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A Literary Survey of the Utpala-var�� Stories 
in the Chinese Buddhist Canon 

Puhui* Zhao Xin* 

Abstract 

The life story of the Bhik�u�� Utpala-var�� is representative of 

womanhood in ancient India. In the Chinese Buddhist Canon there are dozens 

of similar stories relating to this famous nun, and include more than ten 

different characters. The most elaborate versions involve Utpala-var�� 

Bhik�u�� , Bhadrak� Madhur� Bhik�u�� , and K�cchra- 

Gautam� Bhik�u�� . Despite a number of minor variations, the 

stories are largely similar, and center on the theme of retribution for incest 

and the six evil deeds. Utpala-var�� is the most prominent character of this 

family of stories which consists of two independent groups, one centering on 

incest, and the other centering on the six evil deeds. Such narratives of the 

tribulations of womanhood are meant to illustrate the Buddhist concepts of 

karma, rebirth, and retribution for good and evil. They also reveal how the 

low social status of women in ancient Indian society, child marriage, and 

polygamy all contributed to their predicaments. The Buddhist path to 

salvation is presented as the solution to the great difficulties these women 

faced, and it can be seen that their entry into the bhik�u��-sa�gha brought 

enhanced independence and opportunities for spiritual growth. 

Key word : womanhood, the six evil retributions, incest, salvation, origins of society 
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Utpala-var�� 1 Buddha

Bhik�u��

�ddhi-va�it� 2

Bodhi-sattva

 

30 3

 

 

                                                   
1 

 
2 

 
3 Qinghua xuebao 7 1 7-1 1932

Hanliutang wenji Chen Yinque wenji zhiyi  [Shanghai]
 [Shanghai guji chubanshe] 1980 6 1  



34  

 

4

5

Kum�raj�va 344-413 350-409

6

Bhadrak� Madhura

K�cchra Gautam�

Pacajar� Kisakotam�  

 

 

 

                                                   
4  
5 “Foshuo zhujing zayuan yu yinyou ji” [Beijing]

[Guojia tushuguan cang] BD03129  
6 Chen Yinque “Lianhuase ni chujia yinyuan ba”

Hanliutang wenji 152  
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Damam	ka-nid�na-s	tra

M	lasarv�stiv�da-nik�ya-vinaya-sa�yukta- 

vastu  
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308 

1 

 

 

 

2 
r�vast�

 Br�hma�a  

3 

 

 

4 

 

  

5 

  

 

6 
   

7  �nanda

  

                                                   
7 Yuan Wei Huijue Weide Dazheng 

xinxiu dazangjing Dazhengzang 4 367 -368  
8 Tang Yijing Dazhengzang 24 354 -355  
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8 

  

 

9 
   

 

2

7 5

1 5 9

1

 

Therav�da Buddhist Scriptures

Ther� g�th� 73 9 112-116

 

 

 

 
10 11 

1 �r�vast�  

2 
 

 

3   

                                                   
9 Deng Dianchen [ ] Vimalaratana Weimalailadanni

Zhanglao ni ji [Beijing]
[Zhongguo shehuikexue chubanshe] 1997  

10 Zhanglao ni ji 256  
11 Zhanglao ni ji 275  
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4 
 

 

5 
 

 

6 
 

 

7 
  

8 
 

 

9 
 

 

 

12

13

Vaset�
Upajar�

prototype
model of universality 14 

                                                   
12 Zhanglao ni ji 275 2  
13 Zhanglao ni ji 275 3  
14 
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15

16 17

 

 Ga�katriy�


r�vast�  

  Udy�na  

  Udy�na

 

  Tak�a�il�

 

 R�jag�ha  

   

   

   

 

  
                                                   
15 Dharmagupta-vinaya Si fen lü

10 408 12 14 410-412 Buddhaya�as
Fotuo Yeshe Zhu Fonian  

16 Wu fen lu Mahi��saka-vinaya Mishasai 
bu hexi wu fen lu Mahi��saka

Faxian Si�phala 2 424 12
Buddhaj�va Fotuo Shi Zhu Daosheng  

17 M�la-sarv�stiv�da-vinaya Genben shuoyiqieyou bu 
pinaiye 3 703

Yijing  
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  1. 

 

 2. 

 

  

 

 18 

  R�jag�ha Kalandaka

 
  Jetavana-an�thapi�
asy�r�ma

 
  Vai��l�

 
                                                   
18 “Wubulawanna zhlaoni suoshuo ji”

Zhanglaoni suoshuo ji 276-277  
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 19 

  

20 

  

 

 

 

 Maudgaly�yana

 

 

 

 


r�vast� Bimbis�ra

                                                   
19 Si fen lu 6 Dazhengzang 22 605  
20 Wu fen lu 4 Dazhengzang 22 25  
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21 

  avad�na
22

23

1. 2.

3.

 

1.  

Uppala-var��

1 Padma
2 Utpala

N�lotpala
3 Kumuda 4 Pu�
ar�ka

24 pala

pal��a var�a

Utpala-var��

                                                   
21 Genben shuoyiqieyou bu pinaiye 49

Dazhengzang 23 897 -898  
22 Ding Min Fojiao piyu wenxue yanjiu [Taibei]

[Dongchu chubanshe] 1996 93  
23 109  
24 Foguang da cidian“ ”Lianhua  
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N�lotpala

 

2.  

 
 

 

    

 
 

 

    

   

 

Ko�al�

Uttar Pradesh

Magadha Ga�g�

Bihar

Sw�t Pañjkora

Hindu Kush 5

7

627-649

Var��as�

Indus

Jhelum Rawalpindi 20
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2 3  

3.  

 

4.  

Mah�-k��yapa
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pattern

universality

Sthavira Bhik�u��

g�th�  

25  

 
26 

 

hetu-phala

                                                   
25  
26 Zhanglao ni ji 216-217 275  
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27 

28 

                                                   
27 Xianyu jing 3 Dazhengzang 4 367  
28 Jiumoluo Shi Zhong jing zhuanza piyu 37

Dazhengzang 4 540 srota-�panna
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sa�sk�ra vijñ�na r�pa

 

�a�-k�m�� 29

 

 

 

30 

31

                                                                                                                             
�r�vaka-y�na  

29 Daming sanzang fashu 27
Jiaxingzang 6 22

Shi chan boluomi cidi famen 9 46  
30 Ma Xiangxue Dielangshan Monu fadian

II.213-215 [Beijing] [Shangwu yinshuguan]1996 50  
31 D. L. Carmody Xu Junyao

Song Lidao Women and World Religions [Chengdu]
[Sichuan renmin chubanshe] 1995 51  
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�nanda
32

33

34

da�a-sa�jñ� 35

�ila

upalak� vinaya 36

Mah�praj�pat� Gautam�

                                                   
32 Zhiyi Guanding Miaofalianhuajing wenju

9 34 121  
33 Liu Song Fan Ye Tang Li Xian Hou Hanshu

60 “Xiang Kai zhuan” [Beijing] [zhonghua shuju]1965
1082  

34 Dazhengzang 17 723  
35 

Da zhidu lun 21 [ ]Yao Qin
Jiumoluo Shi Dazhengzang 25 217  

36 
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37 38

39

40

 

mah�-maitr�-mah�-karu�� prajñ�- p�ramit�

M�dhyamaka 41

Bodhi-sattva

 

 

                                                   
37 348 500 250  
38 Puhui “Cong fodian wenxue kan fojiao de 

nvxingguan” Shanxi shifan daxue xuebao 2009 1  
39 Zhanglaoni ji 6 1 “Wubai biqiuni suoshuo ji”

260-261  
40 D. L. Carmody 47  
41 Xi Jin Yutian Mok�ala Wuluocha

Fangguang bore boluomi jing 11 Dazhengzang 8 78  
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Chen Yinque Hanliutang 
wenji Chen Yinque wenji zhi yi Shanghai

Shanghai guji chubanshe 1980  

Deng Dianchen [ ] Sililanka Vimalaratana

Weimalailadanni Zhanglao ni ji
Beijing Zhongguo shehuikexue chubanshe

1997  

Ding Min Fojiao piyu wenxue yanji Taipei

Dongchu chubanshe 1996  

Du Jiwen Fojiao shi Nanjing

Jiangsu renmin chubanshe 2006  

Du Jiwen Hanyi fojiao jingdian zhexue
Nanjing Jiangsu renmin chubanshe 2008  

Lu Cheng Yindu foxue yuanliu lue jiang

Shanghai Shanghai renmin chubanshe 2002  

Lu Cheng Zhongguo foxue yuanliu lue jiang

Beijing Zhonghua shuju 1979  
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Puhui Nanchao fojiao yu wenxue Beijing

Zhonghua shuju 2002  

Shi Xiangwei Dunhuang lishi yu 

mogaoku yishu yanjiu Lanzhou Gansu jiaoyu 

chubanshe2002  

Sun Changwu Fojiao yu zhongguo wenxue

2 Shanghai Shanghai renmin chubanshe

2007  

 

Puhui “Cong fodian wenxue kan fojiao 

de nüxingguan” Xi’an Shanxi shifan daxue 

xuebao 2009 1  

 

Zhao Xin Lianhuase biqiuni jiqi 

xiangguan renwu yanjiu Xi’an Xibei 

daxue shuoshi xuewei lunwen 2010  
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