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Introduction 

The Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya[-sūtra] (Heart Sūtra) was translated into Chinese and Tibetan, and it 

circulated mainly in the sphere of Northeast Asian Buddhism. Among the Chinese translations, that by 

Xuanzang 玄奘  has been held in the highest regard, and almost all the commentaries on the 

Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya composed in China, Korea, and Japan have been based on Xuanzang’s translation. 

The extant Sanskrit manuscripts and the Tibetan translations, on the other hand, mostly belong to a 

different textual lineage from that of Xuanzang’s translation. Consequently, in research on the 

Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya in East Asia, the examination of the original Sanskrit text and Tibetan translations 

is still inadequate. 

There has also been much discussion about the position of the Prajñāpāramitā- hṛdaya, typical of 

which is the question of whether it is a sūtra expounding emptiness or a sūtra teaching a mantra. These 

questions are in fact related to the sūtra’s title. 

As is well known, a famous mantra has been appended to the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya. Even though it 

does not in fact constitute a dhāraṇī, among the several designations of this sūtra there are some that 

declare it to be a dhāraṇī. How is one to view such inconsistencies? 

In this paper I shall examine the textual lineages of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya and its position as seen 

from its title.  

 

I. Two Lineages of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya（Heart Sutra） 

As is indicated by its Sanskrit title Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya, meaning “Heart (or Essence) of the Perfection 

of Wisdom,” the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya encapsulates the essence of the larger Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra 

(Mahāprajñāpāramitā-sūtra), and there are a shorter version and a longer version. The longer version has 

added an introductory section and a formal conclusion to the shorter version, and judging from the fact that 
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it is preserved in comparatively recent Sanskrit manuscripts and later Tibetan and Chinese translations, it is 

to be surmised that first the shorter version appeared and then the longer version was composed in the 

standard format of a sūtra. 

In terms of their content, the shorter version begins with the words “The bodhisattva Noble 

Avalokiteśvara, practising [his] practice in the profound perfection of wisdom,…” and ends with the 

mantra “gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā.” This is the form taken by the shorter version as 

typified by Xuanzang’s translation. 

In the longer version, the content of the shorter version is preceded by an introductory section, starting 

“Thus have I heard. At one time the Blessed One was staying on Vulture Peak in Rājagṛha…,” and ends 

with a formal conclusion: “…the world with its gods, humans, asuras, garuḍas, and gandharvas rejoiced 

in what the Blessed One had spoken.” The longer version thus has the standard format of a sūtra, and in 

fact most of the extant materials in the original Sanskrit and in Chinese and Tibetan translation belong to 

the textual lineage of this longer version. 

It should be noted that the shorter and longer versions of the original Sanskrit text are sometimes 

referred to as the Prajñāpāramitā in 14 lines and 25 lines, respectively. 

 

II. Three Groups of Sanskrit Manuscripts of the Longer Version 

The extant Sanskrit manuscripts of the longer version include those used by Feer,
i
 Max Müller and 

Nanjio,
ii
 Conze,

iii
 Shiraishi,

iv
 Nakamura,

v
 and Suzuki (seventeen manuscripts),

vi
 as well as eleven 

manuscripts held by the University of Tokyo and manuscripts held by Kyoto University, Ryūkoku 

University and British Library. As for published editions of the Sanskrit text, many are based on more than 

one manuscript, and consequently there are known to exist at least about forty manuscripts of the longer 

version. 

These manuscripts may be divided into three groups according to the countries where they were found, 

namely, (1) Japan, (2) China, and (3) Nepal. (1) Apart from those brought from Nepal since modern times, 

the Japanese manuscripts derive from a manuscript brought from China in the ninth century by Eun 慧運. 

This was copied several times over the years, resulting in the Eun, Enkai 円海, Jōgon 淨嚴, and Hōgo 法
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護 manuscripts. There is also the Kangi 寛喜 manuscript (copied by Tōkan 東澗), but it is not known 

who brought it to Japan. These are all the most succinct in content and preserve an early version. The 

editions published by Max Müller and Nanjio and by Nakamura are based on manuscripts deriving from 

Eun’s manuscript. 

(2) There are two manuscripts from China. One was acquired by Feer in Beijing and published in Paris, 

while the other corresponds to one of the two texts published by Max Müller and Nanjio and is known as 

text W. (In addition, manuscripts have also been recovered from Dunhuang.) These manuscripts are more 

detailed in content than those preserved in Japan. 

(3) Discoveries of Nepalese manuscripts continue to be reported in various parts of the world, and 

those currently known include the eleven manuscripts used by Conze for his critical edition and 

manuscripts held by the National Archives of Nepal, British Library, Cambridge University
vii

 and 

Japanese universities. The seventeen manuscripts studied by Suzuki and Shiraishi’s edition also belong to 

this group. By far the largest number of extant manuscripts belong to this group, and in content they reflect 

a more recent, developed form of the text. The manuscripts from China are also close in content to these 

Nepalese manuscripts. 

 

 

III. The Titles of the Nepalese Manuscripts 

1. Two Lineages of the Longer Version 

The manuscripts of the longer version of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya may be broadly divided by content 

into Nepalese manuscripts and other manuscripts. Many of the manuscripts from Nepal are included 

together with other sūtras in “Dhāraṇī Collections” (Dhāraṇī-saṃgraha), and they are all comparatively 

recent manuscripts. Their titles can be divided into two main groups. 

The title used in the first group is “Heart of the Perfection of Wisdom” (Prajñā-

pāramitā-hṛdaya[-sūtra]), which is the traditional designation of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya. It is more 

common for the word sūtra to be omitted. But this is not because the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya is considered 

to be a dhāraṇī, and it is only following the general naming tradition found in the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras. 
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The title used in the second group is “Perfection of Wisdom in Twenty-five Lines” (Pañcaviṃśatikā 

Prajñāpāramitā), and these manuscripts may be further subdivided into three groups. 

 (a) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-dhāraṇī (Dhāraṇī of the Heart of the Perfection of Wisdom 

in Twenty-five Lines) 

 (b) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-nāma-dhāraṇī (Dhāraṇī Called the Perfection of Wisdom in 

Twenty-five Lines) 

 (c) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtra (Scripture of the Heart of the Perfection of Wisdom 

in Twenty-five Lines) 

These manuscripts using the designation “twenty-five lines” follow a tradition of differentiating the 

Prajñāpāramitā sūtras by their length, and it is a new type of designation that began to be employed in 

India from the fourth to fifth century. The titles (a) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-dhāraṇī and 

(b) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-nāma-dhāraṇī (two manuscripts held by the University of Tokyo 

Library) clearly indicate that this sūtra is a dhāraṇī and possess one of the text’s most recent elements. 

There are also manuscripts of type (b) in which the word nāma is missing (Nepalese manuscript brought to 

Japan by Sakaki Ryōzaburō, Kyoto University no. 64, E 221-3). 

 

2. Nepalese Manuscripts in the University of Tokyo Library 

The University of Tokyo Library holds the largest number of Sanskrit manuscripts of the 

Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya. These are all manuscripts of the longer version, and they are all Nepalese 

manuscripts. Details of these manuscripts can be found Matsunami’s catalogue.
viii

 In 2006 they were 

digitized by the Institute of Oriental Culture (now known as the Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia) 

attached to the University of Tokyo and were made publicly accessible as image files as part of the 

Database of South Asian and Sanskrit Manuscripts. The titles of these manuscripts of the Prajñā-

pāramitā-hṛdaya may also be broadly divided into those containing the word hṛdaya and those preceded 

by the word pañcaviṃśatikā. 

(i) Manuscripts titled Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya (5 manuscripts)
ix
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 (a) Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya: 4 manuscripts (ID. 23,
x
 410, 676, 1547 [nos. 21, 196, 202, 420])

xi
 

 (b) Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtra: 1 manuscript (ID. 1712 [no. 476]) 

(ii) Manuscripts titled Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā (6 manuscripts) 

 (a) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-dhāraṇī: 3 manuscripts (ID. 489, 552, 689 [no. 199, 201, 

202]) 

 (b) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-nāma-dhāraṇī: 2 manuscripts (ID. 1352, 1646, [nos. 419, 421]) 

 (c) Pañcaviṃśatikā Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtra: 1 manuscript (ID. 1164 [no. 418]) 

As can be seen from the above, important characteristics of these Sanskrit manuscripts include the fact 

that they have the qualifier “in twenty-five lines” (pañcaviṃśatikā) not found in Chinese translations, 

almost all identify the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya as a dhāraṇī, and many of them did not circulate 

independently but were included in collections of dhāraṇīs (Dhāraṇī-saṃgraha). 

 

IV. Differences between the Two Manuscript Lineages of the Longer Version 

Many differences can be pointed out between the older manuscripts preserved in China and Japan and the 

newer manuscripts from Nepal. Next, I wish to list some of these. 

1. Salutation 

The edition by Max Müller and Nanjio (text M.) and Nakamura’s edition have “Homage to the Omniscient 

One” (namaḥ [Nakamura: namas] sarvajñāya), whereas the majority of Nepalese manuscripts have “Oṃ, 

homage to the Blessed Noble Perfection of Wisdom” (oṃ namo bhagavatyai āryaprajñāpāramitāyai). 

There are thus two types of salutation. 

2. Name of samādhi 

Japanese manuscripts deriving from Eun’s manuscript, including Nakamura’s edition, as well as text M., 

etc., have “profound awakening” (gambhīrāvasaṃbodha), whereas text W. and Nepalese manuscripts have 

“discourse on the Dharma (dharmaparyāya) called ‘Profound Radiance’ (gambhīrāvabhāsa).” In some 

Nepalese manuscripts dharmaparyāya is missing, and they have “entered the samādhi called ‘Profound 

Radiance’.” 
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3. Exposition of emptiness 

Japanese manuscripts deriving from Eun’s manuscript explain emptiness in three sections, but text W. and 

many Nepalese manuscripts omit the final third section (yad rūpaṃ sā śūnyatā yā śūnyatā tad rūpam). 

4. Categories of Buddhist concepts 

Japanese manuscripts deriving from Eun’s manuscript abbreviate the eighteen elements (dharma) with the 

word yāvan, but in text W. and Nepalese manuscripts they are not abbreviated. Many Nepalese 

manuscripts enumerate other categories in full too, although there are considerable differences among 

Nepalese manuscripts regarding the degree of detail. 

5. Mantra epithets 

Four mantra epithets are given towards the end of the text. They begin with the words: “The perfection of 

wisdom is (1) a great mantra” (prajñāpāramitā-mahāmantro). But text W. and many Nepalese manuscripts 

omit mahā in mahāmantra and have “the mantra of the perfection of wisdom is” (prajñāpāramitā-mantro), 

and they give only three mantra epithets. 

Further, in the final part of this section we read: “The mantra has been spoken [as follows] in the 

perfection of wisdom” (prajñāpāramitāyām ukto mantraḥ). But text W., Feer’s text, and several Nepalese 

manuscripts instead have “a mantra befitting the perfection of wisdom” (prajñāpāramitā-yukto mantraḥ). 

This is a central topic of this paper and will be discussed in detail later. 

6. Mantra of the perfection of wisdom 

Some Nepalese manuscripts add oṃ after tadyathā. This form with oṃ could be said to be the proper form 

of the mantra. Tadyathā is not part of the mantra itself and so has been treated separately in the English 

translation. 

7. Addition of mahāsattva (great being) 

Whereas Japanese manuscripts deriving from Eun’s manuscript have only bodhisattva-, text W. and many 

Nepalese manuscripts have “the bodhisattva and great being” (bodhisattvo mahāsattvaḥ). 

As can be seen in the above seven points, there are clear differences between the comparatively older 
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manuscripts preserved in Japan on the one hand and text W. and the more recent Nepalese manuscripts on 

the other. 

 

V. Variants of the Mantra Epithets 

Lastly, I wish to take up the question of the presence of the word dhāraṇī in the sūtra’s title and the 

inclusion of a mantra, the main topic of this paper, and in particular I shall consider the meaning of the 

mantra with a focus on variants of the mantra epithets while also ascertaining the sūtra’s background. 

The final section of the text gives five epithets of the mantra: 

Therefore, [Śāriputra,] it should be known that the perfection of wisdom is the great mantra, is the 

mantra of great knowledge, is the unsurpassed mantra, is the unequalled mantra, and is the mantra 

that pacifies all suffering, and because it is not false, it is true. 

Here the perfection of wisdom is described in terms of five kinds of mantras: (1) great mantra, (2) 

mantra of great knowledge, (3) unsurpassed mantra, (4) unequalled mantra, and (5) mantra that pacifies all 

suffering. Next, I wish to consider the context in which these epithets appear in a little more detail. 

(1) “Therefore, [Śāriputra,] it should be known that…” 

Here, Avalokiteśvara is directly addressing Śāriputra, and so I have supplemented “[Śāriputra]” in my 

translation. In point of fact, a tradition that explicitly mentions Śāriputra can be ascertained in Nepalese 

manuscripts and the Tibetan translations. 

However, there remains a question concerning the actual content of what “should be known.” In this 

regard the manuscripts of the longer version can be broadly divided into two groups. 

  (a) Therefore, it should be should known. ‘The perfection of wisdom is the great mantra…because it is 

not false, it is true.’ The mantra has been spoken in the perfection of wisdom. (tasmāj jñātavyam 

prajñāpāramitā mahāmantro … satyam amithyatvāt. prajñāpāramitāyām ukto mantraḥ) 

  (b) Therefore, it should be should known. ‘The mantra of the perfection of wisdom is.… Because it is 

correct and not false, it is the mantra befitting the perfection of wisdom.’ (tasmāt [tarhi śāriputra] 

jñātavyaḥ prajñāpāramitāmantro … samyak na mithyatvāt prajñāpāramitā-yukto mantraḥ) 
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Group (a) corresponds to the version adopted in my translation, and the content of what “should be 

known” goes only as far as “because it is not false, it is true.” This reading is supported by the editions of 

Nakamura, Shiraishi, and Conze based on the Japanese manuscripts. 

In group (b) the content of what “should be known” goes as far as “it is the mantra befitting the 

perfection of wisdom.” This reading is supported by the Nepalese manuscripts edited by Shiraishi, Feer’s 

text, and text W. edited by Max Müller and Nanjio. 

The difference between these two groups lies in the differences between the underlined passages. 

These represent differences in the original text, but they also reflect differences in the editors’ readings. At 

any rate, the meaning differs considerably as a result of this difference in sentence structure. 

Version (a), starting with “The perfection of wisdom is the great mantra,” gives five epithets in all. In 

contrast, version (b), starting with “The mantra of the perfection of wisdom is the mantra of great 

knowledge,” gives four epithets. Let us next consider each of these epithets in turn. 

(2) “The perfection of wisdom is the great mantra” 

The “perfection of wisdom” can refer either to the “teaching” of the perfection of wisdom or to a scripture 

in which the perfection of wisdom is taught. Here it is stated that the teaching of the “perfection of 

wisdom” is a mantra. In the original Sanskrit text of this section there are, broadly speaking, four variants. 

 (a) “The perfection of wisdom is the great mantra” (Eun’s manuscript and other Japanese manuscripts, 

Max Müller and Nanjio’s edition, Conze’s edition) 

 (b) “The great mantra of the perfection of wisdom” (Nakamura’s edition, Shiraishi’s edition) 

 (c) “The perfection of wisdom is a mantra” (Feer’s text) 

 (d) “The mantra of the perfection of wisdom” (text W. edited by Max Müller and Nanjio, Nepalese 

manuscripts edited by Shiraishi) 

In (a) and (b) “great” (mahā) has been added before “mantra,” whereas it is missing in (c) and (d). 

Further, (a) and (c) on the one hand and (b) and (d) on the other differ as to whether “perfection of 

wisdom” and “(great) mantra” are treated as a single compound or are read as separate nominatives, but 

this is a difference in the editors’ reading of the text and not a difference in the manuscripts themselves. 



9 

If the text is read as a compound, as in (b) and (d), it becomes a mantra epithet peculiar to the 

perfection of wisdom, and it becomes possible to read the text as “The (great) mantra of the perfection of 

wisdom is….” In this case “the (great) mantra of the perfection of wisdom” as a whole becomes the subject, 

and the following four mantra epithets can be read as predicates. 

Nakamura’s edition and Shiraishi’s edition adopt reading (b). Nakamura translates it as “The great 

mantra of the perfection of wisdom” (p. 181), while Shiraishi translates it as “It is the great spell of 

prajñāpāramitā” (p. 504). Because I take all the epithets as glosses on prajñāpāramitā, I adopt reading (a), 

in which prajñāpāramitā acts as the subject. 

Conze’s edition adopts reading (a), but he himself took “perfection of wisdom” and “great mantra” as 

objects, translating this section as “one should know the Prajñāpāramitā as the great spell.” 

In the Chinese translations, the translation attributed to Kumārajīva and Dānapāla’s translation have no 

equivalent of “great mantra,” but the translations by Xuanzang, Fayue 法月, Prajña and Liyan 利言 (故

知般若波羅蜜多、是大神咒), Facheng 法成 (是故當知般若波羅蜜多、大蜜咒者), and Zhihuilun 智慧

輪 (故知般若波羅蜜多、是大眞言) generally support reading (a). 

In contrast, the Tibetan translations in both the Prajñā section and the Tantra section of the Tibetan 

canon support reading (d), “mantra of the perfection of wisdom.” 

(3) “…is the great mantra, is the mantra of great knowledge, is the unsurpassed mantra, is the unequalled 

mantra, and is the mantra that pacifies all suffering” 

These five epithets have the perfection of wisdom as their subject and extol its outstanding qualities. The 

context is roughly the same in all the Sanskrit manuscripts of the longer version, but there are differences 

in translations of the longer version. Among the Tibetan and Chinese translations, the only translation to 

have this format of five epithets is Facheng’s Chinese translation. It has to be said rather that these five 

epithets are a characteristic limited to the Sanskrit text of the longer version. 

To explain in a little more detail, the Tibetan translations have four epithets, without the first, while in 

the Chinese translations apart from Facheng’s translation the fifth epithet reads “eliminates all suffering” 

and there is no equivalent of “mantra.” When one takes into account the fact that the Sanskrit text of the 
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shorter version has four epithets, it may be supposed that the Sanskrit text of the longer version with five 

epithets was established in later times. The treatment of the five epithets is set out in the following table. 

Mantra epithets in the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya 

Sanskrit text of 

longer version 

1. mahā- 

mantra 

2. mahāvidyā- 

mantra 

3. anuttara- 

mantra 

4. asamasama- 

mantra 

5. sarva-duḥkha- 

praśamana- 

mantra 

Tibetan 

translation 

  × rig pa chen po’i 

sngags 

bla na med pa’i 

sngags 

mi mnyam pa 

dang mnyam pa’i 

sngags 

sdug bsgal thams 

cad rab tu zhi bar 

byed pa’i sngags 

Kumārajīva   × 大明咒 無上明咒 無等等明咒 能除一切苦 

Xuanzang 大神咒 大明咒 無上咒 等等咒 能除一切苦 

Fayue 大神咒 大明咒 無上咒 無等等咒 能除一切苦 

Prajña & Liyan 大神咒 大明咒 無上咒 無等等咒 能除一切苦 

Zhihuilun 大真言 大明真言 無上真言 無等等真言 能除一切苦 

Facheng 大蜜咒 大明咒 無上咒 無等等咒 能除一切諸苦之咒 

Dānapāla   × 広大明

mahāvidyā? 

無上明 無等等明 而能息除一切苦悩 

Amoghavajra 麼賀滿怛嚕 麼賀尾儞也滿怛

囉 

阿耨哆囉滿怛囉 阿耨哆囉滿怛囉 薩[囉]嚩耨佉(欠)鉢

囉捨(舎)曩 

 

(4) “…is the mantra that pacifies all suffering” 

As has already been noted, it can be considered that the Sanskrit text of the shorter version has four 

epithets, while the Sanskrit text of the longer version basically has five epithets. The last point I wish to 

consider is this fifth and final epithet. 

To repeat, the fifth epithet in the longer version reads “is the mantra that pacifies all suffering,” but in 

the shorter version we find “[The perfection of wisdom] pacifies all suffering,” and the word “mantra” is 

missing. In other words, the shorter version has four epithets. In addition, all the Chinese translations of the 

longer version besides Facheng’s translation have the same format as the Sanskrit text of the shorter 

version. Why should this be so? 

The reason for this lies in the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra. The Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya is based on 

expanded versions of the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra, but the section with the epithets in question is not found in 

the corresponding passages in various versions of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, and it derives from 

the larger versions of the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra in 10,000, 18,000 and 25,000 lines. 
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For example, these latter larger versions of the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra (apart from the Sanskrit text of 

the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā) include a passage corresponding to “pacifies all suffering” in 

the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya. In particular, in the Chinese Dapin bore jing 大品般若經 the section 

corresponding to the mantra epithets is immediately followed by the statement “This perfection of wisdom 

eliminates all unwholesome things and establishes all wholesome things.” If “suffering” is substituted for 

“unwholesome things,” this more or less tallies with the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya. The situation is much the 

same in the Chinese Fangguang bore jing 放光般若經 and Second Assembly of the Da bore jing 大般

若經, and in the Tibetan translations we find: “This perfection of wisdom eliminates all unwholesome 

things, for it establishes all wholesome things.” 

Thus, in larger versions of the Prajñāpāramitā-sūtra the phrase “pacifies all suffering” does not 

qualify “mantra,” as in the Sanskrit text of the longer version of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya, and instead it 

is stated that “[the perfection of wisdom] pacifies all suffering.” The shorter version of the 

Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya follows this wording. 

On the basis of his own edition of the Sanskrit text of the longer version, Shiraishi translates this 

section “…is a spell that eliminates all suffering.” On the other hand, Nakamura’s translation differs from 

his own edition of the Sanskrit text, for he translates this section as “pacifies all suffering” and does not 

translate “mantra.” His translation thus has four epithets, but it has been influenced by the shorter version 

and is not accurate. 

(5) “Because it is not false, it is true.” 

This are, broadly speaking, two versions of this statement. 

 (a) “Because it is not false, it is true.” (satyam amithyatvāt) 

 (b) “It is correct and not false.” (samyaktvaṃ na mithyātvaṃ)  

Version (a) is found in the editions by Nakamura, Conze, and Shiraishi, while version (b) is found in 

the edition by Max Müller and Nanjio, text W. edited by Max Müller and Nanjio, and Feer’s text. 

In many of the Chinese translations (that attributed to Kumārajīva and those by Xuanzang, Fayue, 

Prajña, and Zhihuilun) the corresponding passage reads “It is true, for it is not false” (眞實不虛故), but in 
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the translations by Facheng (眞實無倒故、知般若波羅蜜多是秘密咒) and Dānapāla (是卽眞實無虛妄法、

諸修學者當如是學) the equivalent of the statement containing the earlier phrase “it should be known” 

comes at the end. Through the above analysis it has been possible, I believe, to reconfirm the difference 

between the two sentence structures mentioned above. 
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