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WA T #1,

Xingxiang and Xingcheng: The Origins of
the Dunhuang Xingcheng Ritual

Kuramoto Shotoku

The procession of images (xingxiang 1748) is a ritual that originated in India.
There were two types: “greeting the Buddha”, which was led by a king or a secular
powerful person, and “proceeding around the castle”, for which monks would collect
donations in a variety of places. While this ritual commemorates the Buddha’s birth
and enlightenment, historically it did not necessarily have one single meaning. In
China, for a very long time, it was debated whether the Buddha was born on the
eighth day of the second month or the eighth day of the fourth month in the lunar cal-
endar. During the Northern and Southern Dynasties, xingxiang ritual was held on
both days. Despite the Northern Wei JL%# emperors carried out a large-scale “greet-
ing the Buddha” ritual based on an imperial order, the temple-led “proceeding around
the castle” spread more widely. During the Northern Wei, as well as the Sui F&§ and
Tang &, the imperial court established the eighth day of the fourth month in the lunar
calendar as the Buddha’s birthday, and his birth, enlightenment, nirvana, and so on
came to be all set on different days. On top of that, during the Sui and Tang dynas-
ties, the xingcheng 173K held on the eighth day of the second month due to the advo-
cacy of Huisi & and Xinxing {577 as the “home-leaving day” of Prince Siddhartha
departing the castle. On this day, the ritual was accordingly reconfigured to imitate
Siddhartha’s four excursions out of the gate, a procession around the castle was held.
Importance was aitached to the North Gate, where it is said that Siddhartha encoun-
tered a renunciate and left the castle, and participants would go around to the castle’s
east, south, west, and north gates. The Dunhuang BU/& wingcheng ritual during the
Tang dynasty followed this format. But in Jianchuan )| area, the xingcheng ritual
was transformed into a praying for the birth to a child to a household of newly-weds.
This shows the xingxiang ritual was not always the same but evolved depending on

time and place, and the ritual form might even be altered as well.
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