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Reinventing the Wheel
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9 The Harsacarita of Banabbatta, 84. 21.

10 Mababbarata, 3. 200. 34.

' Markandeya-purana, 11. 31.

12 Rajatarangini, p. 289.

13 prabandbacintamani (Wishingstone of Narratives), p. 180.

14 Monika Zin and Dieter Schlingloff, Samsaracakra: Das Rad Der Wiedergebrgeburten

in Dei Indischen Uberlieferung, pp. 7-8.

15 Monika Zin and Dieter Schlingloff, Samsdracakra: Das Rad Der Wiedergebrgeburten
in Dei Indischen Uberlieferung, pp. 1-16.
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20 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “The Persian Wheel,” pp. 283-284; Berthold Laufer, “The
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23 Terry S. Reynolds, Stronger Than a Hundred Men: A History of the Vertical Water
Wheel, p. 14; Thorkild Schigler, Roman and Islamic Water-Lifting Wheels.

24 Yrfan Habib, “Joseph Needham and The History of Indian Technology,” pp. 245-274.
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S (R =BRIEAE) - T15, no. 643, p. 674b

32 Karl Helm, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, p. 173.
33 Anugita, chap. xxx. 1-10 (vol. viii, pp. 355-357).
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34 Visuddbimagga, vii, 7, p. 193.
35 TREEE— - 42 50FHI > (BEOFEL FE) > H 192-197; Monika Zin and Dieter

Schlingloff, Samsaracakra: Das Rad Der Wiedergebrgeburten in Dei Indischen
Uberlieferung.

36 Hajime Nakamura, Indian Buddbism, p. 51.
37 Cullavagga, 122. 15-16.

38 Samantapdasadika Vinayapitakatthakathd: Buddbaghosa’s Commentary on  the
Vinaya Pitaka, 1208. 9.

39 V. Treckner, W. Andersen, H. Smith and Hendriksen, Critical Pali Dictionary1, p. 423.
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4 (RAH—VIARESRIT)  T23, no. 1442, p. 811ab

42 Stephen F. Teiser, Reinventing the Wheel: Paintings of Rebirth in Medieval Buddbist
Temples, p. 234.
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and Doxography,” pp. 125-145 »
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The Origin of Waterwheel in the Samsaracakra (Wheel of Life)

and its Transformations in Mahayana Buddhism

Zhu Tian-shu
Assistant Professor, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities
University of Macau

Abstract

The wheel of life (samsaracakra) is a special iconographic wheel shape found in
Buddhist art. It represents the Buddhist view of the cosmos, life, and causality. The
vinaya of the Sarvastivada, a Hinayana school, provides a detailed structural
description of the wheel of life image. In the same time period, variations of this
iconography appeared within the areas of East Asia and Central Asia where
Mahayana Buddhism (including Tantric Buddhism) was dominant. One might ask
what was the original model for the samsaracakra wheel? Mahayana Buddhism
and Hinayana Buddhism can be quite different in doctrine and so a more
fundamental question might be: What are the fundamental differences between the
images of the wheel of life that appeared in the regions influenced by Mahayana
Buddhism and the descriptions of this iconography in the Hinayana text? Based on
studies of related literature and an analysis of visual images, this article proposes
that the configuration of the iconography of the wheel of life had its origin in a
waterwheel. Taking into account the complicated history of waterwheels
throughout the world, this article suggests that the image of the wheel of life
initially referred to the manual noria type of waterwheel found in India, and in
addition, that the emergence of the images of the wheel of life in China was related
to the wide-spread use of the Chinese style waterwheel, namely the tongche.
According to the description in the Chinese translation of the Miilasarvastivadin-
vinaya, water containers were positioned along the rim of the wheel. Among the
existing images of the wheel of life, there are depictions of these water containers
representing three different areas of the world. This article proposes that these
water containers, positioned along the rim of the wheel of life, may represent the
intermediate after-death stage called zhongyou, or antarabbava. In addition, this
study will consider certain major changes in the iconography of the wheel of life.
These changes point to the variant interpretations in Mahayana Buddhism of the
Dharma, the world of samsara, the path of liberation, and Buddha’s views.
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