The Heart Sutra — The First Half

X X - Xuanzang's Chinese (649 CE), Sanskrit in IAST - segments 1-5 of 10, up to character ~125 of 260

The first half is a demolition, carried out in order.
It opens with a claim about something seen, not argued — then works through the standard Buddhist lists and

empties each one in turn.

1 - The claim, stated once

X KX XX
X XX

aryavalokitesvaro bodhisattvo gambhiram prajiidparamita-caryam caramano

vyavalokayati sma: panica-skandhah, tams ca svabhava-siinyan pasyati sma

Literal. Avalokite$vara, practising deeply the perfection of wisdom, looked and saw that the five aggregates are all
empty — and so crossed beyond all suffering.

Between the lines. The entire sutra's position arrives in its first sentence, and it arrives as a report of something seen,
not a proof. [X is illuminated-and-saw — perception, not deduction. Everything that follows unpacks this one
observation rather than building toward it. Worth noting: XX (crossed beyond all suffering) appears in the
Chinese but not in every Sanskrit manuscript.

2 - Form and emptiness

X X X
XX XX X XX XX

iha sariputra ripam Siinyatd, Stinyataiva riipam - riipan na prthak siinyata,

Stinyatdyd na prthag riipam - evam eva vedana-samjfia-samskara-vijianam

Literal. Sariputra, form is not different from emptiness; emptiness is not different from form. Form is emptiness;
emptiness is form. Feeling, perception, formation and consciousness are likewise.

Between the lines. Two distinct claims, and the order is deliberate. First not different — there is no gap between them.
Then is — they are the same thing. The second is much stronger than the first, and the text escalates rather than
repeating itself. The address matters too: Sariputra was the disciple renowned for analytical brilliance, and he is the
one being told that analysis has reached its edge.

3 - The mark of emptiness

X XK
X KX

iha sariputra sarva-dharmah stinyata-laksana -

anutpannd aniruddha, amala avimala, aniina apariptirnah

Literal. Sariputra, all things bear the mark of emptiness: not arising, not ceasing; not defiled, not pure; not increasing,
not decreasing.

Between the lines. Three pairs, each cancelling a different way we handle things — existence (arising and ceasing),
moral status (defiled and pure), quantity (increasing and decreasing). The text is not claiming a middle position
between each pair. It removes the axis the pair sits on. Asking whether something is pure or impure is the error, not the
answer you land on.



4 - Emptying the inventory

KK X XX XX
XX XXX X XXX
XX X X

tasmdc chdriputra stunyatayam na riipam na vedand na samjiida na samskarah na vijfianam -

na caksuh-srotra-ghrana-jihva-kaya-manamsi - na riipa-sabda-gandha-rasa-sprastavya-dharmah -

na caksur-dhatur yavan na mano-vijiiana-dhatuh

Literal. Therefore in emptiness there is no form, no feeling, perception, formation or consciousness; no eye, ear, nose,
tongue, body or mind; no sight, sound, smell, taste, touch or object; no realm of sight, and so on through to no realm
of mind-consciousness.

Between the lines. This is not poetry, it is bookkeeping. Each list is a standard Buddhist taxonomy — the five
aggregates, the six sense faculties, their six objects, the eighteen realms — and the text goes through them in the
canonical order, negating each. (and so on to) is the text telling you it has skipped the middle because you
already know the list. The effect depends on the reader recognising what is being dismantled.

5 - The chain, and its ending

XX XX
X X

na vidya navidya na vidyaksayo navidyaksayo -

yavan na jaramaranam na jaramarana-ksayo

Literal. No ignorance, and no end of ignorance; and so on through to no old age and death, and no end of old age and
death.

Between the lines. These are the twelve links of dependent origination — the standard account of how suffering
arises, running from ignorance to old age and death. The sutra negates the chain and its cessation. That second nega-
tion is the important one: it empties not just the problem but the solution. Having done that here, the text is set up to
do the same to the Four Noble Truths at the opening of the second half.

What the whole first half means

« It is a report, not an argument. The claim is that someone looked and saw. Nothing afterwards tries to prove it;
the rest unpacks what follows if it is true.

« It proceeds by inventory. Aggregates, then senses, then their objects, then the realms, then dependent
origination. The canonical lists, taken in order and emptied one by one.

» Emptiness is not nothingness. Form is emptiness, emptiness is form. If emptiness meant absence, the second half
of that line would be incoherent.

« It removes axes, not positions. Not-defiled and not-pure is not a midpoint between them. It says the question
does not apply here.

« It empties the cure as well as the disease. No ignorance and no end of ignorance. This is the move that makes
the second half's negation of the Four Truths follow naturally.

* Then it stops. The first half takes everything away and offers nothing in its place. What to do about that is the
second half's job.

Note on sources — the Chinese is Xuanzang's standard 260-character text; the Sanskrit follows the shorter recension in IAST

romanisation, which varies between manuscripts. Translations and commentary here are our own.



	The Heart Sutra — The First Half
	1 · The claim, stated once
	2 · Form and emptiness
	3 · The mark of emptiness
	4 · Emptying the inventory
	5 · The chain, and its ending
	What the whole first half means


