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To refrain from doing any manner of evil,
to respectfully perform all varieties of good,

and to purify one’s own mind—
This is the teaching of all buddhas.

The Ekottara Āgama Sūtra
(T02 n.125 p.551a 13–14)

A Note on the Proper Care of Dharma Materials
Traditional Buddhist cultures treat books on Dharma as sacred. Hence it 
is considered disrespectful to place them in a low position, to read them 
when lying down, or to place them where they might be damaged by food 
or drink.
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Translator’s Introduction
As a continuation of my efforts to bring forth translations of impor-
tant bodhisattva path texts from the golden age of Classic Indian 
and Chinese Mahāyana Buddhism, I present here my English trans-
lation of The Ten Grounds Sutra (Daśabhūmika-sūtra) as translated into 
Chinese from Sanskrit in the early 5th century by Tripiṭaka Master 
Kumārajīva with the assistance of Tripiṭaka Master Buddhayaśas. 
The subject of this scripture is the bodhisattva’s progress through 
ten “grounds,” “planes,” or “levels” of spiritual path cultivation as 
he ascends from his initial state as a common person ensconced in 
cyclic existence up to that of a fully enlightened buddha who has 
reached the utmost, right, and perfect enlightenment.

There is no agreement on the actual origin of this Ten Grounds 
Sutra text. According to the tradition, it was originally the “Ten 
Grounds” chapter of the immense Avataṃsaka Sutra, but later cir-
culated independently as The Ten Grounds Sutra. A number of aca-
demics prefer to think that it was first an independently circulating 
scripture which was only later included in the Avataṃsaka Sutra. In 
any case, in addition to the later Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Mongolian 
editions of this text, there are six relatively early surviving Chinese 
editions as follows:

Dharmarakṣa (c. 297), T 283;
Kumārajīva assisted by Buddhayaśas (c. 408–412 ce),1 T 286;
Buddhabhadra (c. 418–20 ce), as Avataṃsaka Sutra Ch. 22, T 278;
Bodhiruci (c. 508–511 ce), embedded in Vasubhandu’s commen-

tary, T 1522;
Śikṣānanda (c. 695–699 ce), as Avataṃsaka Sutra Ch. 26, T 279;
Śīladharma (c. 790 ce), T 287.

There have been several translations of this text into English in one 
or another of its classical contexts, as follows:

Megumu Honda from the Sanskrit of the Daśabhūmika-sūtra;2
Buddhist Text Translation Society (partial) of Śikṣānanda’s ren-

dering of the Avataṃsaka Sutra’s Chapter 26;
Thomas Cleary, supposedly (but not really) from Śikṣānanda’s 

edition of the Avataṃsaka Sutra, this as Chapter 26 of his 
Flower Ornament Scripture.3
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The Megumu Honda translation was done in 1961–62 when he was 
still a student at Yale, and, although perhaps useful for beginning 
students of Sanskrit, its utility is diminished by the author’s early 
difficulties with both Sanskrit and English.

The BTTS effort is so far only a partial, consisting as it does of a 
translation of the first four of the ten grounds. I have been advised 
by a member of that translation team that, as of July, 2018, the tenta-
tive publication date for the rest of the Ten Grounds chapter is still 
two or more years away.

Regarding this Ten Grounds Sutra itself, Thomas Cleary’s trans-
lation, although represented as a translation of Chapter 26 of 
the Śikṣānanda edition of the Avataṃsaka Sutra, is instead appar-
ently a loose translation of the P. L. Vaidya Sanskrit edition of the 
Daśabhūmika-sūtra.

Although there are other schemas describing the levels of cul-
tivation through which one passes in cultivating the bodhisattva 
path, the “ten grounds” arrangement described in this text is really 
quite standard for the Classic Indian Mahāyana tradition. As listed 
in the introductory section of this chapter, these ten levels of prog-
ress along the bodhisattva path are as follows:

1) The Ground of Joyfulness (pramuditā);
2) The Ground of Stainlessness (vimalā);
3) The Ground of Shining Light (prabhākarī);
4) The Ground of Blazing Brilliance (arciṣmati);4

5) The Difficult-to-Conquer Ground (sudurjayā);
6) The Ground of Direct Presence (abhimukhī);
7) The Far-Reaching Ground (dūraṃgamā);
8) The Ground of Immovability (acalā);
9) The Ground of Excellent Intelligence (sādhumatī);5

10) The Ground of the Dharma Cloud (dharma-megha).

Each of these grounds is correlated with the practice of one of these 
ten perfections:

The perfection of giving (dāna-pāramitā);
The perfection of moral virtue (śīla-pāramitā);
The perfection of patience (kṣānti-pāramitā);
The perfection of vigor (vīrya-pāramitā);
The perfection of dhyāna meditation (dhyāna-pāramitā);
The perfection of wisdom (prajñā-pāramitā);
The perfection of skillful means (upāya-pāramitā);
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The perfection of vows (praṇidhāna-pāramitā);
The perfection of powers (bala-pāramitā);
The perfection of knowledge (jñāna-pāramitā).

There are also other correlations between particular grounds and 
important bodhisattva skills and capacities. Examples include:

The four means of attraction on the first four grounds;
The thirty-seven enlightenment factors on the fourth ground;
The four truths on the fifth ground;
The twelve links of conditioned arising on the sixth ground;
The unproduced-dharmas patience on the eighth ground;
The four unimpeded knowledges on the ninth ground.

According to this text, as the bodhisattva moves from one level 
to another in his cultivation of the ten grounds, he sees more and 
more buddhas, manifests more and more bodhisattva transforma-
tion bodies attended by bodhisattva retinues, and appears as a 
bodhisattva king in higher and higher stations of existence. This 
bodhisattva kingship phenomenon begins with his appearance as 
a king over the continent of Jambudvīpa on the first ground after 
which he appears as a king over all four continents on the second 
ground, appears as a king of the Trāyastriṃśa Heaven on the third 
ground, and so forth, finally culminating with his appearance as a 
king of the Akaniṣṭha Heaven on the tenth ground.

There were a number of difficulties that I encountered in trans-
lating this sutra from Chinese, most of which involve ambiguities 
in meaning introduced by the limitations of Chinese language in 
accurately reflecting Sanskrit technical term nuances. This prob-
lem is well evidenced by the particular Chinese-language tech-
nical term translations chosen by Kumārajīva. (The challenges I 
encountered in translating Śikṣānanda’s “Ten Grounds” chapter of 
the Avataṃsaka Sutra were nearly identical.) Fortunately, because I 
could consult the surviving Sanskrit edition, it was for the most 
part possible to trace the antecedent Sanskrit terms and then choose 
somewhat more accurate English technical term translations than 
would have resulted from simply trying to translate Kumārajīva’s 
terms directly from Chinese. Relative clarity in this matter was 
aided somewhat by J. Rahder’s Glossary.6 Even though the P. L. 
Vaidya Sanskrit edition dates from roughly a millennium after the 
Śikṣānanda and Kumārajīva editions, I think it is still mostly valid 
to rely on it for this purpose because, even as aspects of meaning at 
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the sentence and paragraph level of the Sanskrit manuscript morph 
over time with each recopying or transcription from memory, tech-
nical terms still tend to remain unchanged. The same cannot be said 
for the actual text of the scripture because we can readily observe 
very obvious differences between the Sanskrit edition and the very 
early Śikṣānanda and Kumārajīva editions.

The first and most obvious problem is the difficulty which 
the Chinese translations have in reliably reflecting the difference 
between technical terms such as jñāna (knowledge, cognition, etc.) 
and prajñā (wisdom). In an ideal translation world, Kumārajīva and 
Śikṣānanda would have very rigorously stuck with simply zhi (智) 
for “jñāna / knowledge” and zhihui (智慧) for “prajñā / wisdom,” but 
this is not the case, especially in the translation of verse lines where 
the need for extreme economy in composing Chinese 5- or 7-char-
acter verse lines where it often became necessary to shorten zhi-
hui (智慧) to simply zhi (智), thereby accidentally obscuring for the 
Chinese reader the difference between “wisdom” and “knowledge.” 
I found that this problem was fairly easily overcome through con-
sulting the Sanskrit.

Other technical terms which initially produced difficulties due 
to the widely varying and sometimes deceptive Chinese transla-
tions were adhyāsaya (usually “higher aspirations,” etc.), āśaya 
(usually “intentions,” “resolute intentions,” “dispositions,” “incli-
nations,” etc.), and adhimukti (usually “resolute beliefs,” “resolute 
faith,” “convictions,” etc.). Had I not closely tracked the Sanskrit 
text, it would have been nearly impossible to accurately translate 
these terms and preserve their distinctions.

Due to the particular need of specialists and advanced students 
to closely track and distinguish technical terms and other issues 
such as these, I have embedded the alphabetical Sanskrit section 
headings of the P. L. Vaidya Sanskrit edition These very helpful 
alphabetical section markers originate with Johannes Rahder who 
embedded them in his 1923 and 1926 editions of the Daśabhūmika-
Sūtra.7 In all cases I have placed these alphabetical section headings 
within the texts in bolded reduced-font “curly brackets” or “braces” 
as follows: {A}, {B}, {AA}, etc.

In bringing forth this translation, I making no claims to absolute 
accuracy. Though I have been assisted by critical comments from 
about a half dozen colleagues, it is still possible that there is room 
for improvement even after going through the manuscript so many 
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times. I hope that readers who notice errors or infelicities will favor 
me with constructive email criticism via the Kalavinka website. I 
hope that this edition will at least encourage a deeper study of this 
text by students of the Dharma.
Bhikshu Dharmamitra
Seattle
July 4, 2019
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Introduction Endnotes

1.		 Citing Kusugai, Richard Robinson (Early Mādhyamika in India and 
China, p. 76) says that Kumārajīva is said to have “procrastinated 
about starting work on the Daśabhūmika until Buddhayaśas joined 
him in the undertaking.” Buddhayaśas arrived in Chang’an in 408, 
so the translation must date from around that time.

2.		 Sinor, D., Raghu Vira, Honda, Megumu, & Permanent International 
Altaistic Conference. (1968).  Studies in South, East, and Central Asia 
: Presented as a memorial volume to the late Professor Raghu Vira  (Śata-
piṭaka series ; v. 74). New Delhi: International Academy of Indian 
Culture.

3.		 Cleary, T. (1984). The Flower Ornament Scripture : A Translation of 
the Avatamsaka Sutra. Boulder : [New York]: Shambhala Publications 
; Distributed in the U.S. by Random House.

4.		 SA,SD, and Prajñā all translate the name of this bhūmi as “the Ground 
of Blazing Intelligence” (焰慧地). This appears to be the result of an 
error arising from misinterpreting the Sanskrit name (arciṣmatī) by 
mistaking a suffix indicating possession (-mat modified to agree 
with the feminine noun bhūmi to become -matī) for a completely 
unrelated word that means “intelligence,” “intellect,” “mind” (mati). 
(BB, BR, KB, and the Tibetan all recognize –matī as a possessive suf-
fix and hence accord with the Sanskrit meaning.) I have chosen to 

“bridge” the problem by translating the name of this ground as “the 
Ground of Blazing Brilliance” in order to allow both meanings the 
be reflected in the word “blazing” and thus more or less accurately 
translate both the (seemingly erroneous) SA translation and the cor-
rect meaning of the Sanskrit.

5.		 There seem to be two distinctly different understandings of the 
meaning of this ground:

DR, SA, BB, BR, SD, and Prajñā all translate the name of this bhūmi 
as “the Ground of Excellent Intelligence” (善慧地). DR translates that 
same meaning slightly differently: (善哉意). The Tibetan translation 
also corresponds to this with “the Ground of Excellent Insight“ (legs 
pa’i blo gros). Strictly speaking, one could infer that most of these ren-
derings appear be the result of an error arising from misinterpret-
ing the Sanskrit name (sādhumatī) by mistaking a suffix indicating 
possession (-mat modified to agree with the feminine noun bhūmi 
to become -matī) for a completely unrelated word that means “intel-
ligence,” “intellect,” or “mind” (mati).
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Of all of the Chinese and Tibetan translators, it appears that the 
Kumārajīva-Buddhayaśas translation team may have been the only 
one to render the name of this bhūmi more or less in accordance with 
the above-referenced “strictly correct” interpretation of the Sanskrit 
term as “the Ground of Sublime Goodness” (妙善地). The KB edition 
only employs the possibly erroneous Chinese and Tibetan default 
rendering once (in its initial listing of the ten bodhisattva grounds), 
but otherwise accords with the strictly grammatically correct inter-
pretation of the term throughout its detailed discussion of the ninth 
bhūmi itself.

6.		 Glossary of the Sanskrit, Tibetan, Mongolian, and Chinese Versions 
of the Daśabhūmika-Sūtra. Compiled by J. Rahder. (Buddhica, 
Documents et Travaux pour l’Étude du Bouddhisme publiés sous 
la direction de J. Przyluski; Deuxième Série; Documents—Tome I). 
Paris: Librarie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1928.

7.		 On page vii in his Introduction to his Glossary of the Sanskrit, Tibetan, 
Mongolian and Chinese Versions of the Daśabhūmika-Sūtra, Rahder says, 

“capital letters between brackets refer to the sections of the chapters 
as indicated in my edition (1926).” (They are also present in his 1923 
edition of the Daśabhūmikasutra that was published together with the 
Bodhisattvabhūmi with only the minor oversight of having left out “A” 
and “B” at the very beginning of the first bhūmi.)
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