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Taking Dongshan Liangjie’s reference to a “chicken-scaring rhinoceros™ as a starting point,
this paper explores the cultural and literary significance of the rhinoceros with special atten-
tion to Buddhism. I argue that the precise parameters of the rhinoceros’ significance were
never firmly established, in part because it remained an exotic animal. Further, the horn of
the rhinoceros often stood for the whole, even though horn and animal have very different
meanings. From a very early period the horn was closely associated with the supernatural
and with curative powers, and thus is valued as a medicine. By the end of the Tang dynasty
the rhinoceros as an animal was perceived as an exotic tribute, one that was out of place in
the capital. Through the new vuefu of Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi, a tribute rhinoceros came to
represent the failure of Dezong’s rule in the late eighth century. I show that this was likely
the source for Dongshan’s remark, and then explore the interpretative possibilities of this
phrase. The ambiguity of his remark—in comparison with other kinds of utterances from
Chan teachers—helps to clarify the range of strategies used in middle-period Chan texts and
the hermeneutic challenges they present.

In the sayings attributed to the > A L AT (807-896), the Chan master
1s asked by a student, “Why did the First Patriarch come from the west?” To this Dongshan is
said to have replied, “it is much like a chicken-scaring rhinoceros”™ A {AEZ 2B, ! While the
question is a frequent one in Chan texts, Dongshan’s reply is striking, for both its mention of
the unusual animal and its particular description.* One approach to exchanges such as these
has been to see them as non sequiturs intended to cut off unproductive lines of thought; this
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|. This appears in the earliest record of Dongshan’s life and teaching included in the Collection of the Patri-
arch’s Hall (Zutang ji f1754E), compiled in 952. See Zutang ji %54, comp. Jing 1if and Jun # (Beijing: Zhon-
ghua shuju, 2007), 297. The exchange is also found in subsequent biographies and yulu. See Junzhou Dongshan
Wuben Chanshi yulu Fy0 il TE A GLIIEEER, in Taisho shinshii daizokyo, ed. Takakusu Junjird et al. (Tokyo:
Taish0 Issaikyd Kankokai, 1924-32), 47: 512a10. Henceforth this collection will be cited simply as 7, followed by
volume number, page, register, and line number where applicable. See also Ruizhou Dongshan Liangjie Chanshi
yulu Fig M L [0y BRI G B, T 47: 523¢24; and Jingde chuandeng lu, T 51:322b03. The first two texts are late,
compiled in the Ming dynasty and in eighteenth-century Japan respectively. The Jingde chuandeng [u dates Irom
[004. For all texts in the Buddhist canon, I have relied on the online editions provided by the SAT Daizokyo Text
Database, http://21dzk.l.u-tokyo.ac.)p/SAT/ and Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association, www.cbeta.org.

2. This exchange stood out for a reviewer of William Powell's translation: Timothy Barrett notes that Powell’s
footnote on this exchange inaccurately presents the story of the rhinoceros presented to Dezong. Timothy Barrett,
review ol The Record of Tung-shan, by William E Powell, tr., Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
51 (1988): 405-6.
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