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The Fourfold Challenges to Translating the

Avatamsaka Commentaries and Subcommentaries

SHI, Guo-cheen
(TCN Buddhist Center Bhikshuni with Ph.D. from State University of New York,
Binghamton.)

Abstract

In translating Chengguan’s masterpiece commentaries to The Huayanjing for an
English speaking audience to experience and apply his wisdom, the quandary rests in
retrieving accurate, fixed, and hidden meaning for a western, and particularly American,
audience and the knowing that the ultimate truth is lost in such a search and presentation.
The attempt to avoid reifying meaning and the attempt to show in a coherent manner the
root of The Huayanjing and Chengguan’s commentaries on it may present an
oppositional dichotomy. Finding a way to transcend this seeming paradox may be my
practice as the translator. It is now my hope to offer a translation that allows the reader
to grapple with that conundrum for herself.

This translation of two commentarial literatures by Chengguan presents another
unique challenge. The compilation contains an overwhelming quantity of intellectual
material that is meant to present insights about one of the most voluminous Buddhist
scriptures. To grapple with the size of The Huayanjing and Chengguan’s commentaries,
hermeneutical tools had been developed and will be administered with this translation.

In the following, | will trace the framework of the Four Dharma Realms in
elaborating on my fourfold translation difficulties in approaching Chengguan’s
commentaries. First, the Dharma Realm of Phenomena in translation. 1 will present
concrete issues related to specific and tangible linguistic elements that are mostly
common to the translation of Buddhist sacred texts from Chinese to English. Second,
the Dharma Realm of Noumena in translation. I will present those translation guidelines
and theories that | hold in mind simultaneously when faced with concrete translation
issues since no systemic translation theory exists for Buddhist canonical translations
presently. Third, the Dharma Realm of Phenomena and Noumena. In the western
hermeneutical search for the same in the differences, | will offer my version of the



eE (FEEHE)) HVEEDkEK 401

essential or quintessential. Fourth, the Dharma Realm of Phenomena and Phenomena.
Having presented the root of Chengguan’s commentaries, I proceed to deconstruct it

then reconstruct it.

Keywords: Avatamsaka Sutra, Huayan Commentaries, Dharma Realm, translation
studies, translation theory, Chinese, English
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® Chu, “Chinese Translation and Buddhist Terminology”, 39.

10 1. Secrets: Such as dharani FPZgJE, Sanskrit ritual speech or incantations, including mantras. 2.
Polysemy: Such as bhaga (as in The Bhagavad Gita) :Hf{fj1, which means comfortable, flourishing,
dignity, name, lucky, esteemed. 3. None in China: Such as Jambu tree FEJ%18f, which does not grow in
China. 4. Deference to the past: Such as the translation for anuttara-samyak-sambodhi having already
been established as Anouputi [E[#E=4HE. 5. To inspire respect and righteousness: Such as prajiia f%is
instead of “wisdom” (&) .
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