
The Journal of the Pali Text Society, Vol. XXIX (2007), pp. 313&30

Zombies and Half-Zombies�:
MahåsËtras and Other Protective Measures*

My work on the MahåsËtras, a set of MËlasarvåstivådin texts preserved
in Tibetan translation, was supported by the Pali Text Society during the
presidency of Mr K.R. Norman. As a result, the Society published the
rst two volumes of MahåsËtras�: Great Discourses of the Buddha in
the series Sacred Books of the Buddhists.1 It is therefore with great
pleasure that I present further research pertaining to the MahåsËtras in
this volume dedicated to Mr Norman.

The Vinayavibha�ga is a section of the MËlasarvåstivådin monastic
code, the Vinaya.2 Lost in the original Sanskrit, it is preserved in
Tibetan and Chinese translations. An important primary document for
the study of northern Indian Buddhism, it has not, so far, been edited,
systematically studied, or translated into any European language. In my
study of the MahåsËtras, I used a passage from the Vinayavibha�ga for
two purposes�: as an example of a MËlasarvåstivådin list of MahåsËtras,3

and as supporting evidence that the MahåsËtras were recited as
protective or rak�å texts.4 The Vinayavibha�ga is Tsupporting evidenceU

*I am grateful to Shayne Clarke, Jan Nattier, and Mark Allon for their close
readings of this paper and for their valuable comments and corrections.

1MahåsËtras �: Great Discourses of the Buddha, Volume I, Texts �: Critical
Editions of the Tibetan MahåsËtras with Påli and Sanskrit Counterparts as
Available, Sacred Books of the Buddhists XLIV, 1994 (reviewed by Helmut
Eimer, Zentralasiatische Studien 26, 1996, 235X39�; by J. W. de Jong, Indo-
Iranian Journal 40.3, July, 1997, 271X73)�; Volume II, Parts I & II, Sacred
Books of the Buddhists XLVI, 1997. Volume II, Parts 3 & 4, and Volume III
(translations), remain in a state of suspended animation. At the moment it is
impossible to determine which will come rst �: the publication of the
remaining volumes of MahåsËtras or the end of the present æon.

2For a survey of this voluminous collection see Clarke 2002.
3For MahåsËtra lists, see MahåsËtras II, Parts I & II, 3X61. Earlier studies
include Hôbôgirin I and Sasaki 1985.

4For the rak�å status of the MahåsËtras, see MahåsËtras II, Parts I & II, 63X88
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because several of the texts number among the great apotropaic classics
of early Buddhism ^ notably the Dhvajågra, the Óbånåb¥ya-, and the
Mahåsamåja-sËtras.

We still know very little about how the MahåsËtras were actually
used as a set, or to what degree the rituals may have corresponded to or
differed from the Paritta recitations of Sri Lanka and South-East Asia or
the Rak�å rituals of Nepal. Certainly, several of the MahåsËtras have
parallels in the Paritta, and certainly, protection through recitation and
ritual was ^ and continues to be ^ one of the main functions or even
duties of Buddhist monastics.

An inscription on the Tpedestal of a bronze image of the Buddha in
the bhËmisparßa-mudråU from Bhagalpur District, Bihar, mentions
TMahåsËtradhåra VahåkåyaU, in Tcharacters of about the twelfth
centuryU.5 Is this to be taken as published, with long TaU in T-dhåraU,
meaning architect, or perhaps stage-manager��? The reading remains to
be conrmed. Even if the reading is correct, could TMahåsËtradhåraU be
an engraverhs error for TMahåsËtradharaU, with short TaU in T-dharaU�?
If that is the case, how do we read the compound�? Was Vahåkåya a
textual specialist, a Tgreat SËtradharaU, a master of the SËtra literature,
or was he a ritual specialist, an Texpert in or master of the MahåsËtrasU�?
Could TMahåsËtradharaU be a title, a rank, for a Tmaster of the Mahå-
sËtrasU�? TSËtradharaU is a technical term of some antiquity, used widely
by all traditions, and attested in epigraphy, while TmahåsËtradharaU is
unattested in text or epigraphy. Perhaps the full inscription will help
determine the context�; at present the record is ambiguous, and it is
impossible to decide whether or not the inscription has any bearing on
the MahåsËtras.

In this paper, I give an English translation of the Vinayavibha�ga
passage, extracted from the commentary on the third påråjika, followed
by editions of the Tibetan from the Vinayavibha�ga, supplemented by

and Skilling 1992A, 125X29.
5Srinivasan 1986, p. 34. As far as I know the inscription has not been edited and
no photograph or rubbing has been published.
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its commentary, the Vinayavibha�ga-padavyåkhyåna. Both texts were
translated by Jinamitra and Lui Gyaltsan (Kluhi rgyal mtshan), two of
the leading translators during the Trst diffusionU of Buddhism in the
Land of Snows, circa 800 C.E.6 Given the extraordinary prociency of
the two translators ^ and their teams, since they undoubtedly headed
translation committees ^ the passages are clearly and consistently
rendered. The author of the Vinayavibha�ga-padavyåkhyåna is
Vin¥tadeva, about whom very little is known. He seems to have lived
and worked in northern India in the eighth century.

The passage itself is macabre. It concerns a monk who raises a
corpse ^ a vetå�a or zombie ^ and orders it to kill someone, sending
it on its way in a two-wheeled cart, with two bells round its neck and a
double-bladed sword in hand.7 The primary concern of our text is not
the ethics of the matter as such, but what sort of infringements of the
monastic rules might be involved.8 The protective measures against
such an eventuality are interesting in their own right. I have divided
them into three groups. Group A lists protections that belong to the
folklore of the time, and are not as such Buddhist. In Group B, the
protection comes from the presence of a powerful and meritorious being
^ a Buddha, a cakravartin, or a bodhisattva. The idea of the protective
presence of the Buddha is certainly ancient. In the SoMadaM�a-sutta, for
example, it is said that Tin whatever village or town Samana Gotama

6For what little we know about Jinamitra, who along with Xuanzang ranks
among the great translators of all time, see MahåsËtras II, Parts I & II, 115X
125.

7For the spelling vetå�a see Skilling 1992A, 111 n. 4�; the Påli equivalent is
vetåla/vetå¬a. For vetå�a see Hôbôgirin I 68X69, s.v. TBidaraU. The creature
has become well-known as a TvampireU, for example in Burton (tr.) 1893. But
the habits of the TvampireU of Burtonhs TBaital-PachisiU are quite different
from those of the vetå�a of our text, which seem closer to those of the
TzombieU. We therefore choose to translate the term with TzombieU, a name of
African origin, rather than with TvampireU, a term of Slavic origin.

8There is nothing remarkable in this, since the Vinayas do not deal with ethics
as such ^ they are monastic codes.
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stays, non-humans do not harm the people of that village or townU.9

Group B has close parallels in the Sa�g¥ti-paryåya, which modern
scholarship describes as one of the earliest texts of the Sarvåstivådin
Abhidharma�;10 it is possible that the passage is old, dating back to at
least the rst century B.C.E. Group C names texts which if recited will
offer protection ^ the Pråtimok�a and the MahåsËtras.

If the frustrated zombie turns back on the instigator and kills him,
the monk incurs a heavy fault (sthËlåtyaya). I do not know whether
there are any other cases of posthumous penalties in the monastic codes,
but here we have at least one. At the end the text notes that the trans-
gressions are the same in the case of a Thalf-zombieU (ardha-vetå�a).
This curious creature is similar to the common or garden-variety
zombie�: but in its case the monk installs it in a one-wheeled cart, ties a
single bell around its neck, and places in its hand a single-bladed
sword.11 The Sanskrit term ardha-vetå�a is conrmed in the Sa�gha-
bhedavastu of the MËlasarvåstivådin Vinayavastu from Gilgit, and it
also occurs in other sections of the Vinayavastu preserved in Tibetan
translation but no longer extant in Sanskrit.12 That is, the Thalf-zombieU
belongs to the necromantic bestiary of the MËlasarvåstivådins. To the
best of my knowledge there is no equivalent Påli term.

The narrative runs smoothly, and is a good example of the style of
at least certain sections of the MËlasarvåstivådin Vinaya. It appears that
for the redactors the didactic function of narrative was paramount�: good
stories, to be recited at least to the monastics within the walls of the
Mahåvihåras, were used to communicate the monastic rules. This

9D I 116,14�: samaMo khalu bho gotamo yasmi� gåme vå nigame vå paOivasati
na tasmi� gåme vå nigame vå amanusså manusse viheOhenti. See Skilling
1992A, pp.�110X111.

10To the references given in the notes may be added Stache-Rosen 1968, p. 111,
last paragraph of translation of Sa�g¥tiXparyåya.

11The half-zombie is not well-known, and it is comforting to think that at least
the readers of this journal will know what to do in the event ^ the unlikely
event, I dare say�! ^ that they encounter one.

12See below, footnote 34.



Zombies and Half-Zombies 317

editorial goal has, perhaps, confused modern scholarship, which has
tended to read Buddhist texts through the dim spectacles of historicism.

Translation13

1. With the intention to kill a man, a woman, or a hermaphrodite, a
monk goes to a charnel ground (ßmaßåna) on the night of the fourteenth
day of the waning moon (k®�Mapak�a),14 and looks for a corpse that has
not been harmed (ak�ata) or damaged (akhaM�a) by any creature, even
by one as tiny as an ant (pip¥likå).

2. Finding one, he rubs it with white chalk (makkola)�; having rubbed it
with white chalk, he bathes it in scented water (gandhodaka).15 Having
bathed it in scented water, he dresses it in new cloth, anoints its feet,16

and utters a spell (mantra)�: when it gets to its feet and stretches, he
places it on a two-wheeled cart, ties two bells round its neck, and places
in its hand a double-bladed sword.

3. When it gets up, it grunts17 and asks, TWhom should I slay�?18 Whom
should I kill�? Whose life should I take�?U Then the monk says to the
zombie (vetå�a), TDo you know such and such a man, woman, or

13I am grateful to Fritz Grohmann (Taipei) for explaining the Chinese, for
which see also Hôbôgirin I, 69.

14The commentary points out that this is the twenty-ninth day of the month.
15For the use of white chalk and scented water, see Schopen 2004�: 288 (trans-

lating from Vinayavibha�ga, D ña 65a2X66a4) and his remarks on termino-
logical problems, pp. 291X92.

16deSI rka� pa gñis kya� skud par byed�: skud pa translates forms of the roots
�lip and �mrak��: see e.g. Negi 1993, 182 (skud pa), 279 (bskus). The Chinese
has here Tbesmears its feet with gheeU (Shayne Clarke).

17This is a guess for what the commentary helpfully describes as Tutters the
blag blag soundU. I do not know what zombies do in such circumstances.

18From the context, the verb gto� ba (= �muc) in its various forms here (gta�
bar bya) and in the following (tho� ßig, gto� bar byed) can only mean kill,
although I have not found this meaning in any Tibetan lexicons or, for �muc,
in Buddhistic Sanskrit or Påli usage. Cf. Monier-Williams 1976, p. 820c,
�muc Twith pråMån, to deprive of life, kill t with kalevaram, deham,
pråMån, or j¥vitam, to quit the body or give up the ghost, i.e. to dieU.
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hermaphrodite�?U When it replies, TI doU, he says, TSlay him�! Kill him�!
Take his life�!U If the zombie slays, kills, or takes [that personhs] life,
then that monk is defeated.

4. If protective measures are taken, such as�:19

4.A. (1) at the door a garland of forest-owers is strung up,20

(2) a vase full [of water] is set out,
(3) a cow and calf of matching [colour] are tethered,21

(4) a sheep is tethered,22

(5) a mortar and pestle are set out,
(6) an indrak¥la is laid at the door,23

(7) or a re is kept burning,24

4.B. (8) if the Conqueror (Jina) is staying there,
(9) or one appointed by the Conqueror [is staying there],25

19The list of protections in the Chinese Bhik�u and Bhik�un¥ Vinayavibha�gas
is very close in items listed, order, and number. Cf. Hôbôgirin I, 69.

20Commentary �: Ta garland made from owers and fruits that grow in the
forestU�; Chinese�: Tmedicinal herbs made into garlandsU. Cf. Íik�åsamuccaya
in Bendall 1992, p. 139,11, vanakusumåni, in the context of rak�å.

21The Chinese has Ta cow together with a calf of the same colour is tethered at
the doorU. The Commentary has Tthe offspring, both, [have] the same hair-
colourU(?). TGarlandU (målå), Tvase full of waterU (pËrMakumbha), and TcowU
are included in lists of ma�gala, Tauspicious thingsU�: see Karunaratne 1971,
p. 48. TCow with calfU (savacchakadhenu) is one of the ma�gala on the feet
of the Buddha�: see Karunaratne 1976, p. 60 (item 79). The Tfull potU is
important in the Theravådin paritta ceremony�: see de Silva 1981, pp. 79X86.
Cf. the list of auspicious symbols connected with the Buddha in Skilling
1992B.

22Chinese�: Ta ewe together with a lamb of the same colour is tetheredU.
23Skhor gtan = indrak¥la, Mahåvyutpatti (Sakaki 1926) § 5582 (an alternate

translation, sgoSi them pa, also given at Mahåvyutpatti § 5582, is used at
MahåsËtra I 10.A and B, § 1.3). The indrak¥la is important in the Theravådin
paritta ceremony�: see de Silva 1981, pp. 57X79.

24For the last three, the Chinese has T(5) or in the house is a stone for pounding
medicine together with a grinding stone�; (6) or at the door is an indrak¥la�; (7)
or a never-extinguished reU.

25The Commentary interprets the phrase Tone appointed by the ConquerorU as
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(10) if a Wheel-turning Emperor (cakravartin) [is staying
there],26

(11) or a Wheel-turning Emperor is entering his motherhs
womb,27

(12) if a bodhisattva [is staying there],28

(13) or a bodhisattva is in the process of entering his motherhs
womb,29

4.C. (14) if one is about to recite30 the Pråtimok�a-sËtra,31

(15) or recites it out loud in full (vistareMa svareMa

referring to Ta messenger (dËta) of the LordU or Tone specied (ådi�Oa) by the
LordU. Cf. Koßabh 2 �:45ab, (P) 75,3, and D¥pa 103,8 �: a messenger of the
Conqueror (jinadËta) or one appointed by the Conqueror ( jinådi�Oa) cannot
be killed by either self or another�; Koßabh 3�:85a, (P) 176,4�: a jinadËta and a
jinådi�Oa cannot die before their time. Cf. La Vallée Poussin 1971, I 220, nn.
1, 2.

26Cf. Koßabh 2�:45ab, (P) 75,6, D¥pa 103,9�: a cakravartin is not killed by either
self or another.

27Cf. Koßabh 2�:45ab, (P) 75,6, D¥pa 103,10�: a cakravartinhs mother is not killed
by either self or another�; Koßabh 3�:85a, (P) 176,5�: a cakravartinhs mother
cannot die before her time.

28The Commentary glosses Ta bodhisattva in his last rebirthU (caramabhavika).
Cf. Koßabh 2 �:45ab, (P) 75,5, D¥pa 103,9�: a bodhisattva in his last rebirth
(caramabhavika) is not killed by either self or another�; Koßabh 3�:85a, (P)
176,4�: a bodhisattva in his last rebirth cannot die before his time.

29Cf. Koßabh 2�:45ab, (P) 75,5, D¥pa 103,9�: a bodhisattvahs mother is not killed
by either self or another�; Koßabh 3�:85a, (P) 176,5�: a bodhisattvahs mother
cannot die before her time.

30I am not certain of the meaning of ma bton pa Sdon par byed pa. The
Commentary has kha ton du ma bslabs paSo�: does this mean Tin the reading
of which one is not trainedU or TsilentlyU�? There seems to be some contrast
with the following Treads out loud in fullU, which the commentary glosses as
Twith a voice heard by othersU. The Chinese seems to interpret the rst phrase
as Tis going to reciteU, Tis about to reciteU. For now I follow this inter-
pretation, with the idea that the power of the text is sufcient to drive away
zombies and other nuisance-makers even when it is about to be read.

31In the Antaga�a Dasåo, Chapter 6, the Jain ascetic Suda�sane is protected
from a dangerous Jakkha by making Tfull profession of the monastic vowsU
(Coomaraswamy [1928X29] 1980, Part I, pp. 21X22).
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svådhyåya� karoti),32

(16) if one is about to recite any of the four classes of sËtras
(caturMå� sËtranikåyånå� anyatamånyatama�
sËtranikåya�),33

(17) or recites them out loud in full (vistareMa svareMa
svådhyåya� karoti),

(18) if one is about to recite the great and lofty sËtras�:
1. CË�aßËnyatå
2. MahåßËnyatå
3. Pañcatraya
4. Måyåjåla
5. Bimbisårapratyudgamana
6. Dhvajågra
7. Óbånåb¥ya
8. Mahåsamåja

(19) or recites them out loud in full (vistareMa svareMa
svådhyåya� karoti)�:

5. and, because of his failure [to kill his victim], the zombie decides to
kill the monk instead�: if the zombie kills the monk, the monk incurs a
heavy fault (sthËlåtyaya).

6. If the monk kills the zombie, the monk incurs two heavy faults�: the
rst from killing the zombie, the second from the previous stratagem
(pËrva-prayoga).

7. As for a zombie, so for a half-zombie (ardha-vetå�a),34 but between a

32For the Sanskrit see Carmavastu, in Gilgit Manuscripts (Dutt 1984) IIIX4
188,10.

33The commentary interprets the Tfour classes of sËtrasU as Tthe D¥rghågama,
Madhyamågama, Sa�yuktågama, and EkottarikågamaU�: see MahåsËtras II,
20X22.

34Cf. Sa�ghabhedavastu (Gnoli 1978 238,24) vetå�årdhavetå�a (Tibetan in
Gnolihs note h as here)�; Bhai�ajyavastu (Tib.) ge 68a6�; Vinayak�udraka (Tib.)
ne  200b3 , Tib. idem . The TdenitionU of vetå�årdhavetå�a  in the
Ógamak�udraka-vyåkhyåna, �u 197b4, resembles that of our text�: ro la�s ni
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zombie and a half-zombie there are these differences�: [the monk] places
it in a one-wheeled cart�; he ties a single bell around its neck�; he places
in its hand a single-bladed sword. This is a half-zombie. The establish-
ment of transgression (åpatti) should be described as entirely the same
as the preceding.

Peter Skilling
École française dhExtrême-Orient
Bangkok, Thailand

ABBREVIATIONS
D¥pa�: see Jaini 1977.
Koßabh (P)�: see Pradhan 1975
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