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Emperor Wu of Liang’s Practices in the Light of
Buddhist Historiography

ENDO Yusuke

Summary
Previous research on the religious practices of Emperor Wu of Liang (464-549;
r. 502-549) examined each type of practice associated with him individually.
This study builds on prior research to comprehensively investigate how Emperor Wu
perceived his religious practices. This study identifies siitra lectures, self-sacrifice,
building Buddha statues, and building pagodas as representative practices of
Emperor Wu; it explores the ideological background to these various practices,
finding that all of them were based on faith in Sakyamuni, the ideal of the cakra-
vartin (a wheel-turning emperor), and Maitreya Bodhisattva (the future buddha).

This tripartite focus of his practices and faith reflects his worldview informed
by Buddhist historiography. From the vantage of Buddhist historiography, Emperor
Wu thought of himself as a cakravartin in the era of semblance dharma. More
specifically, Emperor Wu viewed himself as a “Gold Wheel-Turning Bodhisattva
King” (the supreme kind of cakravartin), had a strong sense of mission and a
sense of crisis of the times, which informed his practice of lecturing on sitras,
self-sacrifice, building Buddha statues, and building pagodas to promote Bud-
dhism.

As seen in Emperor Wu’s self-sacrifice, his practices, based on Buddhist
historiography, prioritized bodhisattva practices based on the premise of rein-
carnation rather than the pursuit of worldly political and economic benefits. As
the emperor who founded the Liang Dynasty (502-557), Emperor Wu had out-
standing practical abilities; therefore, it cannot be assumed that he was ascetic.
Although some of Emperor Wu’s religious practices were extreme, he believed,
based on Buddhist thought, that statecraft and bodhisattva practices were not
contradictory but rather inseparable. Aware of the potential for excess in reli-
gious devotion, he likely sought to balance his duties. Although he was criticized

for having lost his balance, his practice was supported by famous monks who
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became part of mainstream Buddhism in the Six Dynasties period (220-589).
Future research on this topic should elaborate on these noteworthy aspects of the
Buddhist culture of the Six Dynasties period.
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