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JOURNEY TO THE WEST: THE ENDURING LEGACY OF SI
YU KI HIUEN TSIANG

Few names  in  the  history  of  cultural  exchange  and  spiritual
pilgrimage resonate as profoundly as that of Si Yu Ki Hiuen
Tsiang. For students of history, religion, and literature, this name
evokes a tale of unparalleled bravery, intellectual rigor, and a
deep, abiding commitment to truth. While many may recognize
the name Hiuen Tsiang (more commonly known in modern Pinyin
as Xuanzang) from the classic Chinese novel Journey to the West,
the historical reality behind the legend is even more remarkable.
The phrase "Si Yu Ki" itself is a romanization of the title of his
most famous work, Da Tang Xi Yu Ji (Great Tang Records on the
Western  Regions),  often  abbreviated  as  Si-Yu-Ki.  This  article
delves into the extraordinary life of the monk Hiuen Tsiang and
the monumental significance of the record he left behind, the Si
Yu Ki.

The Calling: Who Was
Hiuen Tsiang?
Born into a family of scholars in 602 CE near Luoyang, China,
Hiuen  Tsiang  displayed  an  exceptional  intellect  and  a  deep
spiritual inclination from a young age. Orphaned at an early age,
he entered a monastery at thirteen and was fully ordained as a
Buddhist monk by the age of twenty. His quest for understanding
the Dharma—the teachings of the Buddha—was relentless. He
traveled  extensively  across  China,  studying  under  various
masters  of  different  Buddhist  schools,  primarily  the  Mahayana
tradition.
However, as his knowledge deepened, so too did his unease. He
encountered  significant  discrepancies  in  the  Buddhist  scriptures
that were available in Chinese. The texts were fragmentary, often
contradictory, and had been translated from various Sanskrit and
Prakrit sources over centuries, leading to confusion about core
doctrines,  particularly  concerning the nature  of  consciousness
and the "storehouse consciousness" (Alaya-vijnana) as taught in
the Yogacara school. Hiuen Tsiang became convinced that the
only way to resolve these contradictions and establish a solid
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foundation for Buddhism in China was to travel to the source:
India, the birthplace of Buddhism. He needed to find the original
Sanskrit  texts  and  study  at  the  great  monastic  university  of
Nalanda. This was the singular, burning motivation that set the
stage for his epic journey.

The Great Pilgrimage: To
the Western Regions
In 629 CE, the Tang Emperor Taizong had imposed a strict ban on
travel  abroad  due  to  ongoing  conflicts  with  the  Eastern  Turkic
Khaganate. Defying the imperial decree, Hiuen Tsiang departed
Chang’an  (modern-day  Xi’an)  under  the  cover  of  darkness,
embarking on a perilous journey that would last seventeen years.
This is the journey he would later chronicle in his masterpiece,
the Si Yu Ki.
The route of Si Yu Ki Hiuen Tsiang was not a direct path. It was a
grueling odyssey through some of the most unforgiving terrain on
Earth. He traversed the Gobi Desert, where he famously survived
by following the tracks of camels and relying on his unshakable
will. He crossed the treacherous icy passes of the Tian Shan and
Pamir mountains, known as the "Roof of the World." He passed
through the lush oasis cities of the Tarim Basin, like Turfan and
Kucha, which were vibrant centers of Central Asian Buddhism. His
journey took him through what is now Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan,
Afghanistan, and Pakistan, before finally arriving in India.
The historical figure of Hiuen Tsiang was no mythical superhero;

he  was  a  man  of  flesh  and  blood  who  faced  bandits,  hostile
rulers, starvation, and the constant threat of death. Yet, his faith
and purpose were unwavering. His interactions with the various
kings and Buddhist communities he encountered along the way
demonstrate his diplomatic skill and profound scholarship. He did
not simply pass through these lands; he studied their languages,
customs, and art, absorbing the cultural tapestry of the Silk Road.
This  meticulous  observation  is  what  gives  the  Si  Yu  Ki  its
enduring value as a historical and geographical document.

Deciphering the Si Yu Ki:
More Than Just a
Travelogue
The Da Tang Xi Yu Ji, or Si Yu Ki, is a monumental work that
defies  easy  categorization.  Commissioned  by  Emperor  Taizong
upon Hiuen Tsiang's  return in  645 CE,  it  is  a  comprehensive
account of the lands, peoples, cultures, and, most importantly,
the state of Buddhism in the regions he visited. It is a work of
extraordinary scholarship, dictated by Hiuen Tsiang to his disciple
Bianji. The text is organized as a geographical survey, describing
the journey westward from China and then back east, covering
over one hundred and thirty country-states.
What makes the Si Yu Ki so unique is its staggering breadth and
depth.  It  is  not  merely  a  personal  diary;  it  is  a  systematic
encyclopedia.  For each region, Hiuen Tsiang provides detailed
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information on:

Geography and Climate: Descriptions of the land,
distances between cities, and the nature of the terrain.
Political Systems and Government: The names of
rulers, their military strength, and administrative
structures.
Economy and Produce: Details on local goods, trade, and
natural resources.
Language and Scripts: Observations on the different
languages and writing systems used.
Customs and Social Life: Rich descriptions of local dress,
food, marriage customs, and social hierarchies.
Religious Landscape: The most detailed accounts of the
state of Buddhism, including the number of monasteries,
monks, stupas, and the specific schools of thought
practiced. He also meticulously documented the prevalence
of other religions like Hinduism, Jainism, and
Zoroastrianism.

For  example,  his  description  of  the  great  Nalanda university,
where  he  spent  five  years  studying  and  debating,  is  the  most
complete  primary  account  of  that  legendary  institution.  He
describes its towering walls, its eight distinct halls, its towering
library, and the rigorous curriculum of its ten thousand monks.
Without the Si Yu Ki, much of our knowledge of Nalanda's golden
age would be lost to history.

The Historical and
Archaeological Triumph of
the Si Yu Ki
The text of Si Yu Ki Hiuen Tsiang is not just a fascinating read
from an ancient traveler; it has proven to be an invaluable tool
for modern historians and archaeologists. In the 19th and early
20th centuries, as British and other European scholars sought to
understand the buried history of  India and Central  Asia,  they
turned to Hiuen Tsiang’s writings as a literal guidebook.
Perhaps the most famous example of this is the rediscovery of
the ancient city of Kusinagara (modern Kushinagar), the place
where the Buddha attained Mahaparinirvana (passed away). By
the  19th  century,  the  exact  location  of  this  most  sacred  of
Buddhist pilgrimage sites had been lost. Armed with a translation
of the Si Yu Ki, archaeologists like Alexander Cunningham, the
founder of  the Archaeological  Survey of  India,  followed Hiuen
Tsiang’s detailed directions. The monk had described the city’s
location,  its  surrounding  landscape,  and  the  specific  monument
marking  the  Buddha’s  death,  an  enormous  reclining  Buddha
statue. Following these clues, Cunningham and his team were
able to excavate the site and identify the ruins of Kushinagar, one
of the most important discoveries in Buddhist archaeology.
Similarly,  the  accounts  in  the  Si  Yu  Ki  were  instrumental  in
identifying the ancient city of Sravasti, another key site from the



4

4 Si Yu Ki Hiuen Tsiang 2025-11-27

Buddha's  life,  as  well  as  numerous  stupas  and  monasteries
across the Gangetic plains. For the regions of Central Asia, the
work provides a  crucial  picture of  flourishing Buddhist  kingdoms
that  were later  overwhelmed by the spread of  Islam, helping
scholars  piece  together  the  history  of  the  Silk  Road  and  its
cultural transmission. The Si Yu Ki is, without a doubt, the single
most important historical source for understanding the world of
Buddhism in the 7th century.

The Spiritual and
Intellectual Harvest
When  Hiuen  Tsiang  finally  returned  to  Chang'an  in  645  CE,  he
brought with him not just the text of the Si Yu Ki, but a massive
treasure:  six  hundred  and  fifty-seven  Sanskrit  manuscripts,
loaded onto twenty horses. The Emperor Taizong, initially angry
at his defiance, was so impressed by the monk’s scholarship and
the  information  he  brought  back  that  he  forgave  him  and
provided immense resources for his next great task: translation.
For the remaining nineteen years of his life, Hiuen Tsiang headed
the  largest  and  most  rigorous  translation  project  in  Chinese
history.  He established a massive translation bureau, bringing
together the finest scholars,  monks,  and linguists in the empire.
Unlike  earlier,  more  liberal  translations  that  paraphrased  the
spirit of the text, Hiuen Tsiang insisted on faithfulness to the
original Sanskrit. He sought to create precise, technical, and
philosophically  accurate Chinese versions of  the core texts of

Yogacara  Buddhism,  also  known  as  the  Consciousness-Only
school.  His  translation of  the Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra  alone
runs to six hundred fascicles.
This  work  fundamentally  reshaped  the  landscape  of  Chinese
Buddhism. The doctrines of  Yogacara,  with their  sophisticated
analysis of perception and consciousness, became a major school
of  thought  in  East  Asia.  Hiuen  Tsiang’s  commentaries  and
discourses, recorded by his disciples, further established him as a
giant of Buddhist philosophy. The Si Yu Ki, therefore, is not a
standalone  adventure  story.  It  is  the  prelude  to,  and  the
justification for, a life of disciplined scholarship that provided the
textual and doctrinal bedrock for centuries of Buddhist practice in
China, Korea, and Japan.

The Legacy of Si Yu Ki
Hiuen Tsiang Today
Today, the legacy of Si Yu Ki Hiuen Tsiang is more vibrant than
ever. The literary masterpiece that is the Journey to the West has
made the fictionalized character of the "Tang Monk" a household
name across East Asia. However, a growing interest in the real
man and his real achievements has led to a revival of scholarship
on his life and work.
The Si Yu Ki itself continues to be a primary source for academic
research.  Studies  of  its  language,  its  geography,  and  its
description  of  medical  practices,  currencies,  and  political
alliances all provide a rich vein of data for historians. It is a key
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text  for  understanding  the  "Buddhist  International"  that
connected  Asia  from  Persia  to  Japan.
Furthermore, Hiuen Tsiang’s story serves as a powerful symbol of
cultural exchange and intellectual courage. He embodies the idea
that seeking truth requires sacrifice,  perseverance, and an open
mind. The sites he visited, particularly in India and China, are now
destinations for heritage tourism, with trail maps based directly
on the routes detailed in the Si Yu Ki. Modern-day pilgrims and
history enthusiasts are walking in the footsteps of Si Yu Ki Hiuen
Tsiang,  retracing  his  journey  to  experience  the  history  he
chronicled.

Conclusion

The story of  Si  Yu Ki  Hiuen Tsiang is  a tapestry woven from
threads  of  adventure,  faith,  scholarship,  and  cross-cultural
dialogue.  He  was  a  man  driven  by  a  single,  profound
question—the search for true Dharma—whose answer changed
the world. The work he left behind, the Si Yu Ki, is not merely the
memoir of a journey; it  is a gift  to history. It  is a meticulous
snapshot of a vanished world, a key that unlocked lost cities, a
bridge that connected the great civilizations of China and India,
and  a  testament  to  the  power  of  a  single,  dedicated  life  to
illuminate the past for all future generations. From the monastery
of Luoyang to the gates of Nalanda, the path of Si Yu Ki Hiuen
Tsiang  remains  one  of  the  most  inspiring  journeys  ever
undertaken  by  a  human  being.


