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Abstract

Anapanasati, also known as mindfulness of breathing, is a method of breathing
meditation that has its roots in the Buddhist tradition and originates from the Buddha’s
time. The teaching of Anapanasati in two treatises of the Visuddhimagga and the
Vimuttimagga belongs to Theravada Buddhism. There are two objectives in this research,

which involve Anapanasati in the two treatises.

Anapanasati is the core teaching of meditation; based on these two treatises, the
author conducted a comparative study in the perspective of Chinese Buddhism. These
treatises with their detailed description of meditation practice have a special significance

in Buddhism.

This paper explores the eight or four stages of Anapanasati in two treatises and
emphasizes the meditation sign, the key to achieve the first jhidna. In systematizing the
practice of Anapanasati, both treatises create a structure based on the four foundations of

mindfulness.
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Introduction

Anapanasati refers to a method of breathing meditation that has its roots in the Buddhist
tradition and originates from the Buddha’s time. In the Visuddhimagga it involves sixteen
bases divided into eight stages, which, when practiced, can lead to the seven purifications. The
Vimuttimagga has a similar structure with the Visuddhimagga. Nowadays, there is a growing
interest in the research on Anapanasati in China, but the research on these two treatises is still
limited. It is necessary to explore the history of Anapanasati in the perspective of Chinese
Buddhism briefly, especially based on the related scriptures. Generally, we can say that in
China there were five historical stages concerned with Anapanasati , development of related

scriptures and practice.

The first stage belongs to the period of early Buddhism and involves the different
volumes of Agama scriptures, a collection of early Buddhist texts, which has five parts and
was translated into Chinese in the ancient time. Some of the teachings related to Anapanasati
were recorded in Ekottara Agama (Numbered Discourses) and Samyukta Agama (Connected
Discourses). The second stage involves Anapanasati Sutta, which has been translated into
Chinese in the East Han dynasty, although the original text is already lost. The text that is
available today has been edited multiple times and is called Maha-Anapanasati Sutta. (K%
HEr 20" 1t can be said that this scripture is similar to the Anapanasati Sutra in the Nikaya

and influenced the Buddhist practice in China for a long time.?

The third stage involves the teaching of the Sanskrit scripture Abhidharma-kosa
(Verses on the Treasury of Abhidharma). It has been translated into Chinese by Zhendi and
Xuanzang. For Anapanasati, the explanation in this treatise only focuses on the six stages
but neglects the sixteen bases.’ The fourth stage of its development involves the Mahayana
scripture Maha-Samatha and Vipassana (] 11 3)), a treatise written by master Zhiyi, the
founder of Tiantai sect. In the teaching, master Zhiyi explains three kinds of Anapanasati,

which include sixteen bases, six wonderful stages, and perfect jhana.4

VR, «RIFRDY . «KZEMESFRE %Y (Taisho Tripitaka, Maha-Anapanasati Sutra), 4515
. 55060228, 145

2 SEME, PEMEZEEY : % (Shigeo Kamata, The history of Chinese Buddhism:Vol II),
o MG ST S A R A |, 2010, 9751,

SEOT, ONIDEEE: MR A HFSE (Qin Jiang, Catching the monkey in mountains: a study
of Anapanasati in Buddhism), [9)I|: E& 354, 2008.8.51200.

*Ibid. 51260,
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The fifth stage of its development belongs to the modern time and involves the
scripture of Visuddhimagga. This treatise is famous in the south of Asia but the translation
from Pali to Chinese has been finished no longer than one hundred years ago. A wave of
Buddhist renaissance in China made the scripture more popular and to be used as a guidebook
of meditation. The scholars should notice another book, written in the recent years by Wuxinru,
where the author explained Bhaisajyaguru sutra and emphasized the practice of Anapanasati.
>This Mahayana sutra is also popular in the Tibetan Buddhism. The practice method in his

explanation involves the tantric way and the detailed description of the meditation sign.

These five stages shows that the practice of Anapanasati in China has its own tradition.
It develops with the development of Buddhism and involves three vehicles. In the paper
below, the author will try to explore Anapanasati in the treatise of Visuddhimagga using the

Chinese resources.

Anapanasati in the Visuddhimagga

Focusing on the historical context and background of this treatise for the purpose
of the research, we can find some evidence in the history of Sri Lanka. The King Mahinda
established Mahavihara monastery, so the Buddhist teaching in this kingdom began to base on
its teaching until one sect was formed. Due to the support of Valagam Ba, Abhayagirivihara
monastery has been established later on, and these two sects were divided in 29 B.E.°
Abhayagirivihara sect absorbed the Indian Buddhist thought. Compared to the Mahavihara
monastery, the Abhayagirivihara monastery developed in a different way. The influence of
Mahayana Buddhism led them to have a huge difference.

The author of the Visuddhimagga is Buddhaghosa. According to the historical
records of Mahavamsa, in the period of King Mahanama, in his domination from 409 to

431, Buddhaghosa finished the Visuddhimagga in Mahavihara monastery. He was born in

SEEN, ZIHZVERFSE (Wu-Xinru, The research of Bhaisajyaguru Sutra), Jb5i: HipEy
FE AL, 1997, TT86,

SWEAE, <RI , “DFM <%y K HEFEY:” Huang-Xianian,“Buddhaghosa’s
Visuddhimagga and His Practice of Dhyana” 19894F, #5135, #526-3671
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the Brahman family in southern India and translated many books as a child.” His translations

include some famous books.

Considering the main characteristics of the Visuddhimagga, the first one is its clear
analysis and close integration with the practice. In this treatise, there is a large number of
description of Sangha living rules and monastic practicesg. All of them focus on the practice,
the explanation is logical and smooth.” It is easy for the practitioners to find reference to
their activities. This treatise clearly describes the steps of practice. Some knowledge of it is

concerned with science or Buddhist wisdom.

In Visuddhimagga, the author explains Andapanasati with the principle of cattaro-
satipatthane. In the Chapter VIII, Other Recollections as Meditation Subjects, in the
section mindfulness of breathing, it gives a clear description of the sixteen bases at the
beginning.'”

The first four bases, which follow the first foundation of mindfulness, are related to
the body.!! As the nature of concentration is one-pointedness, the practitioner cannot focus
on the whole experience of the body, but only observe a particular place, for instance, the
area under the nose. One argument is, if the concentration is fixed under the nose, how can
practitioner experience the whole body‘?12 In fact, the working place here is only an area that
people should care about, not fix on it. With deep concentration, the practitioner can stay
aware of his whole body. In a similar way, if a person would stand on a stone and watch the
sunset, it wouldn’t be necessary for him to concentrate solely on his foot touching the stone.
The principle of Anapanasati is the same: to develop mindfulness, the practitioner observes

the area under the nose but does not fix his mind on it. From the view of Chinese tradition,

7 “Beyond the Tipitaka: A Field Guide to Post-canonical Pali Literature”, edited by Access to
Insight. (Published by BCBS Edition), Retrieved on 8 February 2018: http://www.accesstoinsight.org/
noncanon/fieldguide .html

87Tr. Bhikkhu fianamoli, The Path of Purification, (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 2010),
pp.5-55.

OWHAE, CFEIURFTEY , S GEHEISY KEBYE” (Huang-Xianian “Buddhaghosa’s Visud-
dhimagga and His Practice of Dhyana”) , 19894, 281}, £526-3671,

10 Ty, Bhikkhu fianamoli, The Path of Purification, op cit., p. 259.

1 Tbid.

PORRR, CHRZEEETD K - RBLLy PIIEIRLTS <HRinie>
R BT AR % AR A 2 Fe#”  (Shi Daji, Comparing the Practice of Breathing in ‘Mahasatipatthana Sutta’ in
Dighanikaya with the Way of Anapana in Yogacara-Bhami) , 20074F, 2591, % 3871,
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the best way is to direct all the sensations towards the breathing: watch the breathing, listen

to the breathing, taste the breathing, and touch the breathing.

The first four steps are the fundamentals of the sixteen bases. The purpose of practice
is to teach the beginner to master the method of Anapanasati, and help the practitioner to
achieve absorption concentration. The absorption concentration is fundamental for practicing
other steps. The second four bases belong to the sensation foundation of mindfulness.'* These
four steps coordinate with the sensation satipatthane. The third four bases belong to the mind
foundation of mindfulness.'* Because the set of jhana factors is different for each of the four
jhanas, the mind in the four jhanas is different too. The gladdening of consciousness and
concentrating of consciousness need to distinguish the factors of jhana. The forth four bases
belong to the Dhamma foundation of mindfulness.'> In the fifteen base, the contemplation
of cessation has the same method of practice as the fourteen base. In the sixteen base, the
contemplation of relinquishment has two kinds, namely, relinquishment as giving up and

relinquishment as entering into.

In the Visuddhimagga, the author explained the eight stages of Anapanasati, which
are (1) counting, (2) connecting, (3) touching, (4) fixing, (5) observing, (6) turning away,
(7) attaining purification, and (8) looking back on these. Before these eight stages, Buddhaghosa
pointed five stages as the conditions, which are learning, questioning, establishing, attaining
absorption, and characterising. The eight stages of Anapanasati are the extension of the
four bases of Anapanasati. How to establish a perfect teaching in the simplest stages? The
Visuddhimagga tries to answer this question. The eight stages of Anapanasati are Buddaghosa’s
contribution to extract the essence and purify a great number of theories. These eight stages can

help the practitioner to achieve the appana (fixing the thought on a single object) directly.

As the second significant contribution, the explanation of these eight stages established
a theory of meditation sign and made it be completed. In the Visuddhimagga, meditation sign
has a precise description. The author explains three kinds of meditation signs and forms a
theory about absorption concentration. The three meditation signs are preparatory sign, which
is usually a physical object to concentrate on, acquired sign, which emerges in the mind on
base of this physical object, and counterpart sign, which is a stable sign and reflects the truth

of jhana.

13 Tr. Bhikkhu Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, op cit., p.259.
14 bid.
15 Ibid., p.260.
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The third point of this explanation is to make the practice of the first jhana very clear.
The axis of these eight stages is the first jaana. As mentioned before, the difference between
the first, second, third and fourth jhana is only the reducing number of the their factors. All
the four jhanas belong to the appana, for these four absorption concentrations the meditation
sign is same. The achievement of the first jhiana is fundamental for the meditation practice.
After this achievement, the practitioner should try to reduce the number of factors with the

counterpart sign to attain higher jhanas.

Basically, in the eight stages of Anapanasati, four stages belong to samatha meditation;
they are counting, connection, touching and fixing. Another four stages belong to vipassana

meditation; they are observing, turning away, purification, and looking back on these.

Anapanasati in the Vimuttimagga

Although the Vimuttimagga is an important treatise of Buddhism, its influence in
China is still limited in the contemporary age. This treatise has been included in the Chinese
Tipitaka for thousand years:'® the survival of the Vimuttimagga shows that it must have a

special value.

The huge system of the Vimuttimagga with its extensive volumes shows that it probably
used a huge source of scriptures. There are twelve chapters in the treatise and it is difficult
to say the original edition is perfect. It may be due to a wide range of materials taken or the
additional principle followed by the translator, the volumes seem to be scattered and the work
lacks sufficient systematicness. On the part of the concentrated learning, many of the contents
are scattered in different volumes with repetitions. In order to explore the meditation objects
and methods in the Vimuttimagga, the research adopts the method of simplification to sort

out each chapter and the contents corresponding to the topic.

The author of Vimuttimagga is Upatissa. The details of his life are not recorded.
The Japanese scholars Nagai and Nanjio believed that Upatissa was a particular person in

the history, but an Indian scholar wrote that there are no records about Upatissa in the Pali

VOB A AR PR VDT O, R SR N AR, CRIERED . RMRIE R (Taisho
Tripitaka, Vimuttimagga) #:6, 5516484
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scriptures or documentaries.'” The Samantapasadika mentions Upatissa who could possibly

have the same identity as the author of the Vimuttimagga.18

In the Vimuttimagga we can find a special definition of Anapanasati and it shows
the different way of understanding the practice. A Chinese scholar Huang-Xianian explored
it and came to a conclusion that some of the teachings came from the gurus and not from
the scriptures directly.'” The teaching on Anapanasati in the Vimuttimagga is contained in

chapter 4, The Way of Practice.?’

In the Vimuttimagga, the explanation of sixteen bases of Anapanasati has three
aspects: they are the four foundations of mindfulness, four jhanas, and four methods. At the
beginning of this chapter, the author points that it needs to achieve the four foundations of

mindfulness.?!

The structure of these four bases of breathing meditation in the Vimuttimagga is same
with the description in the Agamas. First, the author explains the preparation for the practice
of these four bases. For the important factors of these four bases, the Vimuttimagga explains
how to coordinate the breathing and the mind. This treatise explains that the principle is
concentration. If the practitioner is in the deep concentration, he can coordinate the breathing
and the mind, thus the breathing will become very subtle. Vimuttimagga follows the stages
of jhana and classifies the body from gross to subtle, up to the point of achieving Nirvana.
Compared with the Chinese Agama scriptures, the second four bases of Anapanasati are
explained in a way similar to the Visuddhimagga. The structure of these bases follows the
four jhanas and includes a clear explanation. The third four bases are explained in a way
similar to the Visuddhimagga. The forth four bases of Anapanasati are clearly explained
in the Vimuttimagga. They are contemplating impermanence, contemplating fading away,

contemplating cessation, and contemplating relinquishment.

7p.v. Bapat (1937), Vimuttimagga and Visuddhimagga: A Comparative Study, Poona,
India.p.17

PR PRDE WE AR, RIRIER (Huang-Xianian, Vimuttimagga), i @60k
AT, 1998, T3,

O, WL A 7% %" (Qin Jiang, The Inheritance of Anapanasati in Chinese
Language Buddhism), «PHRgEG K22, ASCHBHIRY | 2005455268, 5F 4301, 5 282-284T1,

20 ] 5 R O RS VDR T RO, R S N e R . CKIEHD . <RARIE Y (Taisho
Tripitaka, Vimuttimagga)¥:6, 2516484, 435 %E 5N

2L Ibid. 471 1M EEDY, “AMEPUEEE . AW, AR
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In short, the two treatises demonstrate different ways of analyzing the way of practice.
Based on its own way of analysis, the Visuddhimagga extended the stages of Anapanasati
from four to eight, not following the structure of the Vimuttimagga. The Vimuttimagga
describes four stages of counting, connection, fixing, and observing. The key points here
include three parts. The significance of touching, the explanation of purification and the
analysis of meditation sign.

In the discussion on meditation sign in the Vimuttimagga, there are two kinds of

4.22 The first one describes the characteristics of

explanation and both of them in chapter
meditation sign and used some metaphors. The second one discusses the appearance of the

sign and describes the related feelings of the body.

For the first description, the meditation sign is compared to a silk cloth or cotton. This
description was accepted by the Visuddhimagga. Back to the Vimuttimagga, the author believes
that meditation practice should be based on this sign, making it stronger and clearer. With the
white light increasing, the counterpart sign will emerge in the working place such as the nose,
lips, or even extend to the whole head, and the practitioner will be able to feel the movement

of the wind. At this time, the practitioner will experience happiness and calmness.

The second kind of meditation sign is called the abnormal sign. This kind of sign is
like smoke, fog or dust, and it can disturb the practitioner. The treatise describes the feelings
which appear with the abnormal sign, such as the needling sensation or the biting of ants. This
disturbing experience will make the practitioner confused or attached to it. With this sign, the
practitioner easily loses mindfulness and forgets to concentrate on the breathing. However,
if the practitioner will keep his mindfulness on the breath and refuse to follow the sign, this
kind of sign will disappear. So the practitioner will achieve the subtle and correct meditation

sign, like the cotton or silk cloth.

Scholars have different opinions on the different kinds of meditation signs. Some

believe that the abnormal sign is the result of a wrong practice, which makes the counterpart

ZIbid. fTITEEN, BN, DIUNIESG . BEANR, SR, A,
AR DL, B SOR A, A R I N B KU, B TE S XAR, RETEA,
A RN, DMBEZ MBI, Ak, THEETH, mEAE, mikX. At
Ko WERR, BLIERE . TR RS o AN, WD ULSAR . A = A e, Jean
BER, ARG, WRPRR . AEARREN . OARTT L TR, ORI, A AR AR
AP TR, MERER, SIAR. SHHE. EERE, HWRER, FHEK, RABHA
B OARGR, SHANBRESIHE. 7
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sign impossible.23 But most of the scholars believe it is only one period or step of practice. In
the Vimuttimagga, the author said that if one thinks this way, the abnormal sign will disappear.24
Another evidence show that the calmness of the whole body is one positive achievement of
practice. So the abnormal sign is only one stage of practice, it can develop with mindfulness
until the counterpart sign is coming. In the Visuddhimagga, the author set the debate of
meditation sign aside and only emphasized mindfulness to encourage the practitioners to

continue their observation.2

Briefly, the Vimuttimagga discusses the meditation sign and establishes a theory to
explain it. The description involves the explanation of abnormal sign, counterpart sign, and
the way of getting and using it. Compared with the Visuddhimagga, the theory of meditation
sign in the Vimuttimagga is more original. It has deeply influenced the practice of Anapanasati

in China.

The Comparison of Anapanasati in the Two Treatises

As a teaching on meditation, Anapanasati is a guide for training the mind. The
following discussion will focus on the three aspects, namely the preparation for meditation

practice, the comparison of working places, and the meditation sign.

The preparation for meditation can be defined in two ways. On a larger scale, it
includes the monastic discipline and dhutanga practice. In the narrow definition, it only icludes

the detailed method of living in the place of meditation.

In the Visuddhimagga, the discussion about meditation involves mainly concepts. In
chapter 3, it introduces the concept of concentration and explains it in detail. The preparation
for meditation is concerned with two kinds of things. In general, the monastic discipline and

dhutanga practice should belong to this kind of preparation.

By, NIERME: e AFFS (Qin Jiang, Catching the monkey in mountains: a study
of Anapanasati in Buddhism), PU)I|: E&45#t, 2008.8,51165. The scholar QinJiang believes that the
abnormal sign here in Vimuttimagga is wrong and against the white counterpart sign near the nose. In fact,
in Mahayana scripture such as Siramgama-siitra, the counterpart sign is observing the white counterpart
sign near the nose.

BB MR R E IOk, PR SR IR, ORIERD , RBGERY (T Vimue
timagga) 32}, 574, H1648%, 1711, “EARAER, SAHRIB

% Bhadantacariya Buddhaghosa,Visuddhimagga, Tr. by Ye Jun, (5t EEE, ML «HE
HIEY . EkE: IS4y, 20004F), 51286,
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The first section in the Visuddhimagga explains the rules of discipline, with the
method to find a suitable temple to practice, or how to find a qualified teacher.® Without
this preparation, the practice of meditation will be difficult. The Vimuttimagga uses the same
structure to explain how important this preparation is. It gives more explanation of the ascetic
practices. The comparison of the working places between two treatises can give some clue

for understanding the development of meditation theory.

The second section of the Visuddhimagga describes samatha practice, especially
the conception of a working place (kammatthana).’’ There are forty meditation objects or
working places, which include breathing meditation. For the different stages of concentration,

the method of practice is different.

Based on its own method, the Visuddhimagga extended the stages of Anapanasati from
four to eight, not following the structure of the Vimuttimagga. The eight stages of Anapanasati
in the Visuddhimagga are counting, connection, touching, fixing, observing, turning away,
purification, and looking back on these. The Vimuttimagga describes four stages: counting,
connection, fixing, and observing. The key points here include three aspects: the significance
of touching, the explanation of purification and the analysis of the meditation sign. First is the
exploration of the stage called touching. There are three stages common to the two treatises.
Counting, connection, and fixing have the same explanation but touching is a new stage
that occurred in the Visuddhimagga. The stage of touching focuses on the working place of
Anapanasati, at the point where breath is touching the body. The observation of this point as

the working place makes the process of Anapanasati more exact.

Purification became an individual stage with its meaning related to the name of the
Visuddhimagga. In the perspective of Indian Buddhism, purification is an important conception

of Buddhist practice.

Another important change in the Visuddhimagga is the addition of four new stages
after observing. The stages observing, turning away, purification and looking back on these
belong to the insight meditation. All the insight meditation stages are based on the practice
of observation. For these special eight stages, the Visuddhimagga constructs one system to

complete the practice.

26Tr, Bhikkhu Nanamoli, The Path of Purification, op.cit., pp.5-55, Part I— Virtue (Sila).
27 s
Ibid.
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With the purpose to complete the theory of meditation, the Visuddhimagga adds
this stage and establish one condition to produce the meditation sign. It can say that in the
Visuddhimagga, the counterpart sign of meditation is an axis to organize the stages of practice.

The description of meditation sign in two treatises are different.

It is necessary to discuss the five jhana factors to mark the four or five kinds of jhana,
which the Visuddhimagga describes clearly,28 In the practice of the first jhana, the five jhana

factors are the applied thought, sustained thought, joy, bliss, and one-pointedness.

In the Visuddhimagga, the description of the meditation sign is more clear than in
the Vimuttimagga. The author describes three kinds of meditation signs: preparatory sign,
taken-up sign, and counterpart sign. The critical one is the sign which can help the practitioner
to distinguish the jhana. The preparatory sign is always unstable: it usually appears as a gray
image or some other thing. If the practitioners follow the object wrongly, they will meet the
abnormal sign. The Vimuttimagga discussed this kind of abnormal sign and it can lead to the
preparation sign according to the Visuddhimagga. When concentration is accumulated, the
meditation sign will be pure and stable. The taken-up sign means the pure meditation sign
that occurs in the mind of the practitioner. If othe practicioner maintains mindfulness, the
counterpart sign will arise with the five factors of jhana to distinguish it. The arising of the

countepart sign marks the achievement of the first jhana.

The difference between the two treatises on this topic is the description of the
counterpart sign. The explanation of it in the Visuddhimagga is more precise than in the
Vimuttimagga. It can be said that the Vimuttimagga is a more mature treatise, particularly in

explaining the practice of Anapanasati.

Conclusion

The number of studies dedicated to the two treatises, especially the topic of
Anapanasati in the perspective of Chinese Buddhism, was increasing during the fifty years
after the translation of these works was completed. The remarkable growth of the related

research shows that Chinese Buddhists began to pay attention to these great treatises.

For the first objective, this paper introduced the background of the Visuddhimagga

and presented an explanation of Anapanasati found in this treatise, in short, the sixteen bases

B1bid., p.147.
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and the eight stages. The explanation of Anapanasati in the Visuddhimagga is based on the
four foundations of mindfulness. Obviously, Buddhaghosa used the description of Anapanasati
from the ancient scriptures and made it more precise. This paper discussed the eight stages
of Anapanasati and clearly explained the way to achieve the first jaana. The observation of
the meditation sign as described in the treatise is an important part for mind training. From
the view of Chinese Buddhism, the Visuddhimagga made a great contribution to the theory

of meditation. The meditation sign is the key factor to achieve jhana.

The second research objective was to study Anapanasati as described in the
Vimuttimagga. The Vimuttimagga is another Buddhist manual for practice, which authorship is
attributed to Ven. Upatissa. Some scholars believe that the Vimuttimagga was the key reference
book for the Visuddhimagga because the treatises share many opinions and metaphors. The
Vimuttimagga and the Visuddhimagga follow the same structure when explaining the practice
of Anapanasati. For the description of the meditation sign, the Vimuttimagga comes up with a
theory to point that the abnormal sign can be overcome with right concentration. To compare

with the Visuddhimagga, its explanation is simple and brief.

After the comparison of the two treatises, especially in the part of Anapanasati
explanation, it can be said that they have the same structure but describe the aim of practice
differently. The idea of the Visuddhimagga is based on the concept of purification and
determines the highest goal as seven purifications. For the Vimuttimagga, freedom is the
highest objective. Anapanasati is a way to achieve sixteen insight knowledges step by step.
Vipassana depends on samatha, concentration and wisdom have a closr relationship.

The new discoveries of this paper are twofold. First, the Visuddhimagga established
a theory of the meditation sign, second, the Vimuttimagga is the first treatise in China to
introduce the concept of the counterpart sign. Although it is simple and original, its influence

was significant.

Abbreviations

EA. | Ekottara Agama WaZ & 2

T. Taisho Tripitaka RIEFHERME
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