
eventh century
Chinese pilgrim and
scholar-monk Xuan
Zang, also known as
Hsüan-Tsang, is a
traveller-historian,
familiar to Indians.

The Chinese
Consulate General
in Kolkata has
decided to use his

work at a public event here to
explain the depth of China's rela-
tionship with India over the last
1400 years, and focus on ‘coopera-
tion.’

The themed seminar on ‘Xuan
Zang and China-India Friendly
Interactions’ traces the philoso-
pher's role ‘in strengthening Indo-
China relations.’ It has been
organised by the Consulate in
association with Nalanda
University. Ma Zhanwu, the
Consul General said that India
and China have a long history of
‘shared interests’ and the time is
just right to discuss them. “We
should not focus on differences
and overlook shared interests and
(should not) ignore the possibility
of cooperation. We are having this
seminar to send this message to
the people in India.”

This Chinese pilgrim is the
core reference to a lot of what we
know of India, through his jour-
nals. His is a very interesting per-
sonal life, and little has been pub-
lic, but here are some details.
Xuanzang belonged to a class of
elite public officials, who served
the emperors. His grandfather had
been the head of the Imperial
University at Beijing, and the
reigning Emperor had endowed
the family with the revenues of a
medium-sized town. But
Xuanzang was born into a world

that was descending into anarchy,
as violent resistance brought
about the collapse of the Sui
Dynasty.

According to Xuanzang's biog-
rapher, “The streets were filled
with bleached bones and the
burned ruins of buildings. At this
time, the books of Confucius and
the sacred pages of Buddha were
forgotten, everyone was occupied
with the arts of war.” Despairing
of life in his homeland, Xuanzang
became a Buddhist monk and in
629, set off on a pilgrimage to the
Buddhist Holy Places in India,
hoping to seek out the intellectual
centre of his faith at Nalanda.

Xuanzang wanted to go west to
India to learn more about
Buddhism, but at the time, the
emperor had forbidden travel out-
side China. Xuanzang respected
authority and he struggled with a
decision on whether or not to
make the journey. Xuanzang, a
brilliant and devout man, in the
end believed that going to India
was the only way to answer ques-
tions that troubled Chinese
Buddhists. He started a seventeen-
year journey that year, much of it
spent as a fugitive and travelling
under the cover of darkness.

Xuanzang travelled along what
we now know as the Silk Road. He
survived the dangerous
Taklamakan Desert and contin-
ued through the high and harsh

mountains of Tian Shan (literally,
mountains of the heavens or sky).
The Silk Road took him through
countries ruled by powerful lead-
ers, who, sometimes, wanted to
keep him in their kingdom rather
than allow him to travel on. His
intelligence and calm devotion to
Buddhism convinced these lead-
ers to help him in this quest to
reach India. He was to have many
adventures, as he worked his way

through India, on to Nepal, the
home of the Buddha, and then to
Nalanda, where he spent many
years living with the greatest
teachers and thinkers of this time.
Before he returned home,
Xuanzang had converted pirates,
who meant to rob and kill him,
survived deadly typhoons, and
won a Great Debate in front of
thousands of wise men in India.

Xuanzang reached the mahavi-

hara, or Great Monastery, after
two years of adventures and sever-
al near-fatal encounters with brig-
ands and robbers. On arrival, he
performed an emotional circum-
ambulation of the sutra deposito-
ry and library, a round, stupa-like
structure at the centre of the uni-
versity complex. He then visited
the eight lecture halls, numerous
stupas, five temples and three hun-
dred individual apartments,

which housed the ten thousand
monks and scholars, who at any
one time, gathered there. Between
them, they studied the texts of the
different schools of Mahayana
and Hinayana Buddhism, as well
as the Vedas, logic, grammar, phi-
losophy, medicine, mathematics,
Sanskrit, astronomy, literature
and magic. Water clocks kept
track of the time and gongs were
beaten to announce the hours of
prayer and study.

“The priests, to the number of
several thousands, are men of the
highest ability and talent,” wrote
Xuanzang. “Their distinction is
very great at the present time. The
rules of this convent are severe
and all the priests are bound to
observe them. The day is not suffi-
cient for asking and answering
profound questions. From morn-
ing until night, they engage in dis-
cussions, the old and the young
mutually help each other.”

In 643, after more than a
decade in India, Xuanzang finally
announced his intention to
return to China, to the baffle-
ment of his colleagues at
Nalanda. But Xuanzang's mind
was made up. A local Buddhist
ruler provided the funds for a
major return expedition across
Central Asia, that carried 657
books bound in 520 cases, plus a
large collection of statues and
relics, each of which would, in

 Reduce screen time and discon-
nect when you need to focus on
other tasks. Minimise children's
screen time, and limit them to
educational content, when they
do have access to these devices.

 Spend time outdoors and in
nature. This has scientifically
proven benefits for our attention
spans, and even for our overall
intellectual capacity.

 Do exercise. Physical activity is

beneficial for both physical and
mental health. It is especially
good for our attention spans,
memory, emotional regulation
and mood.

 Ensure that you have good sleep
hygiene by reducing stimulation
before bedtime.

 Follow a balanced diet, paying
attention to antioxidants and
minerals, which are essential to
proper brain function.

 Build routines that discourage
you from being drawn in by digi-
tal distractions. This can include
meditation, listening to music,
or reading.

Adapt to your environment. If you
work from home, for example,
keep a separate space for work,
and keep anything work-related
out of sight unless it is being
used. More generally, use timers
to carry out longer tasks and
take short breaks. You can then
gradually, but consciously,
increase the time you spend con-
centrating on a task. The order
of tasks is also important. Do
the activities that require
more attention or efforts first,
and then finish with easier
ones as our attention tends to
wane as we get tired.

While Xuanzang was away, the new Emperor Taizong had consolidated the
power of the Tang dynasty with the aid of the Buddhist Shaolin fighter-monks.
In recognition of this, at his inauguration, he invited Buddhist monks to the
Imperial Palace to conduct a seven-day service, which included the ordination of
3000 monks. Now, he greeted Xuanzang like a returning hero, personally going
out to meet him at the city limits of Chang'an amid great fanfare. 

Observing the galaxy as it was 1.5
billion years after the big bang
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World Rum Day
um has a history that dates back at least several centuries. Distilled from either the molasses or juice
that comes from sugarcane, rum is a deliciously sweet liquor that is enjoyed the world over. With a
reputation that is related to pirates and revolutions, rum brings with it a unique and fascinating
background. World Rum Day celebrates the rum itself and its somewhat sordid past, as well as the
community of makers, bartenders and drinkers, whose lives are made a little better by rum!
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it happens here...
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Singh VrC (Retd)
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“The surest sign that
intell igent l ife exists

elsewhere in the universe
is that it  has never tried

to contact us .”
-Bill  WatTerson

n international
team of
astronomers have
used the James
Webb Space
Telescope to detect
organic molecules

in the most distant part of the
universe to date. The kind of
molecules discovered are
abundant on Earth in the
form of smoke, soot and
smog.

The researchers used the
Webb telescope to find organ-
ic molecules in a galaxy that
is more than 12 billion light
years away, according to the
University of Texas A&M.
Since the galaxy is that far, it
means that the light took 12
billion years to reach the tel-
escope. This means that
astronomers are observing
the galaxy as it was at the
time, when the universe was
less than 1.5 billion years
old.

Apart from the impressive
prowess of the Webb tele-
scope, the researchers also got
a little help from a phenome-
non called gravitational lens-
ing. When you are observing a
distant cosmic object, if there
is a massive galaxy in
between that and you, the

foreground galaxy will bend
and distort the light from
behind it, effectively creating
a lens that will allow you to
see the distant object better.

In this particular case, the
light from the background
galaxy is stretched and mag-
nified into a round-ish shape
known as an Einstein ring.
Albert Einstein originally
predicted the phenomenon of
gravitational lensing in his
theory of relativity.

In the data from Webb,
researchers found the signa-
ture indicating the presence
of large organic molecules
like that found in smog and
smoke.

“These big molecules are
actually pretty common in
space. Astronomers used to
think they were a good sign
that new stars were forming,”
said Justin Spilker, lead
author of the article.

But the new research
shows that this idea may not
always be true, according to
Spilker. In the high-defini-
tion images from Webb, the
researchers saw a lot of
regions with ‘smoke,’ but no
star formation and others
with new stars forming, but
no smoke.
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Digital Multi-tasking

hether working or relax-
ing, we are immersed in
nearly constant screen
time, be it on TVs, comput-
ers, mobiles or tablets.
Phones are especially hard
to avoid. We take them

everywhere, and use them to access
basic services like banks or food
shopping, as well as for videos, pod-
casts or games.

Technology is making it harder
and harder for us to concentrate on
long texts, and many of us give up
after a few minutes. Instead, we find
ourselves jumping from task to task,
or from window to window on the
computer, and struggle to find ‘peace
of mind’ to concentrate on anything
for more than a few minutes.

This is having an impact on our
brains. We are becoming accus-
tomed to what is known as ‘bottom-
up’ attention, where emotions or
interests are triggered by external
simuli that we cannot control.
Instead of voluntarily directing our
attention (known as ‘top-down’
attention), digital media catches it,
whether we want it to or not. The
problem with so much ‘bottom-up’
attention is that it makes it difficult
for us to attend to less immediately
attractive tasks, or ones that require
slower processing such as reading,
analysing information or studying.
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There are several things we can do to improve our
concentration and to process information more slowly

Digital Multi-tasking

Fighting the Effects

O ne characteristic of how we
consume multimedia content

is that it forces us to multi-task,
we switch between different types
of content and information with-
out processing them slowly. This
way of reading has a negative
impact on school performance,
and it creates dependency, it acti-
vates the same areas of our brains
as an addiction. In other words,
digital content ‘hooks’ us to the
detriment of other tasks.

What's more, it is also affect-
ing our quality of sleep, which is
closely connected to our attention
spans. Part of the problem is that
we are used to being constantly

connected to our devices, even
when we go to bed. It has been
shown that light from screens con-
fuses our brain, making it think
that it is daytime, preventing us
from generating melatonin, the
hormone that helps us fall asleep.
Sleep is essential to stabilise
memory and to perform attentive-
ly the next day.

It is, therefore, no coincidence
that attention deficit issues are on
the rise. In order to stay focused,
we need to not be constantly con-
nected to the internet. Indeed,
there is debate about banning or
limiting the use of devices in
workplaces and classrooms.

There are
several things
we can do to
improve our
concentration
and to process
information
more slowly.

The man who rewrote
Chinese History

Statue Xuanzang, Big Wild Goose Pagoda, Xian.

time, become a shrine of its own
in China. The following year,
Xuanzang began the dangerous
two-year return journey, with his
precious caravan, full of ancient
texts, all of which were then
unknown in China. The return
trip was no less difficult and he
slowly made his way back study-
ing, teaching, and learning about
the cultures of the people whom
he met along the way. Xuanzang
was still officially a fugitive in
his homeland, China, because he
had left without permission.
Xuanzang wrote a letter to the
emperor describing what he had
learned. Despite losing some of
the most precious of his manu-
scripts, when a monsoon storm
broke just as he was crossing the
Indus, he was greeted as a return-
ing hero on his return to
Chang'an by the Tang Emperor,
Taizong, himself. The emperor
not only welcomed him back, but
appointed him a court advisor.

While Xuanzang was away, the
new Emperor Taizong had consol-
idated the power of the Tang
dynasty with the aid of the
Buddhist Shaolin fighter-monks.
In recognition of this, at his inau-
guration, he invited Buddhist
monks to the Imperial Palace to
conduct a seven-day service,
which included the ordination of
3000 monks. Now, he greeted
Xuanzang like a returning hero,
personally going out to meet him
at the city limits of Chang'an
amid great fanfare.

In the months that followed,
the Emperor questioned the
monk closely on his travels, and
even invited him to join the gov-
ernment, but Xuanzang declined.
Instead, he settled in the great
Ci'en royal monastery in the capi-
tal and on the Emperor's instruc-
tions, began writing memoirs of
his Indian journey, Records of the
Western World. He also estab-
lished an Institution for Sutra
Translation in the Monastery
with a team of assistants that he
recruited specially with the
Emperor's patronage, twelve ver-
sifiers, nine stylists, a philologist
and specialist in Indian lan-
guages and literature. He also
successfully petitioned the
Emperor for a Nalanda-like
Tower of Sanskrit Scriptures to
protect the manuscripts that he
had brought back with him. The
result was the Great Wild Goose
Pagoda, a spectacular sutra
library that still stands today.

In his last years, Xuanzang
was appointed Chief Monk of the
Ci'en monastery and played an
important role in bringing
Buddhism more closely into the
heart of Chinese court life. His
greatest ally in this process was
somewhat unexpected, a humble,
5th ranking concubine, who had
just joined the imperial harem.
Their alliance would transform
Buddhism into a Chinese religion.

Recently, a movie called
Xuanzang, a 2016 Chinese-Indian
historical adventure film that
dramatizes the life of Xuanzang
(602-664), depicting his arduous
nearly two-decade overland jour-
ney to India during the Tang
dynasty, on a mission to bring
Buddhist scriptures to China,
was made and aired in China,
although, it did only moderately
well. The film is directed by Huo
Jianqi and produced by Wong
Kar-wai. It stars Huang Xiaoming
as the titular character, and
includes cameo or short perform-
ances by other accomplished
actors including Kent Tong,
Purba Rgyal, Sonu Sood and Tan
Kai. It was released in China on
29 April 2016, with distribution in
China by China Film Group
Corporation. It was selected as
the Chinese entry for the Best
Foreign Language Film at the
89th Academy Awards but was not
nominated. It won the Golden
Angel Award Film and the best
screenwriter categories at the
12th Chinese American Film
Festival and was nominated in
several categories at the 31st
Golden Rooster Awards.
Concluded.
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White Goose Pagoda.Hiuen Tsang.

PART:2

Chang'an, the capital of the Tang dynasty.

According to Xuanzang's biog-
rapher, “The streets were

filled with bleached bones and
the burned ruins of buildings. At
this time, the books of Confucius
and the sacred pages of Buddha
were forgotten, everyone was
occupied with the arts of war.”
Despairing of life in his home-
land, Xuanzang became a
Buddhist monk and in 629, set
off on a pilgrimage to the
Buddhist Holy Places in India.

Recently, a movie called
Xuanzang, a 2016 Chinese-

Indian historical adventure film
that dramatizes the life of
Xuanzang (602-664), depicting
his arduous nearly two-decade
overland journey to India dur-
ing the Tang dynasty, on a mis-
sion to bring Buddhist scrip-
tures to China, was made and
aired in China, although, it did
only moderately well. The film
is directed by Huo Jianqi.
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