspicious myriad virtues”, a closer examination of
the history of “卍” in Chinese Buddhist translations suggests otherwise. The more accurate translit‑
erations and translations of svastika emergedmuch later than the term “Wanzi” and had very limited
influence. The connection between “卍” and “Wanzi” more likely appeared during the early trans‑
mission of Buddhism to China, when people used the accepted cursive form of “萬” to approximate
the shape of the svastika symbol. However, as this rationale gradually became obsolete over time,
the legend that “EmpressWuZetian decreed that ‘卍’ be pronounced as ‘wan’” arose during the Song
dynasty and has persisted to this day.
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1. Introduction
The auspicious symbol svastika (“卍” or “卐”) is frequently depicted in Buddhist scrip‑

tures, as well as in various artistic forms such as paintings, sculptures, and decorative pat‑
terns, representing one of the “Thirty‑Two Marks” or “Eighty Minor Characteristics” of
the Buddha.1 In Chinese, this symbol is referred to as “Wanzi萬字” (“the character of ten
thousand”). It can be considered a variant form of the Chinese character “萬”. Phonetic
variants of “Wanzi”, such as the Japanese “まんじ” (manji) and the Korean “만자” (manja),
have become the recognized names for the svastika symbol in these respective Asian lan‑
guages.2

Given that the Chinese character “萬” (ten thousand) bears no intrinsic semantic con‑
nection to the svastika, numerous dictionaries and scholarly works attempt to explain this
association in different ways. These sources frequently reference Fayun’s法雲 (1088–1158)
Fanyi mingyi ji翻譯名義集 [Collection of Explanations of Translation Terms] (compiled in
1143), which cites theHuayan yinyi華嚴音義 [The Sound and theMeaning of theAvataṃsaka
Sūtra] to suggest that this symbol was first officially recognized as a Chinese character dur‑
ing the second year of the Changshou 長壽 era (693 CE) of Empress Wu Zetian 武則天
(624–705 CE), who established its pronunciation as “wan”:3

(1) … 華嚴音義云：”案卍字，本非是字。大周長壽二年主上權制此文，著於天
樞，音之為萬，謂吉祥萬德之所集也。經中上下據漢本總一十七字，同呼為萬，

依梵文有二十八相云云。 4

… The Huayan yinyi states: “The character ‘卍’ was not originally a (Chinese)
character. In the second year of the Changshou era during the Great Zhou Dynasty,
Empress (Wu Zetian) provisionally established it as a (Chinese) character, inscribing
it on the Heavenly Pivot and assigning it the pronunciation ‘Wan’ to signify the
gathering of auspicious myriad virtues. In the Chinese translations of the scrip‑
tures, this symbol is consistently referred to as ‘Wan’, with seventeen instances
in total across the texts. According to the Sanskrit text, there are twenty‑eight
distinct marks” and so on.

The claim that Empress Wu Zetian established the pronunciation of “卍” as “Wan”
had gained widespread influence since then, but we should not accept this account with‑
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out caution. A thorough review of the sources cited by the Fanyi mingyi ji—specifically
Huiyuan’s慧苑 (673–743 CE)Xinyi da fangguang fo huayan jing yinyi新譯大方廣佛華嚴經音義
[The Sound and theMeaning of the New Translation of theMahāvaipulya Buddhāvataṃsaka
Sūtra] (also known asHuiyuan yinyi慧苑音義 [Huiyuan’s Dictionary] orHuayan yinyi華嚴
音義, compiled around 732 CE5)—reveals certain discrepancies. In his explanation of the
phrase “卐字之形” (the form of the “卐” symbol) as it appears in Śikṣānanda’s 實叉難陀
(652–710 CE) translation of the T279Da fangguang fo huayan jing大方廣佛華嚴經 [Mahāvaip‑
ulya Buddhāvataṃsaka Sūtra], Huiyuan clarified that the “卍” symbol was originally not a
Chinese character. He further indicated that this term in the T279 corresponded to various
symbols in the Sanskrit Avataṃsaka Sūtra. When comparing the extant version of Huiyuan
yinyi with its citation in the Fanyi mingyi ji, it becomes evident that Fayun’s reference is
directly drawn from Huiyuan’s work. This is apparent both from the title “Huayan yinyi”
and from the closely aligned phrases, such as經中上下據漢本總一十七字同呼爲萬 (“in the
Chinese translations of the scriptures, this symbol is consistently referred to as ‘Wan’, with
seventeen instances in total across the texts”.) which are notably consistent between the
two texts. However, one critical discrepancy warrants attention: the passage in Fayun’s
text regarding Wu Zetian is entirely absent in Huiyuan’s work:

(2)【卐字之形】今按梵本，卐字乃是德者之相，元非字也。然經中上下據漢本總
一十七字同呼爲万，依梵文有二十八相，即八種相中四種相也。謂室利靺瑳、難

提迦物多、塞嚩悉底迦、本囊伽咤，又有鉢特忙、斫訖羅、拔折羅等三相。雖於

《花藏》《迴向》二品中有，以其可識無謬，故此不列在數。又有盎句奢相，此

經總無，故亦不列。其一十七相既非萬字，又非一色之相，今顯異同，謂第八

卷有一室利靺瑳相，第九卷有三相：初難提迦物多，次室利靺瑳，後亦室利靺瑳。

第二十三有一相，謂塞嚩悉底迦，第二十七有五種相：初室利靺瑳，次塞嚩悉底

迦，次難提迦物多，次室利靺瑳，後難提迦物多。第四十八有三相：一塞嚩悉底

迦相，二室利靺瑳，三室利靺瑳。第五十七、五十八、六十三、六十五等各有一

室利靺瑳相。若謹依梵本，總有二十八相，具顯如《刊定記》說也。6

[The form of the “卐” symbol]: According to the Sanskrit originals, the “卐” is a
mark signifying virtue and is not inherently a character. However, in the Chinese
translations of the scriptures, this symbol is consistently referred to as “Wan”,
with seventeen instances in total across the texts. According to the Sanskrit text,
there are twenty‑eight distinctmarks, ofwhich four correspond to the eight types
of auspicious symbols. These include Śrīvatsa, Nandikāvarta,7 Svastika, and
Pūrṇaghaṭa, among others. Additionally, there are three other marks: Padma,
Cakra, and Vajra. Although the Huazang [Flower Treasury] and Huixiang [Dedi‑
cation of Merit] chapters include some of these marks, they are not listed here to
avoid confusion as they are clearly identifiable. The Aṅkuśa mark, which does
not appear in this sutra, is also omitted. As for the seventeen marks mentioned
in the Chinese text, they are neither “Wan” characters nor a single type of mark.
The differences are as follows: The eighth volume mentions one Śrīvatsa mark;
the ninth volume contains three marks: first, Nandikāvarta; second, Śrīvatsa;
and lastly, Śrīvatsa again. The twenty‑third volume has one mark, identified as
Svastika. The twenty‑seventh volume contains fivemarks: first, Śrīvatsa; second,
Svastika; third, Nandikāvarta; fourth, Śrīvatsa; and finally, Nandikāvarta again.
The forty‑eighth volume mentions three marks: first, a Svastika mark; and then
two instances of Śrīvatsa. Volumes fifty‑seven, fifty‑eight, sixty‑three, and sixty‑
five each contain one Śrīvatsa mark. According to the Sanskrit originals, there
are twenty‑eight marks in total, as clearly detailed in the Kandinji [Supplemen‑
tary Record of the Commentary on the Avataṃsaka Sūtra].

The initial question we must address is whether the additional references to Empress
Wu Zetian in the Fanyi mingyi ji were introduced by Fayun during his compilation or
whether they reflect content that has been lost from the extant Huayan yinyi by Huiyuan.
A thorough investigation of all instances where the Fanyi mingyi ji cites the Yinyi works of
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Xuanying玄應 (active 645–c. 661/663 CE8), Huilin慧琳 (737–820 CE), andHuiyuan慧苑 re‑
veals that Fayun consistently abridged the original content, often summarizing rather than
strictly quoting the texts.9 This pattern casts significant doubt on the authenticity of the
passage concerning Wu Zetian. It seems only plausible if this narrative did not originate
from Huiyuan yinyi, but was instead introduced by Fayun from another source—perhaps
an annotation or commentary that was erroneously incorporated into the main text.

Further evidence supporting this hypothesis lies in a subtle wording difference be‑
tween the two texts. In Huiyuan yinyi, the statements “the ‘卐’ symbol was originally not a
Chinese character” and “in the Chinese translations of the scriptures, this symbol is consis‑
tently referred to as ‘Wan, ’ with seventeen instances in total” are connected by the conjunc‑
tion “however” (然), indicating a clear semantic relationship (…元非字也，然經中上下據漢
本總一十七字同呼爲萬…). In contrast, Fayun’s version omits this conjunction after insert‑
ing the narrative about Wu Zetian, likely to avoid a grammatical inconsistency introduced
by the interpolation. This detail suggests that the reference to Wu Zetian was not part of
Huiyuan’s original text but rather an addition by Fayun.

More direct evidence can be found in Huiyuan’s commentary on the newly translated
Avataṃsaka Sūtra, titled Xu huayan jing lüe shu kandingji續華嚴略疏刊定記 [Supplementary
Record of the Commentary on the Avataṃsaka Sūtra] (referred to as the Kandingji at the
end of example 2). In this work, Huiyuan explicitly stated that the designation of the sym‑
bol “卍” as the “character of ten thousand” (萬字) arose from an error made by ancient
translators who misunderstood the reading and meaning of the Sanskrit term. Notably,
he made no mention of any role played by Empress Wu Zetian in this interpretation:

(3)其相梵名室利靺瑳，此曰吉祥海雲。眾德深廣，利物如雲，海雲即吉祥，吉祥
即海雲。古人誤譯“洛剎曩”為“惡剎攞”，遂謂相為字，又以相表利物深廣多故，
稱之為萬。理實此中無萬無字，唯云“金剛莊嚴臆室利靺瑳相”，其“萬字”之言都
為謬妄爾。 10

This symbol is called Śrīvatsa, which in Chinese means “Auspicious Ocean Cloud”,
[because] its numerous virtues are profound and vast, benefiting all beings like
clouds. The “ocean cloud” is auspicious, and auspiciousness is the “ocean cloud”.
In ancient times, translators mistakenly read lakṣaṇa as akṣara, leading them to re‑
fer to this symbol as a “character” (字). Furthermore, since this pattern represents
profound andwidespread benefits to all beings, they called it “ten thousand” (萬).
However, from a logical standpoint, this is neither “ten thousand” nor a “char‑
acter”. It is simply the “vajra‑adorned mark of Śrīvatsa on the chest”. The claim
that it represents the “ten thousand character” is entirely mistaken.

Huiyuan was a disciple of Fazang 法藏 (643–712), who was directly involved in the
new translation of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra. If the designation of the symbol “卍” as a Chi‑
nese character, read as Wan, had indeed originated from an edict by Empress Wu Zetian,
it is hard to imagine that he would have rendered such a straightforward and unequivo‑
cal conclusion. Moreover, Huiyuan’s direct critic, Chengguan 澄觀 (738–839), explicitly
referenced Huiyuan’s commentary (example 3) in his Da fangguang fo huanyan jing shu
大方廣佛華嚴經疏 [Commentary on the Avataṃsaka Sūtra], yet he offered no criticism re‑
garding this particular issue.11

Another piece of evidence can be found in the slightly later workYiqiejing yinyi一切經
音義 [The Sound and the Meaning of All Scriptures] by Huilin慧琳 (also known as Huilin
yinyi 慧琳音義 [Huilin’s dictionary], compiled before 808 CE12), which incorporates
Huiyuan’s annotations on T279 and briefly references Huiyuan’s explanation in his own
annotation on the term “卍字之文” in Volume 20 of the T310Da baoji jing大寶積經 [Mahārat‑
nakūṭa Sūtra]. In his annotations, Huilin not only omitted any mention of Wu Zetian’s al‑
leged decree that “卍” be recognized as a Chinese character “Wan”, but he also explicitly
refuted this claim, further claiming that referring to “卍” as “Wan” was erroneous:
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(4)卍字之文：梵云“室哩(二合)末蹉(倉何反)”。唐云吉祥相也。有云萬字者，謬說
也。《花嚴經》第八卷中具說此相等亦非是字也，乃是如來身上數處有此吉祥之

文、大福德之相。 13

The symbol “卍”: In Sanskrit, it is pronounced ‘Śrīvatsa’. In the Tang language,
it is referred to as an auspicious sign. Some have claimed that it is the character
“Wan”, but this is an incorrect statement. (In Huayan yinyi’s annotation of) the
eighth volume of the Avataṃsaka Sūtra, it is clarified that the symbol is not a char‑
acter, but rather an auspicious mark found in various places on the body of the
Tathāgata, signifying great merit and virtue.

The claim that Wu Zetian decreed the pronunciation of “卍” as “Wan” is largely ab‑
sent from Tang dynasty historical records and seems to have originated predominantly
from Song dynasty sources,14 casting doubt on its credibility. Thus, the precise timing
and underlying reasons for the designation of “卍” as “Wanzi” requires further rigorous
scrutiny and analysis.

2. The Initial Naming of “卍” in Chinese Translations
From the chronological perspective of Chinese Buddhist translations, the use of the

character “萬” (or “万”) to represent the “卍” symbol on the Buddha’s body appears quite
early. This practice can be traced back to the translations of Zhi Qian支謙 (fl. 222–252 CE).
The following are some examples from relatively early translations:

(5)披褻相太子，見有三十二相：軀體金色，頂有肉髻，其髮紺青……毛右旋，一
一孔一毛生，皮毛細軟，不受塵水，胸有万字。 15

(Asita) uncovered the prince’s inner garment to examine him and observed that
he possessed the thirty‑two major marks: his body was of a golden hue, a fleshy
protuberance adorned the top of his head, his hair was deep blue, … each hair
curled to the right, with a single hair emerging from each pore, his skin and hair
were fine and soft, impervious to dust and water, and a svastika symbol was
present on his chest.

(6) 時阿夷以偈答王言：“今觀太子身……頰車如師子，四牙萬字現……是以眉間
毫，白淨如明珠。” 16

At this moment, Asita responded to the king with a verse: “Now, observing the
prince’s form… his jaw is like that of a lion, (with large, white) four teeth and
the svastika symbol appearing (on his body)17… therefore, the tuft of white hair
between his eyebrows is pure and radiant, like a luminous pearl”.

(7)是時，父王慇懃再三，重問相師：“汝等更觀太子三十二相，斯名何等？”時諸
相師即披太子衣，說三十二相：“……十六、胸有萬字……是爲三十二相。” 18

At that time, the king earnestly inquired of the physiognomists again: “Look once
more at the thirty‑two marks of the prince, what are they?” The physiognomists
then unveiled the prince’s robe and revealed the thirty‑two marks: “…sixteenth,
the svastika symbol on the chest… these are the thirty‑two marks”.

Aside from the Buddhist translations, the earliest reference in Chinese literature to the
svastika symbol on the chest of a Buddha image appears in the Gaoseng zhuan高僧傳 [Bi‑
ographies of EminentMonks] completed in 519 CE. In this text, the svastika is also referred
to as “Wanzi”:

(8)初僧護所創，鑿龕過淺，乃鏟入五丈，更施頂髻，及身相克成，瑩磨將畢。夜
中忽當萬字處，色赤而隆起。 今像胸萬字處，猶不施金鎛，而赤色在焉。像以天

監十二年春就功，至十五年春竟。 19

Initially, Senghu carved a shallow niche, but later deepened it to five zhang,
adding a topknot and completing the bodily features. As the polishing was
about to be finished, suddenly, in the middle of the night, at the site of the
svastika symbol, the area turned red and raised. Even today, the svastika symbol
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on the chest of the statue remains unadorned with gold but retains its reddish
color. The statue was completed in the twelfth year of the Tianjian era and fin‑
ished in the fifteenth year.

When used as a decorative motif on objects, the symbol “卍” is also referred to as
“Wanzi”:

(9) 彼畫鉢中作蒱桃蔓蓮華像，佛言：“不應爾。”彼鉢中作萬字，佛言：“不應爾。”
彼畫鉢作己名字，佛言：“不應爾。” 20

The monks painted on the bowl an image of a grape vine and lotus flower, to
which the Buddha said, “This is inappropriate”. They then painted the svastika
symbol, to which the Buddha again said, “This is inappropriate”. They painted
their own names, and the Buddha said, “This is inappropriate”.

While pre‑Tang Chinese texts frequently refer to the svastika as “Wanzi”, it is impor‑
tant to consider the possibility that these references may have been altered in subsequent
periods. Since most extant versions of ancient Chinese literature were copied or printed
long after their original composition—particularly given that many editions of the Bud‑
dhist canon were produced during the Song and Yuan dynasties—it raises the question of
whether the designation of the svastika as “Wanzi” might have been a post‑Tang modifi‑
cation. There are numerous textual variants in the examples cited earlier. For instance, in
example (5) from the Taizi ruiying benqi jing太子瑞應本起經 [The Sutra on the Auspicious
Signs and Previous Lives of the Prince] by Zhi Qian, the Qisha edition (磧砂藏), Song edi‑
tion (思溪藏), and Imperial Household edition (宮內廳本) use “卍”, while the Dunhuang
manuscript (Dunyan 187) and Japanese manuscripts from Kongō‑ji 金剛寺 and Shichi‑ji
七寺use “萬”. In this context, Dharmarakṣa’s translation of the T186Puyao jing普曜經 [Lali‑
tavistara] is largely consistent in expressionwith its parallel text, the earlier Taizi ruien benqi
jing translated by Zhi Qian,21 and its Korean edition (高麗藏) and Jin edition (趙城金藏)
use “卐”, while the Song, Qisha, and Imperial Household editions use “卍”. However, the
Fangshan stone inscriptions (房山石經) and the Jinglü yixiang經律異相 [Compendium of
Divergent Aspects of the Sūtras and Vinayas]22 cite it as “萬”.

However, if we were to rely on the account in the Fanyi mingyi ji and argue that the
term “Wanzi” was not used to refer to “卍” before the Tang dynasty—suggesting that all
variants of “萬” are post‑Tang corrections of “卍”—such a claim would be highly suspi‑
cious. There is substantial evidence that “卍” was referred to as “Wanzi” well before the
Tang dynasty and that this term carried an inherent connection to the number ten thou‑
sand in the mind of Chinese readers. This is exemplified by Emperor Jianwen of Liang
梁簡文帝, Xiao Gang蕭綱, in his inscription “Wujun shixiang bei”吳郡石像碑 [The Stone
Statue Stele of Wu Commandery]:

(10)千輪足起，萬字胸書。 23

A thousand‑spoked wheel on the feet, a svastika symbol inscribed on the chest.

It describes the image of a Buddha statue with the “卍” symbol on the chest and a
thousand‑spoked wheel mark on the feet. The inscription mentions “the fourth year of
Zhongdatong 中大通” and “Prince Linghou of Linru 臨汝靈侯” (the posthumous title of
Xiao Yuanyou蕭淵猷), suggesting that the composition was written after 533 CE and be‑
fore Xiao Gang’s death in 551 CE. This paired phrase was later adapted by Yancong彥琮
(557–610CE) in hisTong ji lun通極論 [Treatise on Reaching theUltimate]:開萬字於胸前，躡千
輪於足下 “Displaying the svastika on his chest and treading on the thousand‑spokedwheel
beneath the feet”.24 Although this widely admired passage is sometimes cited with “萬”
rendered as “卍” in its many iterations,25 the use of “Wanzi” (萬字) and “Qianlun” (千輪)
as a parallel couplet in this prose clearly indicates that the author referred to the svastika
symbol on the Buddha’s chest as “Wanzi” and believed it to be, at least in a literal sense,
related to the number ten thousand.

This practice of linking the svastika symbol with the number ten thousand can also
be observed in certain Chinese Buddhist translations:
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(11) 下生於人間，而得大人相，胸字有萬數。以此相好故，無有諸疾病，若在家
出家，常得受快樂。若獲剎利種，得王四天下；若出家學道，得成無上尊，純受

上妙樂。 26

Descending to the human world, he attains the great man’s marks, with the
svastika symbol on his chest. Because of these auspicious marks, he is free from
all ailments. Whether a householder or a monastic, he always experiences hap‑
piness. If born as a kshatriya, he rules over the four continents; if he leaves home
to pursue the Way, he attains supreme honor and enjoys the highest pleasures.

As previously discussed, the svastika on the Buddha’s chest was originally a symbol
of auspiciousness and was not inherently connected to numerical values. However, in
example (11), to conform to the five‑character line structure of Chinese verse, the character
“數” was added after “萬”, clearly indicating that the svastika on the Buddha’s chest was
understood in relation to the number ten thousand. This interpretation did not originate
in India but rather reflects a deeply ingrained Chinese cultural perspective that did not
hinder the understanding of the translation.

Example (11) is from the T579Youpoyi jingxing famen jing優婆夷淨行法門經 [Upāsikā’s
Pure Practices Dharma Gate Sūtra]. It is listed in extant Buddhist canons as having an un‑
known translator, with a note that “Sengyou’s catalog records it as an ‘alternative transla‑
tion from Liang’ appended to the Northern Liang catalog (僧祐錄云安公涼土異經附北涼
錄)”. This identification likely stems from the fact that the Chu sanzang ji ji includes a text
called the Jingxing jing淨行經 in its Xin ji An Gong Liangtu Yijing Lu新集安公凉土異經錄
[A revised catalog of alternative Buddhist texts from the Liang region, based on Master
Dao’an’s collection] Hayashiya (1941, pp. 997–1001) suggested that the language of T579
was influenced by the translations of Kumārajīva (344–413 CE) and that it was unlikely to
be the same text as the Jingxing jing from Dao’an’s 道安 (312–385 CE) time. Nonetheless,
Sui dynasty catalogs, including the Zhongjing mulu眾經目錄 [Catalogue of Scriptures] by
Fajing法經27 (compiled in 594 CE), Zhongjing mulu眾經目錄 [Catalogue of Scriptures] by
Yancong 彥琮28 (compiled in 602 CE), and the Lidai sanbao ji 歷代三寶紀 [Record of the
Three Jewels Through the Ages] by Fei Changfang費長房29 (compiled in 597 CE), all list
the Youpoyi jingxing jing as a two‑scroll text with an unknown translator. Even if this text
postdates Dao’an and Sengyou, it was at least translated before the Sui dynasty.

The svastika symbol on the Buddha’s body was referred to as “Wanzi” in Chinese as
early as the Three Kingdoms period, suggesting that this rendering was adopted from the
earliest instances of the symbol’s appearance in Chinese Buddhist translations. In many
pre‑Tang sources, the svastikawas commonly referred to as “Wanzi”, leading to its associa‑
tionwith the number ten thousand. This connection had already become deeply ingrained
in the popular consciousness well before the reign of Empress Wu Zetian.

3. Efforts to Restore the “Correct Translation”
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(12) 是時世尊從三昧安詳而起，以天眼觀視世界，舉身微笑，從足下千輻相輪中
放六百萬億光明，足十指、兩踝、兩
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髻，各各放六百萬億光明。 30

At that time, the World‑Honored One arose calmly from samādhi and, using his
divine eye, gazed upon the world. He smiled subtly, emitting six hundred mil‑
lion billion rays of light from the thousand‑spokedwheels on his feet. Each of his
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ten toes, two ankles, two calves, two knees, two thighs, waist, spine, abdomen,
ribs, back, navel, the “virtue character” on his chest, shoulders, arms, ten fingers,
neck, mouth with forty teeth, two nostrils, two eyes, two ears, the white tuft
between his eyebrows, and the cranial protuberance each emitted six hundred
million billion rays of light.

(13)八十者手足有德相。 31

The eightieth (minor mark), his hands and feet bear the “virtue mark”.

(14)世尊手足及胸臆前俱有吉祥喜旋德相，文同綺畫，色類朱丹，是第八十。 32

TheWorld‑HonoredOne’s hands, feet, and chest bear auspicious, joyous turning
“virtue marks”, patterned like brocade and colored like vermilion; this is the
eightieth [minor mark].

The above examples (12) through (14) depict various auspicious signs on the Buddha’s
body. In the Sanskrit Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā [The Perfection of Wisdom in
25,000 Lines],33 the term “德字” corresponds to śrīvatsa,34while “德相” and “吉祥喜旋德相”
correspond to śrīvatsa‑svastika‑nandy‑āvarta,35 all referring to the “卍” symbol located on the
Buddha’s chest or limbs. Both “德字” (virtue character) and “德相” (virtue mark) are se‑
mantic translations, with “德” (virtue) conveyingmeanings of “auspiciousness” and “bless‑
ing”.36 Translating the auspicious symbol “卍”—particularly its Sanskrit term svastika—as
“德” is semantically more appropriate. In contrast, the association between the numeral
“萬” and svastika is less evident in terms of meaning. Consequently, the Yiqiejing yinyi by
Huilin dismisses the term “萬字” as an “incorrect statement”, likely reflecting this semantic
consideration.

It is intriguing that, despite Kumārajīva’s newly coined translations often replacing
earlier renditions by translators like An Shigao, Zhi Qian, and Dharmarakṣa and becom‑
ing the standard for later translations,37 the translation of “卍” as “德” (virtue) did not
gain widespread acceptance. Even though Xuanzang, another highly influential transla‑
tor, also adopted Kumārajīva’s terminology, this particular translation did not take hold.
This suggests that the practice of reading the symbol “卍” as “Wan”was likely alreadywell
established before Kumārajīva’s time.

Even in Buddhist translations and Chinese writings postdating Kumārajīva, the “卍”
symbol continued to be frequently referred to as “Wanzi”. There are also examples where
translators combined the terms “德” and “萬” in their translations, possibly as an attempt
to reconcile the old and new translation methods:

(15)自有衆生樂觀如來胸德字萬印38相，三摩尼光相者。 39

Some beings find joy in gazing upon the “virtue character/Wan mark”, on the
chest of the Tathāgata, from which radiates the light of three maṇi jewels.

(16) 云何觀如來頸相、缺瓫骨滿相、臆德字相、萬字印相？……如是圍繞諸光畫
中，是名佛頸出圓光相、胸德字文、萬字印中，缺瓫滿相、腋下珠相。 40

How should one observe the Tathāgata’s neck mark, the complete supraclavic‑
ular mark, the “virtue/Wan character” mark on the chest? … Thus, surrounded
by various lights and patterns, these are known as the Buddha’s neck‑radiating
mark, the “virtue/Wan character” on the chest, and the complete supraclavicular
mark, with the pearl mark under the arm.

(17) 爾時世尊智慧觀察現在大衆，非肉眼觀，如師子王奮迅視眄，呵呵大笑，頂
上肉髻放無量光，肩脅腰髀胸卐41德處及諸毛孔，皆放一切無量光明，如空中虹、
如日千光，如劫盡時大火熾然猛炎之相。 42

At that time, the World‑Honored One observed the present assembly with wis‑
dom, not with physical eyes, but with the gaze of a lion king aroused in vigor,
and laughed. From the topknot on his head, he emitted countless rays of light,
and from his shoulders, ribs, waist, thighs, chest, where the “卐” virtue symbol
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is, and from all his pores, he emitted boundless light, like a rainbow in the sky,
like the thousand rays of the sun, like the blazing fire at the end of a kalpa.

Additionally, some Buddhist translations from the Tang and Song dynasties began to
include phonetic translations of Śrīvatsa or Svastika:

(18)三者臆前有室利婆瑳像。 43

Third, the “Śrīvatsa” symbol on the chest.

(19)足現千輻輪、莎悉帝迦相。 44

The thousand‑spoked wheel and the svastika marks appear on his feet

Some scholars argue that the reading of “卍” as “Wan” is related to phonetic transla‑
tion.45 A commonly cited argument is based on Zanning’s贊寧 theory of the “six rules of
translation (六例)” in Song gaoseng zhuan宋高僧傳 [Biographies of Eminent Monks of the
Song Dynasty]:

(20) 謂譯字譯音爲一例……初則四句：一譯字不譯音，即陀羅尼是；二譯音不譯
字，如佛胸前卍字是；三音字俱譯，即諸經律中純華言是；四音字俱不譯，如經

題上
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題上 二字是。45 
The first aspect of translation concerns whether to “translate”46 the script or the 
sound. This aspect can be summarized in four statements: 1. “Translate” the 
script but not the sound, as in the case of dhāraṇī. 2. “Translate” the sound but 
not the script, as in the case of the “卍” symbol on the Buddha’s chest. 3. “Trans-
late” both the sound and the script, as in the case of the purely Chinese expres-
sions found in various sutras and vinayas. 4. “Translate” neither the sound nor 
the script, as in the case of the  characters47 found in the titles of some 
scriptures. 
Zanning’s theory is often cited as one of the specific reasons why Wu Zetian desig-

nated the 卍 symbol as “萬字”, with the pronunciation of “萬” being (partially) similar to 
the Sanskrit word svastika.48 However, upon closer examination, there are several issues 
with how Zanning’s theory should be understood. The renowned scholar Yinke Chen 
(2001, p. 283) suggested that there may be a textual inversion in the phrases “譯字不譯音 
(translate the script but not the sound)” and “譯音不譯字 (translate the sound but not the 
script)”, as the dhāraṇī mantras in Buddhist scriptures are typically transliterated phonet-
ically rather than semantically.49 Even if Yinke Chen’s conjecture is correct, the connection 
between the concept of “translating the script but not the sound” and the “卍” symbol 
remains quite challenging to understand. 

The key to addressing this issue lies in understanding that the concept of “譯” in the 
Song Gaoseng Zhuan differs from the contemporary notion of “翻譯” or “translation”. To 
comprehend Zanning’s notion of “譯”, it is crucial to consider his statement: 譯之言易也

，謂以所有易所無也 “Translation implies change; it means substituting what is available 
for what is lacking”.50 Therefore, his theory of “譯字 (translating the script)” or “譯音 
(translating the sound)” should not be viewed as a case of textual inversion. Instead, it 
should be interpreted as “altering the script while preserving the pronunciation when 
translating dhāraṇī” and “retaining the symbol while changing the pronunciation when 

Religions 2024, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 21 
 

 

mark, the “virtue/Wan character” on the chest, and the complete supraclavicular 
mark, with the pearl mark under the arm. 
(17) 爾時世尊智慧觀察現在大衆 ，非肉眼觀 ，如師子王奮迅視眄 ，呵呵大笑 ，頂
上肉髻放無量光 ，肩脅腰髀胸卐 40德處及諸毛孔 ，皆放一切無量光明 ，如空中虹 、
如日千光，如劫盡時大火熾然猛炎之相。41 
At that time, the World-Honored One observed the present assembly with wis-
dom, not with physical eyes, but with the gaze of a lion king aroused in vigor, 
and laughed. From the topknot on his head, he emitted countless rays of light, 
and from his shoulders, ribs, waist, thighs, chest, where the “卐” virtue symbol 
is, and from all his pores, he emitted boundless light, like a rainbow in the sky, 
like the thousand rays of the sun, like the blazing fire at the end of a kalpa. 
Additionally, some Buddhist translations from the Tang and Song dynasties began 

to include phonetic translations of Śrīvatsa or Svastika: 
(18) 三者臆前有室利婆瑳像。42 
Third, the “Śrīvatsa” symbol on the chest. 
(19) 足現千輻輪、莎悉帝迦相。43 
The thousand-spoked wheel and the svastika marks appear on his feet 
Some scholars argue that the reading of “卍” as “Wan” is related to phonetic transla-

tion.44 A commonly cited argument is based on Zanning’s 贊寧 theory of the “six rules of 
translation (六例)” in Song Gaoseng Zhuan 宋高僧傳 [Biographies of Eminent Monks of 
the Song Dynasty]: 

(20) 謂譯字譯音爲一例……初則四句 ：一譯字不譯音 ，即陀羅尼是 ；二譯音不譯
字，如佛胸前卍字是；三音字俱譯，即諸經律中純華言是；四音字俱不譯，如經

題上 二字是。45 
The first aspect of translation concerns whether to “translate”46 the script or the 
sound. This aspect can be summarized in four statements: 1. “Translate” the 
script but not the sound, as in the case of dhāraṇī. 2. “Translate” the sound but 
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Some scholars argue that the reading of “卍” as “Wan” is related to phonetic transla-

tion.44 A commonly cited argument is based on Zanning’s 贊寧 theory of the “six rules of 
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題上 二字是。45 
The first aspect of translation concerns whether to “translate”46 the script or the 
sound. This aspect can be summarized in four statements: 1. “Translate” the 
script but not the sound, as in the case of dhāraṇī. 2. “Translate” the sound but 
not the script, as in the case of the “卍” symbol on the Buddha’s chest. 3. “Trans-
late” both the sound and the script, as in the case of the purely Chinese expres-
sions found in various sutras and vinayas. 4. “Translate” neither the sound nor 
the script, as in the case of the  characters47 found in the titles of some 
scriptures. 
Zanning’s theory is often cited as one of the specific reasons why Wu Zetian desig-
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between the concept of “translating the script but not the sound” and the “卍” symbol 
remains quite challenging to understand. 
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scriptures.

Zanning’s theory is often cited as one of the specific reasons why Wu Zetian desig‑
nated the卍 symbol as “萬字”, with the pronunciation of “萬” being (partially) similar to
the Sanskrit word svastika.49 However, upon closer examination, there are several issues
with how Zanning’s theory should be understood. The renowned scholar Yinke Chen
(2001, p. 283) suggested that there may be a textual inversion in the phrases “譯字不譯音
(translate the script but not the sound)” and “譯音不譯字 (translate the sound but not the
script)”, as the dhāraṇī mantras in Buddhist scriptures are typically transliterated phoneti‑
cally rather than semantically.50 Even if Yinke Chen’s conjecture is correct, the connection
between the concept of “translating the script but not the sound” and the “卍” symbol
remains quite challenging to understand.

The key to addressing this issue lies in understanding that the concept of “譯” in the
Song gaoseng zhuan differs from the contemporary notion of “翻譯” or “translation”. To
comprehend Zanning’s notion of “譯”, it is crucial to consider his statement: 譯之言易也，
謂以所有易所無也 “Translation implies change; it means substituting what is available for
what is lacking”.51 Therefore, his theory of “譯字 (translating the script)” or “譯音 (trans‑
lating the sound)” should not be viewed as a case of textual inversion. Instead, it should
be interpreted as “altering the script while preserving the pronunciation when translating
dhāraṇī” and “retaining the symbol while changing the pronunciation when translating
the ‘卍’ symbol on the Buddha’s chest”. This explanation actually indicates that the “卍”
(svastika) and its Chinese pronunciation “wan” have no phonetic connection.

When considering the historical development of translating the “卍” symbol in Chi‑
nese Buddhist texts, it becomes evident that the full phonetic transliterations derived from
the Sanskrit names śrīvatsa or svastika appeared relatively late, and their pronunciation
differs significantly from the Chinese “Wan”,52 and the transliterations (such as the pre‑
viously mentioned “室利婆瑳” and “莎悉帝迦”) do not use the character “萬”. Therefore,
“wan” should not be considered as an abbreviated transliteration of these terms.



Religions 2024, 15, 1349 9 of 20

4. The Rationale Behind the Naming of “卍” as “Wanzi” in Chinese
As discussed earlier, the Sanskrit names for the “卍” symbol, such as śrīvatsa and

svastika, whether in their phonetic transliterations (“室利婆瑳” and “莎悉帝迦”) or seman‑
tic translations (“德字” and “德相”), appeared relatively late. Moreover, there is no evident
connection between these terms and the Chinese word “萬” in terms of pronunciation or
meaning. This raises another significant question: why was the symbol “卍” regarded
as a “character” in Chinese? In Huiyuan’s commentary, he attempted to attribute this is‑
sue to early translators’ errors (see example 3 above). While it is true that early translations
were often based onMiddle Indic languages rather than standard Sanskrit, leading to occa‑
sional confusion or mistakes,53 the overwhelming and widespread designation of “卍” as
a “character” (rather than sporadic or alternative instances) is difficult to attribute solely
to the confusion between lakṣaṇa and akṣara. Furthermore, early translators consistently
rendered lakṣaṇa correctly as “xiang 相” (“sign, mark, characteristic”),54 and there is no
verifiable evidence of cases where it was misunderstood as akṣara.

The reason the auspicious symbol “卍” came to be known as “Wanzi” likely stems
neither from phonetic nor semantic translation but rather from the use of the character
“万”, a popular form of the numeral “萬” at the time, to visually mimic the shape of “卐”.
The character “万”, which is now the simplified form of “萬”, has a long history in the de‑
velopment of Chinese script, appearing as early as the Oracle Bone Script from the Shang
dynasty (c. 1600–1046 BCE). However, at that time, “万” was merely an ancient form of
the character “丏”. Due to the phonetic similarity between “丏” and “萬” in Old Chinese,55
“万” began to be used as a phonetic loan character for “萬” as early as the Warring States
period (475–221 BCE).56 In the Han dynasty, the character “万”, representing the numeral,
also gave rise to forms like “
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as well as in printed editions of the Chinese Buddhist canon from the Song dynasty on‑
wards.58 Table 1 below illustrates the early forms and usages of “万”:
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symbol (“卍”) below the neck. The statue was likely sculpted during the Northern Wei dynasty, 
Figure 1. Partial view of the statue of Śākyamuni carved by Tanfu譚副, featuring an incised svastika
symbol (“卍”) below the neck. The statue was likely sculpted during the Northern Wei dynasty,
specifically between the Huangxing 皇興 and Taihe 太和 periods in the latter half of the 5th cen‑
tury CE. It was unearthed during an archaeological excavation in early 2012 in Beiwuzhuang北吳莊
Village, Xiwen 習文 Township, Linzhang 臨漳 County, Hebei Province. For related studies, see
He (2020).
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Figure 2. Partial view of the stone‑carved standing statue of one Buddha and two bodhisattvas from
the second year of the Zhengshi 正始 era of the Northern Wei dynasty (505 CE). The Buddha in
the center has an incised svastika (“卐”) on its chest. The statue is housed in the Saint Louis Art
Museum, USA.

The “卐” symbol in Buddhismwas originally an auspiciousmotif rather than a charac‑
ter, but its designation as “Wanzi” (literally “character Wan”) in Chinese, rather than later
translations like “Virtue Mark” (德相) or “Śrīvatsa Image” (室利婆瑳像), suggests that the
symbol was named based on its resemblance to the shape of a Chinese character. This
approach is similar to how modern Chinese uses terms like “十字架” (cross), “八字眉”
(arched eyebrows), or “丁字路口” (T‑junction). The practice of using Chinese characters
to depict shapes was common in medieval times, with literature often using the phrase
“…字” to express this concept:

(21)鱉目凹陷者，及厭下有王字形者，不可食之。 59

Turtleswith sunken eyes orwith a “Wang (王)”‑shaped mark on their undersides
should not be eaten.

(22)世云堯眉八采，不然也，直兩眉頭甚竪，似八字耳。 60

It is said that Emperor Yao’s eyebrows had eight different colours; however, this
is not true. His eyebrows were simply very vertical, resembling the character
“Ba (八)”.

(23)君不見西陵田，縱橫十字成陌阡。 61

Have you not seen the fields of Xiling, crisscrossed into quadrants shaped like a
character “Shi (十)”?

Although the form of the character “万” and the complete pattern of “卐” differ in
certain details, the former serves as a rough approximation of the latter. In the process of
abstracting and representing natural patterns through written characters, such degrees of
distortion are often unavoidable and, once conventionalized, tend to be widely accepted.
This can be seen in examples 21 to 23, as well as in analogous expressions in other lan‑
guages, such as the terms “A‑line skirt” and “C‑clamp” in English. Another supporting
piece of evidence is that even during the period when卐 was widely recognized as a Chi‑
nese character pronounced “wan”, various alternative forms of the symbol continued to

appear in literature, such as
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65. This suggests that even in the post-Tang Dynasty periods, the precise details of the “卐
” symbol remained unclear to many Chinese, leading them to partially distort its shape 
according to their habits of writing Chinese characters. Given that the reading of “卐” as 
“wan” certainly emerged before the Tang Dynasty, it is quite likely that early translators 
or believers chose a relatively similar, though imperfect, Chinese character to approximate 
its form. 

The practice of referring to the svastika symbol on the Buddha’s body as “万字” may 
not only be attributed to its resemblance to the Chinese character but could also be 
connected to an ancient Chinese belief that the appearance of characters on a person or 
animal often signified divine will. This belief has existed since pre-Qin times. In the Zuo 
Zhuan 左傳 , for instance, it is recorded that when Zhongzi 仲子  (?–721 BCE), the 
daughter of Duke Wu of Song 宋武公 (?–748 BCE), was born, she had characters on her 
hand reading “to become the wife of the Duke of Lu (為魯夫人)”. Consequently, the 
people of Song followed the divine mandate and married her to Duke Hui of Lu as a 
secondary wife.66 Similarly, Tang Shu 唐叔 (reigned 1042–? BCE), the first ruler of the Jin 
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to their habits of writing Chinese characters. Given that the reading of “卐” as “wan” cer‑
tainly emerged before the Tang Dynasty, it is quite likely that early translators or believers
chose a relatively similar, though imperfect, Chinese character to approximate its form.

The practice of referring to the svastika symbol on the Buddha’s body as “万字” may
not only be attributed to its resemblance to the Chinese character but could also be con‑
nected to an ancient Chinese belief that the appearance of characters on a person or animal
often signified divine will. This belief has existed since pre‑Qin times. In the Zuo zhuan
左傳, for instance, it is recorded thatwhenZhongzi仲子 (?–721 BCE), the daughter of Duke
Wu of Song宋武公 (?–748 BCE), was born, she had characters on her hand reading “to be‑
come the wife of the Duke of Lu (為魯夫人)”. Consequently, the people of Song followed
the divine mandate and married her to Duke Hui of Lu as a secondary wife.66 Similarly,
Tang Shu唐叔 (reigned 1042–? BCE), the first ruler of the Jin state, was bornwith the charac‑
ter “虞” (Yu) on his palm, and thus hewas namedYu.67 Likewise, Ji You季友 (?–644 BCE), a
minister in the state of Lu, was named because hewas bornwith the character “友” (You) on
his hand.68 The Shiji史記also recounts an instance where a divine tortoise naturally man‑
ifested a long inscription on its shell: 甲子重光，得我者匹夫爲人君，有土正，諸侯得我爲
帝王 (“On the day of the Jiazi, a solar halo appeared. Whoever gainsme on this day, though
a commoner, will become a ruler; possessing the mandate of the earth, those who gain me
among the nobility will become kings”.). Although we cannot conclusively verify through
existing literature that the svastika on the Buddha’s body was called “Wanzi” due to this
same idea, it ultimately became associated with a similar concept: by the Song dynasty,
“萬字” came to be understood literally as “the gathering of all auspicious virtues (ten thou‑
sand virtues)”.

As for the records in texts such as the Fanyi mingyi ji since the Song dynasty, which
claim that Wu Zetian first used the “卍” symbol to represent the character “萬” on the
“Heavenly Pivot”,69 this may reflect a post hoc interpretation that emerged after the origi‑
nal connection between “卐” and “万” had been forgotten. The “Heavenly Pivot”, a com‑
memorative bronze pillar completed in the second year of the Yanzai延載 era (695 CE),70
bore the inscription大周萬國頌德天樞71 “The Heavenly Pivot Commemorating the Praise
of Virtue by All Nations of the Great Zhou”. If the account recorded in the Fanyi mingyi ji
has some degree of truth, wemight speculate that the “萬” character on theHeavenly Pivot
could have been written as “卍”.72 This suggests that Wu Zetian may accept the already
established equivalence between “卍” and the Chinese character “萬” (see Shi 1984), rather
than being the origin of the practice of pronouncing “卍” as “Wan” in Chinese. Moreover,
the first batch of characters promulgated by Empress Wu Zetian in 689 CE included a new
form for “月” (moon), which was written as “
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piled circa 1101 CE), also addressed the script issues found in the Huayan jing of his time: 

(24) 彼經中多用古文 ，星字作○形 、日字作  形 、地字作埊等是也 。故萬字古
文作卐形歟？但天竺卐形本非字也，乃是印形，其形自當漢土萬字古文，故云萬
字歟？如十字羯磨，羯磨形似十字，故云十字羯磨，或直云十字印，非以十字即
爲羯磨，十字是此土字形，非西土字，然三藏傳漢土時，以此土十字令知羯磨形
歟？ 

That scripture often uses ancient scripts, such as a “○” for the star, a “  ” for 
the sun, and “埊” for the earth. Thus, the ancient script for “萬” might have been 
“卐”? But in India, the “卐” symbol is not a character; it is a symbol. Its form 
likely resembles the ancient Chinese script for “萬”, which is why it is called 
“Wanzi”. Just as a cross-shaped karman resembles the Chinese character “十”, 
so it is called as “Shizi jiemo”, or simply “Shizi yin”. This does not mean that the 
Chinese character “十” is the karman itself; “十” is a Chinese character, not an 
Indian one. However, when the Tripiṭaka was transmitted to China, the shape 
of Chinese character “十” was used to represent the karman form”. 
Although the characters for “star”, “sun”, and “earth” cited by Myōgaku from the 

Huayan jing are derived from the new script introduced during Wu Zetian’s reign and not 
from ancient Chinese characters, and although the symbol “卐” is likewise not an ancient 
form of the character “萬”, it is noteworthy that Myōgaku was among the first to discern 
a visual connection between the Buddhist symbol “卐” and the Chinese character “萬 

(万)”. 74 This observation was indeed insightful, yet it is unfortunate that this perspective 
has not garnered the scholarly attention it merits. Similarly, the modern Japanese scholar 
Morohashi Tetsuji correctly observed the connection between the character “万” and the 
svastika (Morohashi [1955] 1999, p. 104). However, due to the incomplete availability of 
materials such as oracle bone inscriptions at the time of his writing, Morohashi mistakenly 
reversed the order of their development and the causal relationship between the two. He 
incorrectly posited that the vulgar character “万” was a derivative form of the svastika and, 
like most lexicographers, attributed the naming of the svastika to Empress Wu Zetian. 

5. Conclusions 

”. As previously discussed, the represen‑
tation of “卍”within this new character underwent a transformation due to the ambiguous
recollection of this symbol by Chinesewriters, combinedwith the habitual practices of Chi‑
nese calligraphy. This resulted in the emergence of alternative forms such as “
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character for “日” (sun), which was written as “
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It is alsoworth noticingwhy the Fanyimingyi ji includes the claim, purportedly sourced
from theHuayan yinyi, thatWuZetianwas the first to pronounce “卍” as “Wan”. This likely
stems from a combination of two historical factors: Wu Zetian’s enthusiasm for creating
new forms of Chinese characters and her deep reverence for the Avataṃsaka Sūtra. Wu Ze‑
tian sent envoys to Khotan to seek out the Sanskrit original and, in 695 CE, organized the
retranslation of the eighty‑volume Xinyi da fangguang fo huayan jing 新譯大方廣佛華嚴經
(T279) by Śikṣānanda實叉難陀, Bodhiruci菩提流志, and Yijing義淨. The new characters
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Myōgaku 明覺, in his work Shittan Yōketsu 悉曇要訣 [Essentials of Siddham] (compiled
circa 1101 CE), also addressed the script issues found in the Huayan jing of his time:

(24) 彼經中多用古文，星字作#形、日字作

Religions 2024, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 21 
 

 

Moreover, the first batch of characters promulgated by Empress Wu Zetian in 689 CE in-
cluded a new form for “月” (moon), which was written as “   ”. As previously dis-
cussed, the representation of “卍” within this new character underwent a transformation 
due to the ambiguous recollection of this symbol by Chinese writers, combined with the 
habitual practices of Chinese calligraphy. This resulted in the emergence of alternative 
forms such as “  ”, “  ” and “囝” (see Zhang, Zhang and Gao 2022, p. 2569). Empress 
Wu Zetian’s decision to utilize the “卐” in creating the new character for “moon” was 
likely inspired by the idea that the svastika on the Buddha’s chest could emit light. Addi-
tionally, it is visually connected to the new character for “日” (sun), which was written as 
“  ”. However, this new form for “月” has no relation to the pronunciation (wàn) or 
meaning (ten thousand) of “萬”. 

It is also worth noticing why the Fanyi mingyi ji includes the claim, purportedly 
sourced from the Huayan yinyi, that Wu Zetian was the first to pronounce “卍” as “Wan”. 
This likely stems from a combination of two historical factors: Wu Zetian’s enthusiasm for 
creating new forms of Chinese characters and her deep reverence for the Avataṃsaka Sūtra. 
Wu Zetian sent envoys to Khotan to seek out the Sanskrit original and, in 695 CE, orga-
nized the retranslation of the eighty-volume Xinyi da fangguang fo huayan jing 新譯大方廣
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svastika (Morohashi [1955] 1999, p. 104). However, due to the incomplete availability of 
materials such as oracle bone inscriptions at the time of his writing, Morohashi mistakenly 
reversed the order of their development and the causal relationship between the two. He 
incorrectly posited that the vulgar character “万” was a derivative form of the svastika and, 
like most lexicographers, attributed the naming of the svastika to Empress Wu Zetian. 
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has not garnered the scholarly attention it merits. Similarly, the modern Japanese scholar
Morohashi Tetsuji correctly observed the connection between the character “万” and the
svastika (Morohashi [1955] 1999, p. 104). However, due to the incomplete availability of
materials such as oracle bone inscriptions at the time of his writing, Morohashi mistakenly
reversed the order of their development and the causal relationship between the two. He
incorrectly posited that the vulgar character “万” was a derivative form of the svastika and,
like most lexicographers, attributed the naming of the svastika to Empress Wu Zetian.

5. Conclusions
The well‑accepted view, found in dictionaries and scholarly works, that the Buddhist

“卍” symbol was referred to as “Wanzi” in Chinese, by the decree of Empress Wu Zetian
during the construction of the Heavenly Pivot, is not reliable. The connection between
“卍” and the Chinese character “萬” likely originated from the visual resemblance of the
symbol “卐” to the popular forms of the numeral “萬” in its variants “万” and “
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Notes 
1. The svastika (卍 or 卐), as a decorative motif, predates Buddhism and was widely present across various cultures worldwide 

(see Mackenzie 1926, pp. 1–46; Rao 1993, pp. 1–16). This article does not aim to explore the global history and symbolism of the 
svastika; instead, it focuses specifically on the phenomenon within the Sinographic cultural sphere, where the symbol “卍” is 
treated as a written character and referred to as “Wanzi”. 

2. The Middle Chinese (roughly from the 3rd to the 12th century CE) pronunciation of “萬” is reconstructed as /mi̯ɐn/ by Karlgren 
(1957, p. 121) and /muanʰ/ (Early Middle Chinese) or /ʋjyan/ /ʋaːn/ (Late Middle Chinese) by Pulleyblank (1991, p. 318). The 
terms used in Japanese and Korean to refer to the svastika reflect the phonetic state of the Chinese character Wan at the time it 
was borrowed. In Japanese, the svastika is called “まんじ” (manji), and the corresponding kanji are typically written as “萬字”, 
“万字”, or “卍字”. In Korean, the svastika is referred to as 만자 (manja), while an additional variant, 완자 (wanja), reflects a 
later stage of Chinese pronunciation (National Institute of the Korean Language 1999). Both Japanese and Korean adopted the 
Chinese term “萬字” to refer to the svastika, treating 卍 as a character and pronouncing it identically to the Chinese loanword 
“Man/Wan” (萬, meaning “ten thousand”). This indicates that the names for the svastika in these two languages were borrowed 
from Chinese during the spread of Chinese Buddhist scriptures. 

3. This explanation has been adopted by numerous authoritative dictionaries, including the Hanyu da zidian 漢語大字典, Hanyu 
da cidian 漢語大詞典, Ci yuan 詞源, Ci hai 辭海, and the Japanese Kōjien 広辞苑. It is also referenced in several Chinese or 
Japanese Buddhist dictionaries, such as the Foguang Dictionary 佛光大詞典. While some other Buddhist dictionaries, like the 
Mochizuki Buddhist Dictionary 望月佛教大辭典, do not explicitly explain the reasoning behind the pronunciation of “卍” as 
“Wàn”, they nonetheless draw upon the Fanyi mingyi ji as a source for their interpretations. For the latest discussion on this 
issue, see Duan (2022, pp. 246–49), where an interesting connection is drawn between the form of the svastika and the numeral 
for ten thousand in Khotanese. However, it is unfortunate that the author still bases the argument on the preconceived notion 
that Empress Wu Zetian decreed the pronunciation of the svastika as “wan”. 
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Notes
1 The svastika (卍 or 卐), as a decorative motif, predates Buddhism and was widely present across various cultures worldwide

(see Mackenzie 1926, pp. 1–46; Rao 1993, pp. 1–16). This article does not aim to explore the global history and symbolism of the
svastika; instead, it focuses specifically on the phenomenon within the Sinographic cultural sphere, where the symbol “卍” is
treated as a written character and referred to as “Wanzi”.

2 The Middle Chinese (roughly from the 3rd to the 12th century CE) pronunciation of “萬” is reconstructed as /mi̯ɐn/ by Karlgren
(1957, p. 121) and /muanʰ/ (Early Middle Chinese) or /ʋjyan/ /ʋaːn/ (Late Middle Chinese) by Pulleyblank (1991, p. 318). The
terms used in Japanese andKorean to refer to the svastika reflect the phonetic state of the Chinese characterWan at the time it was
borrowed. In Japanese, the svastika is called “まんじ” (manji), and the corresponding kanji are typically written as “萬字”, “万字”,
or “卍字”. In Korean, the svastika is referred to as만자 (manja), while an additional variant,완자 (wanja), reflects a later stage of
Chinese pronunciation (National Institute of the Korean Language 1999). Both Japanese and Korean adopted the Chinese term
“萬字” to refer to the svastika, treating卍 as a character and pronouncing it identically to the Chinese loanword “Man/Wan” (萬,
meaning “ten thousand”). This indicates that the names for the svastika in these two languages were borrowed from Chinese
during the spread of Chinese Buddhist scriptures.

3 This explanation has been adopted by numerous authoritative dictionaries, including the Hanyu da zidian漢語大字典, Hanyu da
cidian漢語大詞典, Ci yuan詞源, Ci hai辭海, and the Japanese Kōjien広辞苑. It is also referenced in several Chinese or Japanese
Buddhist dictionaries, such as the Foguang Dictionary 佛光大詞典. While some other Buddhist dictionaries, like the Mochizuki
Buddhist Dictionary 望月佛教大辭典, do not explicitly explain the reasoning behind the pronunciation of “卍” as “Wàn”, they
nonetheless draw upon the Fanyi mingyi ji as a source for their interpretations. For the latest discussion on this issue, see Duan
(2022, pp. 246–49), where an interesting connection is drawn between the form of the svastika and the numeral for ten thousand
in Khotanese. However, it is unfortunate that the author still bases the argument on the preconceived notion that Empress Wu
Zetian decreed the pronunciation of the svastika as “wan”.

4 T54, no. 2131, p. 1147, a4–6.
5 For an examination of the compilation date of Huiyuan’s Huayan yinyi, see R. Huang (2020, p. 3).
6 Following this passage, Huiyuan specifically explained the meanings of the terms such as Śrīvatsa, Nandikāvarta, and Svastika

in Chinese. The version included in Huilin’s慧琳 Yiqiejing yinyi一切經音義 added illustrations of these symbols (T54, no. 2128,
p. 437, b7‑17). For the annotated edition of Huiyuan yinyi, see R. Huang (2020, pp. 37–39).

7 =Skt. Nandyāvarta, see Edgerton (1953, p. 290).
8 Kanda (1933) was the first to systematically examine the life and dates of Xuanying, with subsequent contributions fromChinese

scholars adding further insights on this issue. For the most recent study on Xuanying’s life, works, and a summary of previous
research, see Wang and Fan (2022).

9 Fayun referenced their works a total of 25 times. Given that Fayun frequently drew upon multiple sources when providing
explanations, he consistently sought to condense the quotedmaterial asmuch as possible. This tendency to compress the content
is evident when comparing the original text from the Huayan yinyi with the corresponding excerpts in the Fanyi mingyi ji.
Huayan yinyi:乾闥婆城：此云尋香城池，謂十寶山間有音樂神，名乾闥婆。忉利諸天意須音樂，此神身有異相，即知天意，
往彼娛樂，因以此事，西域謂諸樂兒亦曰乾闥婆。西域樂兒多為幻伎，幻作城郭，須臾如故，因即謂龍所現城郭為乾闥婆

也。 (T54, no. 2128, p. 446c12–14)

Fanyi mingyi ji: 靜苑《華嚴音義》云：西域名樂人為乾闥婆，彼樂人多幻作城郭，須臾如故，因即謂龍蜃所現。 (T54, no.
2131, p. 1098b26–c3)

10 X03, no. 221, p. 803, b12–17.
11 靜法云：室離靺瑳本非是字，乃是德者之相，正云吉祥海雲。眾德深廣如海，益物如雲，古來三藏誤譯洛剎曩為惡剎攞，遂以相

為字，故為謬耳。今義通此相以為吉祥萬德之所集成，因目為萬，意在語略而義含，合云萬相耳。 (T35, no. 1735, p. 583, a4–9).
12 For a philological discussion on the dating of the compilation of Huilin’s Yiqiejing yinyi, see Xu (2009, pp. 93–94).
13 T54, no. 2128, p. 378, a23–24.
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14 In the Northern Song text Shoulengyan yishu zhujing首楞嚴義疏注經 [Commentary on the Śūraṅgama Sūtra] by Zixuan子璇 (Master
Changshui長水大師, 965–1038), this legend is also recorded: 則天長壽二年，權制此字，安于天樞，其形如此。卍音爲萬字，佛
胸前有此之形。然八種相中，此當第一，謂吉祥萬德之所集也。 (T39, no. 1799, p. 841, a17–19). This account closely aligns with
the version cited in the Fanyi mingyi ji. Similarly, in the Southern Song text Fozu tongji佛祖統紀 [The Comprehensive Record of
the Buddhas and Patriarchs] by Zhipan志磐, this account is mentioned, with the author also attributing the source to theHuayan
yinyi. However, since Fozu Tongji also references the Fanyi mingyi ji, it is likely that Zhipan’s citation of the Huayan yinyi was
based on the Fanyi mingyi ji rather than an independent source.

15 Taizi ruiyin benqi jing太子瑞應本起經 translated by Zhi Qian during 222–253 CE. T03, no. 185, p. 474, a8–16.
16 Xiuxing benqi jing修行本起經, T03, no. 184, p. 464, c8‑p. 465, a11. The dating of this translation is disputed. Zürcher (Zürcher

[1972] 2007, pp. 104–5; 1991) argued that the sutra was translated during the Eastern Han dynasty, while scholars such as
Kawano (1991) and Nattier (2008, pp. 104–7) suggest it may have been translated during the Eastern Jin dynasty. According to
Dao’an, as cited in the Chu sanzang ji ji, the Xiuxing benqi jing was “recently produced in the South and merely supplements the
Xiao benqi (南方近出，直益小本起耳)”, indicating that its translation likely predates the completion of the Zongli zhongjing mulu
綜理衆經目錄 [Comprehensive Catalogue of Scriptures] (374 CE).

17 The content in parentheses was added by me. Although the original text seems to suggest that “the svastika symbol appears on
the four teeth”, a comparison with other Buddhist narratives, particularly the Taizi ruiying benqi jing, which is closely related to
the Xiuxing benqi jing, reveals that this literal interpretation lacks support in parallel texts. It is more likely that the translator
condensed the content significantly to fit the four‑character structure typical of Classical Chinese.

18 Chang Ahan jing長阿含經 translated by Buddhayasas佛陀耶舍 and Zhu Fonian竺佛念 in 413 CE, T01, no. 1, p. 5, a26–b18.
19 T50, no. 2059, p. 412, b6–12.
20 Sifen lü四分律 translated by Buddhayasas佛陀耶舍 and Zhu Fonian竺佛念 during 410–412 CE, T22, no. 1428, p. 953, a9–11.
21 In the T186 Puyao jing (T03, no. 186, p. 496, a26), the terms “萬字” or “卍字” correspond to “śrīvatsa‑svastika‑nandy‑āvarta~”

in the Sanskrit parallel Lal 7.52, which roughly translates to “auspicious svastika‑shaped joyous spiral”. However, unlike in
Dharmarakṣa’s Chinese translation, the Lalitavistara describes the auspicious svastika mark as appearing on the Buddha’s hair.
For the critical edition, see Hakazono (1994, p. 488).

22 T53, no. 2121, p. 15, c13.
23 For the critical edition, see Xiao and Dong (2015).
24 T52, no. 2103, p. 114, a23–24.
25 For instance, in the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Imperial editions of Fayuan zhulin法苑珠林 [The Forest of Gems in the Garden of the Law],

this passage uses “卍”. However, in the Korean Canon, the character is still rendered as “萬” (T53, no. 2122, p. 343, b16–17).
26 Translator unknown, Youpoyi jingxing famen jing優婆夷淨行法門經, T14, no. 579, p. 958, a23–28.
27 T55, no. 2146, p. 120, b29–c1.
28 T55, no. 2147, p. 154, b29.
29 T49, no. 2034, p. 112, b15.
30 Mohe bore boluomi jing摩訶般若波羅蜜經 [Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra] translated by Kumārajīva, T08, no. 223, p. 217, b10–16. Seng

Rui’s僧叡 “Dapinjing xu”大品經序 [Preface to the Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra] (T55, no. 2145, p. 53, b3–11) records that this text
was translated between the fifth and sixth years of the Hongshi era (403–404 CE).

31 T08, no. 223, p. 396, b9.
32 Da bore boluomiduo jing大般若波羅蜜多經 [Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra], translated by Xuanzang, T06, no. 220, p. 969, a5–6.
33 For the critical edition, see Kimura (1986–2009).
34 Śrīvatsa is an auspicious symbol used in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and other traditions. The term means “beloved of Śrī”,

referring to Vishnu inHinduism, where it appears as a triangularmark on his chest. In Buddhism, it is one of the eight auspicious
symbols (aṣṭamaṅgala), often depicted as an endless knot symbolizing the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion. It is also one of
the secondary marks (anuvyañjana) of a superhuman being (mahāpuruṣa), sometimes found on the soles of the Buddha’s feet.
Regarding the development and significance of the Śrīvatsa symbol in Indian art, see Srivastava (1979). For its definition in
Buddhism, see Buswell and Lopez (2013, p. 853). For the corresponding term in Chinese translations of Buddhist scriptures, see
Ogihara (1974, p. 1357).

35 Svastika typically refers specifically to the symbol “卍”. Max Müller pointed out that it derives from the blessing phrase su asti
(“may you be well!”) with the addition of the nominal suffix ‑ka (see Schliemann 1880, pp. 346–47). In Buddhist scriptures,
śrīvatsa and svastika are often mentioned together as a compound word, sometimes further followed by ‑nandy‑āvarta (meaning
“joyous spiral”). Although these terms may refer to different patterns and symbols in varying contexts—especially Śrīvatsa,
which is notably versatile—in Buddhist scriptures, they can all be used to denote the symbol “卍”.

36 Besides its common meaning of “virtue” or “merit”, the term “de (德)” can also signify “blessing”, which may explain why
Kumārajīva chose it to represent the svastika. For example, in the Li ji禮記 [Book of Rites], Ai gong wen哀公問: 哀公曰：“敢問人
道孰爲大？”孔子愀然作色而對曰：“君之及此言也，百姓之德也，固臣敢無辭而對，人道政爲大。” (Duke Ai asked, “May I ask,
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what is the greatest aspect of theWay ofman?” Confucius solemnly responded, “For your lordship to inquire about this is indeed
a blessing for the common people. As aminister, how dare I not respond? The greatest aspect of theWay ofman is governance.”)
Zheng Xuan’s 鄭玄 commentary explains, “De (德) here is synonymous with blessing (德猶福也)”. Kong Yingda 孔穎達 fur‑
ther elucidated, “百姓之德也”者，德謂恩德，謂福慶之事，言君今問此人道之大，欲憂恤于下，是百姓受其福慶。“The phrase
‘the blessing of the common people’ refers to the grace and blessings they receive. It means that when the ruler inquires about
the greatest aspect of the Way of man, intending to show concern for the people, the people will receive blessings and good
fortune as a result”.
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hisZhu weimojie jing注維摩詰經 [Commentary on the Vimalakīrti Sutra] as follows: 什曰：印者相也。手有出寶之相，亦曰手中有寶
印也。“Master Shi(=Kumārajīva) said: Yin (印) refers to a sign. The hand has the sign of producing treasures; It is also called
the hand with a precious seal.” (T38, no. 1775, p. 330, c5–6). Here, the term “德字萬印” refers to the characters or images of “德”
and “萬”.
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Although Yamabe (1999) suggests that it might be an apocryphal text compiled sometime after the early 5th century, there is
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of the Chinese character “萬” is similar to “svastika”, and thus it represents an abbreviated transliteration. However, Rui’s anal‑
ysis primarily focuses on the historical imagery of this symbol and contains some errors in interpreting Huilin yinyi and Song
gaoseng zhuan. Furthermore, his book traces the use of “卍” as a Chinese character back to theWesternHan dynasty (with specific
discussion particularly concentrated in Rui 2017, pp. 252–53). It should be noted that this judgment is mainly based on Wang
Renshou’s 汪仁壽 (1875–1936) Jinshi dazidian 金石大字典. Given that the quantity of excavated documents available today far
exceeds that of Wang’s time, the claim that “卍” was regarded as a Chinese character and pronounced as “wan” during theWest‑
ern Han lacks corroborative evidence and has no philological basis. Rui (2017) also references another character form that may
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them as Chinese trisyllabic or disyllabic words. (ii) The phonetic difference between “萬” and sva‑(stika) is substantial. Firstly,
the final ‑n in /mi̯ɐn/ is lost, and secondly, sva‑(stika) (along with its various Middle Indic phonetic variations such as sua‑, su‑,
svu‑, and spa‑) still differs significantly from the pronunciation of “萬” in Middle Chinese. Even considering the sound shift
sva‑ > sma‑ > ma‑, which I have not found in transliterations from the Eastern Han to the Three Kingdoms period, the probability
that such an unlikely series of phonetic shifts would coincide and be universally accepted by early translators is so small as to
be negligible.

53 Many scholars have discussed the issue of source languages in early Buddhist translations, including but not limited to Coblin
(1983), Karashima (1992, p. 119; 2006; 2010b, p. 17), Boucher (1996, p. 185; 1998, pp. 489–94), and Nattier (2004, 2006, 2007).

54 For example, see Ogihara (1974, p. 1140) and Karashima (2010a). Ogihara (1974, p. 1140) specifically mentions the confusion
between lakṣaṇa and lakṣmaṇa.

55 The characters “丏” and “萬” in Old Chinese share the same initial consonant (them‑initial) and rhyme group (the yuan元 rhyme
group). Their reconstructed pronunciations according to Zhengzhang (2003, pp. 434, 500) are /meen�/ and /mlans/, respectively.

56 For a detailed examination of the evolution and origins of the character “萬”, refer to Lin (2012), Tang (2001, p. 611), D. Huang
(2007, p. 2840), Ji (2014, p. 701), and Wang and Zhao (2023), among others.

57 This type of character form may have resulted from the influence of the cursive script for the character “萬”. See H. Li (2021).
58 In the previously mentioned examples (6), the character “萬” is rendered as “
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ma-, which I have not found in transliterations from the Eastern Han to the Three Kingdoms period, the probability that such 
an unlikely series of phonetic shifts would coincide and be universally accepted by early translators is so small as to be negligible. 

52. Many scholars have discussed the issue of source languages in early Buddhist translations, including but not limited to Coblin 
(1983), Karashima (1992, p. 119; 2006; 2010b, p. 17), Boucher (1996, p. 185; 1998, pp. 489–94), and Nattier (2004, 2006, 2007). 

53. For example, see Ogihara (1974, p. 1140) and Karashima (2010a). Ogihara (1974, p. 1140) specifically mentions the confusion 
between lakṣaṇa and lakṣmaṇa. 

54. The characters “丏” and “萬” in Old Chinese share the same initial consonant (the m-initial) and rhyme group (the yuan 元 
rhyme group). Their reconstructed pronunciations according to Zhengzhang (2003, pp. 434, 500) are /meenʔ/ and /mlans/, 
respectively. 

55. For a detailed examination of the evolution and origins of the character “萬”, refer to Lin (2012), Tang (2001, p. 611), D. Huang 
(2007, p. 2840), Ji (2014, p. 701), and Wang and Zhao (2023), among others. 

56. This type of character form may have resulted from the influence of the cursive script for the character “萬”. See H. Li (2021). 
57. In the previously mentioned examples (6), the character “萬” is rendered as “  ” in the first and second print editions of the 

Korean edition as well as in the Jin edition. 
58. A frequently cited explanation for why the svastika (“卍”) came to be regarded as a “character” (字 ) originates from 

Chengguan’s 澄 觀  (738–839) Da fangguang fo huayan jing shu 大 方 廣 佛 華 嚴 經 疏  [Commentary on the Mahāvaipulya 
Buddhāvataṃsaka Sūtra]. Chengguan proposed that the Sanskrit term lakṣaṇa (“mark” or “sign”) was erroneously interpreted as 
akṣara (“character” or “letter”), leading to this confusion: 第十五 ，云形如卍字者 ，靜法云 ：“室利靺瑳本非是字 ，乃是德者之相 ，
正云吉祥海雲 ，衆德深廣如海 ，益物如雲 。古來三藏誤譯洛刹曩 (lakṣaṇa) 爲惡刹攞 (akṣara)  ，遂以相爲字 ，故爲謬耳 。”然此
相以爲吉祥萬德之所集成 ，因目爲萬 ，意在語略而義含 ，合云萬相耳 。 “In the fifteenth case, referring to the phrase ‘shaped like 
the 卍 character,’ Jingfa explains: ‘Śrīvatsa is not a character but rather a mark of virtue. The correct name is Auspicious Sea 
Cloud, signifying virtues as deep and vast as the sea, benefiting beings like clouds. In ancient times, Tripiṭaka translators 
mistakenly rendered lakṣaṇa as akṣara, thus conflating ‘mark’ (lakṣaṇa) with ‘character’ (akṣara), leading to this error. However, 
this mark is understood as the gathering of auspicious myriad virtues, which is why it came to be called ‘Wan.’ The intention 
was to abbreviate the expression while retaining its meaning, thus combining to form the term ‘Wanxiang’ (萬相)”. 
Although this explanation provides a plausible hypothesis, the extant Sanskrit sources do not necessarily support the consistent 
use of lakṣaṇa to denote the svastika specifically. Moreover, it is highly unusual for such a commonly understood term as lakṣaṇa 
to be mistranslated as “character” (akṣara). It is also difficult to conceive that all translators prior to Kumārajīva independently 
committed the same error. 

59. Jingui yaolüe fanglun 金匱要略方論 [Essential Prescriptions from the Golden Cabinet] composed by Zhang Zhongjing 張仲景 
(150–219), see Fan (2022, p. 251). 

60. Baopuzi 抱朴子 [The Master Who Embraces Simplicity] by Ge Hong (283–343 CE), see Ming Wang (1985, p. 347). 
61. The third poem of Xinglu Nan 行路難 [Traveling Through Hardships] by Wu Jun 吳均 (469–520 CE), see Lu (1983, p. 1728). 

The  
62. three variatio ns   ,  and    , were recorded in Longkan shoujian 龍龕手鏡, compiled by the Liao dynasty monk Shi 

Xingjun 釋行均.  
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mistakenly rendered lakṣaṇa as akṣara, thus conflating ‘mark’ (lakṣaṇa) with ‘character’ (akṣara), leading to this error. However, 
this mark is understood as the gathering of auspicious myriad virtues, which is why it came to be called ‘Wan.’ The intention 
was to abbreviate the expression while retaining its meaning, thus combining to form the term ‘Wanxiang’ (萬相)”. 
Although this explanation provides a plausible hypothesis, the extant Sanskrit sources do not necessarily support the consistent 
use of lakṣaṇa to denote the svastika specifically. Moreover, it is highly unusual for such a commonly understood term as lakṣaṇa 
to be mistranslated as “character” (akṣara). It is also difficult to conceive that all translators prior to Kumārajīva independently 
committed the same error. 

59. Jingui yaolüe fanglun 金匱要略方論 [Essential Prescriptions from the Golden Cabinet] composed by Zhang Zhongjing 張仲景 
(150–219), see Fan (2022, p. 251). 

60. Baopuzi 抱朴子 [The Master Who Embraces Simplicity] by Ge Hong (283–343 CE), see Ming Wang (1985, p. 347). 
61. The third poem of Xinglu Nan 行路難 [Traveling Through Hardships] by Wu Jun 吳均 (469–520 CE), see Lu (1983, p. 1728). 

The  
62. three variatio ns   ,  and    , were recorded in Longkan shoujian 龍龕手鏡, compiled by the Liao dynasty monk Shi 

Xingjun 釋行均.  
, were recorded in Longkan shoujing 龍龕手鏡, compiled by the Liao dynasty monk Shi

Xingjun釋行均.
63 The five variations

Religions 2024, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 21 
 

 

63. The five variations    ,    ,    ,   and   were recorded in Xinji zangjing yinyi suihanlu 新集藏經音義隨函錄, 
compiled by Kehong 可洪 of the Later Jin dynasty. 

64. This form is found in the title Xiong you wanzi jing 胸有卍字經, as listed in Volume 4 of Jingtai’s 靜泰 Zhongjing mulu 眾經目
錄 [Catalogue of Various Scriptures] in the Korean edtion. 

65. This usage appears in the Korean edition of Huiyuan’s Huayan yinyi, under the entry “Wanzi zhi xing 卍字之形 ” (“The Shape 
of the Svastika”). 

66. 《左傳·隱公》：宋武公生仲子 ，仲子生而有文在其手 ，曰“爲魯夫人” ，故仲子歸于我 。生桓公而惠公薨 ，是以隱公立而奉之 。 (“Duke 
Wu of Song fathered Zhongzi. At birth, Zhongzi had a mark on her hand that read ‘To be the wife of the Duke of Lu,’ and so 
she was given in marriage to the Duke of Lu. She bore Duke Huan, and when Duke Hui passed away, Duke Yin ascended to 
the throne and was entrusted with her care.”). 

67. 《左傳·昭公元年》：當武王邑姜方震大叔 ，夢帝謂己 ：“余命而子曰虞 ，將與之唐 ，屬諸參 ，而蕃育其子孫 。”及生 ，有文在其手曰
“虞”，遂以命之。 (“When Yijiang, the consort of King Wu, was pregnant with Taishu, she had a dream in which the Heavenly 
Emperor told her, ‘I have named your son Yu and destined him to rule over the state of Tang, under the influence of the star 
Shen, and his descendants will flourish and multiply.’ When the child was born, the lines on his palm formed the character ‘虞,’ 
so he was named Yu.”). 

68. 《左傳·閔公二年》：成季之將生也 ，桓公使卜楚丘之父卜之……及生 ，有文在其手曰‘友’ ，遂以命之 。 (“When Cheng Ji was about 
to be born, Duke Huan asked the father of the diviner, Bu Chuqi, to perform a divination… When the child was born, there was 
a ‘友’ character on the palm of his hand, so he was named You accordingly.”). 

69. For details on the construction and eventual abandonment of the Heavenly Pivot, see Forte (1988). 
70. There are numerous variations in the specific year across different sources. According to records in Datang xinyu 大唐新語 and 

Xin Tang shu 新唐書, the “second year of Changshou” mentioned in Fanyi mingyi ji might be a mistake for the “third year of 
Changshou” (694 CE, which is also the first year of Yanzai) or the “second year of Yanzai” (695 CE). 

71. According to Datang xinyu: Wenzhang 大唐新語·文章, the inscription on the Heavenly Pivot differs slightly, reading “大周萬國
述德天樞”. 

72. The Heavenly Pivot bronze pillar was destroyed by Emperor Xuanzong 玄宗 in the second year of the Kaiyuan 開元 era (714 
CE) and no longer exists. 

73. For a detailed discussion, see Liang (2011). 
74. Another figure who may have been among the earliest to recognize the resemblance between the svastika and the Chinese 

character “萬” was Chengguan 澄觀. In his Da fangguang Fo Huayan jing shu, he explicitly noted the similarity in shape (寶悉底
迦者，具云塞縛悉底迦，此云有樂。若見此相必獲安樂 ，其形如萬字 ，具於 《音義》，今寶形似此 。 T35, no. 1735, p. 684, a28–b1). 
If we adopt a more cautious approach, however, we must acknowledge that this statement may be overly brief, and while 
Chengguan referenced the Yinyi (i.e., the Huayan Yinyi), a work that he appeared to endorse, it did not, in fact, hold this view 
(see example 2 above, with example 3 as further reference). Given that Chengguan was usually a fierce critic of Huiyuan, this 
creates a certain ambiguity in interpreting Chengguan’s precise stance on this issue. 

References 
(Bai 2014) Bai, Haiyan 白海燕. 2014. Juyan xin jian wenzi bian 《居延新簡》文字編 [Compilation of Characters from the New Juyan 

Bamboo Slips]. Ph.D. dissertation, Jilin University 吉林大學, Changchun, China. 
(Bloch [1914] 1970) Bloch, Jules. 1970. Formation of the Marathi Language. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers. First published 1914. 
(Boucher 1996) Boucher, Daniel. 1996. Buddhist Translation Procedures in Third-Century China: A Study of Dharmarakṣa and His 
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Translation Idiom. Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA, USA. 
(Boucher 1998) Boucher, Daniel. 1998. Gāndhārī and the Early Chinese Buddhist Translations Reconsidered: The Case of the Sad-
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“虞”，遂以命之。 (“When Yijiang, the consort of King Wu, was pregnant with Taishu, she had a dream in which the Heavenly 
Emperor told her, ‘I have named your son Yu and destined him to rule over the state of Tang, under the influence of the star 
Shen, and his descendants will flourish and multiply.’ When the child was born, the lines on his palm formed the character ‘虞,’ 
so he was named Yu.”). 

68. 《左傳·閔公二年》：成季之將生也 ，桓公使卜楚丘之父卜之……及生 ，有文在其手曰‘友’ ，遂以命之 。 (“When Cheng Ji was about 
to be born, Duke Huan asked the father of the diviner, Bu Chuqi, to perform a divination… When the child was born, there was 
a ‘友’ character on the palm of his hand, so he was named You accordingly.”). 

69. For details on the construction and eventual abandonment of the Heavenly Pivot, see Forte (1988). 
70. There are numerous variations in the specific year across different sources. According to records in Datang xinyu 大唐新語 and 

Xin Tang shu 新唐書, the “second year of Changshou” mentioned in Fanyi mingyi ji might be a mistake for the “third year of 
Changshou” (694 CE, which is also the first year of Yanzai) or the “second year of Yanzai” (695 CE). 

71. According to Datang xinyu: Wenzhang 大唐新語·文章, the inscription on the Heavenly Pivot differs slightly, reading “大周萬國
述德天樞”. 

72. The Heavenly Pivot bronze pillar was destroyed by Emperor Xuanzong 玄宗 in the second year of the Kaiyuan 開元 era (714 
CE) and no longer exists. 

73. For a detailed discussion, see Liang (2011). 
74. Another figure who may have been among the earliest to recognize the resemblance between the svastika and the Chinese 

character “萬” was Chengguan 澄觀. In his Da fangguang Fo Huayan jing shu, he explicitly noted the similarity in shape (寶悉底
迦者，具云塞縛悉底迦，此云有樂。若見此相必獲安樂 ，其形如萬字 ，具於 《音義》，今寶形似此 。 T35, no. 1735, p. 684, a28–b1). 
If we adopt a more cautious approach, however, we must acknowledge that this statement may be overly brief, and while 
Chengguan referenced the Yinyi (i.e., the Huayan Yinyi), a work that he appeared to endorse, it did not, in fact, hold this view 
(see example 2 above, with example 3 as further reference). Given that Chengguan was usually a fierce critic of Huiyuan, this 
creates a certain ambiguity in interpreting Chengguan’s precise stance on this issue. 
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were recorded in Xinji zangjing yinyi suihanlu 新集藏經音義隨函錄, compiled by
Kehong可洪 of the Later Jin dynasty.

64 This form is found in the title Xiong you wanzi jing胸有卍字經, as listed in Volume 4 of Jingtai’s靜泰 Zhongjing mulu眾經目錄
[Catalogue of Various Scriptures] in the Korean edtion.

65 This usage appears in the Korean edition of Huiyuan’s Huayan yinyi, under the entry “Wanzi zhi xing卍字之形 ” (“The Shape of
the Svastika”).

66 《左傳·隱公》：宋武公生仲子，仲子生而有文在其手，曰“爲魯夫人”，故仲子歸于我。生桓公而惠公薨，是以隱公立而奉之。
(“Duke Wu of Song fathered Zhongzi. At birth, Zhongzi had a mark on her hand that read ‘To be the wife of the Duke of
Lu,’ and so she was given in marriage to the Duke of Lu. She bore Duke Huan, and when Duke Hui passed away, Duke Yin
ascended to the throne and was entrusted with her care.”).

67 《左傳·昭公元年》：當武王邑姜方震大叔，夢帝謂己：“余命而子曰虞，將與之唐，屬諸參，而蕃育其子孫。”及生，有文在其手
曰“虞”，遂以命之。 (“When Yijiang, the consort of KingWu, was pregnant with Taishu, she had a dream inwhich the Heavenly
Emperor told her, ‘I have named your son Yu and destined him to rule over the state of Tang, under the influence of the star
Shen, and his descendants will flourish and multiply.’ When the child was born, the lines on his palm formed the character ‘虞,’
so he was named Yu.”).

68 《左傳·閔公二年》：成季之將生也，桓公使卜楚丘之父卜之……及生，有文在其手曰‘友’，遂以命之。 (“When Cheng Ji was
about to be born, Duke Huan asked the father of the diviner, Bu Chuqi, to perform a divination… When the child was born,
there was a ‘友’ character on the palm of his hand, so he was named You accordingly.”).

69 For details on the construction and eventual abandonment of the Heavenly Pivot, see Forte (1988).
70 There are numerous variations in the specific year across different sources. According to records in Datang xinyu大唐新語 and

Xin Tang shu 新唐書, the “second year of Changshou” mentioned in Fanyi mingyi ji might be a mistake for the “third year of
Changshou” (694 CE, which is also the first year of Yanzai) or the “second year of Yanzai” (695 CE).

71 According toDatang xinyu: Wenzhang大唐新語·文章, the inscription on the Heavenly Pivot differs slightly, reading “大周萬國述
德天樞”.

72 The Heavenly Pivot bronze pillar was destroyed by Emperor Xuanzong玄宗 in the second year of the Kaiyuan開元 era (714 CE)
and no longer exists.

73 For a detailed discussion, see Liang (2011).
74 Another figure whomay have been among the earliest to recognize the resemblance between the svastika and the Chinese charac‑

ter “萬” was Chengguan澄觀. In hisDa fangguang Fo Huayan jing shu, he explicitly noted the similarity in shape (寶悉底迦者，具
云塞縛悉底迦，此云有樂。若見此相必獲安樂，其形如萬字，具於《音義》，今寶形似此。 T35, no. 1735, p. 684, a28–b1). If we
adopt a more cautious approach, however, we must acknowledge that this statement may be overly brief, and while Chengguan
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referenced the Yinyi (i.e., the Huayan yinyi), a work that he appeared to endorse, it did not, in fact, hold this view (see example 2
above, with example 3 as further reference). Given that Chengguan was usually a fierce critic of Huiyuan, this creates a certain
ambiguity in interpreting Chengguan’s precise stance on this issue.
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