
an intrusive and peripheral phenomenon in the history of 

Buddhism. Then there was the ideal of the Bodhisattva, the 

being of wisdom and compassion who defers his own nirvana in 

order to remain in the world to save suffering humanity. 

This concept became a major factor in the develop~ent of - .... Mahayana Buddhism because of its "quasi-theistic" and sa"!ior 

roles. 20 Finally, there was the Sammasambuddha (the totally 

enlightened bein~who preaches to the world the dhamma, estab

lishes an organization of monks and nuns (Samgha) as an in

strument of continuing succor. Neither the Paccska Buddha 

nor the Bodhisattva are capable of a vamsa, a tradition of 

historical continuity both in doctrine and organization. It 

is this concept of varnsa that is of great significance in our 

understanding of elements comprising Buddhist historiography. 

There are more than a dozen works which pcrport to be 

histories related to the vicissitudes of Buddhism. Almost all 

of these are called vamsas (chronicles) of traditions (param-
- ~L 

para). The transmission of a tradition o~Buddha (or Buddhas), 

the dhamma in its textual and doctrinal form and the lineages 

of teachers in the Samgha (monastic fraternity) is the raison 

d'etre of the Buddhist. history called the vamsa. Round the 



core of this tradition are woven accounts of kings and emperors, 

regions and countries, and accounts of single monasteries and 

relics of the Buddha, literature and even "Buddhas to Come." 

The choice of the term vamsa for history in the place 

of the more traditional itihasa and/or purapa ("Thus it has 

been" and Chronicle of yore) is of significance in our under

standing of Buddhist historiography. As pointed out at the 

beginning of this paper the Buddhists had a derogatory atti

tude toward itihasa. The early Buddhists used a variety of 

terms for historical or quasi-historical accounts floating 

about during their days. The simplest is katha- a tale or 

story, legendary or otherwise - and the common varie~ies of 

such narratives are characterised as species of "gossip" in

dulged in by narrators aiming to entertain or by "tvomen 

gathered at a village well. Their basic nature is called 

unedifying and hearsay or simply imaginative or unverified 

information. We have already referred to tiracchanakath~ 

("low" or "animal" talk) which included tales of ldnga, 

warriors, wars, cities, regions, sea and heroes. The other 

two terms used are akkhana and akkhayika, the first exempli

fied by the two great epics The Manabharata and the Ramayaca, 

and the others simply called lore such as lore of the sea or 

nature. Buddhaghosa adds to these the term itihasa which he 



defines as an ancient tale (puranakatha) signifying "thus it 

has been" (£.!-ha-asa) which may include narrative categories 
._ 

from the great epics and puraQas of the Hindus to simple folk 

tales. In the standard description of the intellectual equip

ment of a learned Brahman a knowledge of itihasa as nthe fifth". 

(the other four being aspects of the Vedic and Brahmanical lore) 

is invariably included~l It is noteworthy to mention here 

that history (commonly understood as itihasa) is lumped to

gether by the Buddhists as a variety of "low" or 11Unedifying" 

talk. At no point did the Buddhists deign to call w·hat they 

compiled as "histories" as itihasa but took special care to 

designate them as vamsas. Properly speaking, therefore, the 

Buddhist historical consciousness was designed to articulate 

itself in terms of a vamsa, a chronicle concerning primarily 

the Buddha, the dhamma and the samgha, handed down in an un

interrupted tradition of succession of oral, recitational or 

written tradition. Whatever was relevant to these grand 

themes became legitimate parts of the vamsa - but not itihasa. 

The principle idea was that of an unbroken continuity, whether 

of pupilary succession or royal and dynastic sequences re

garded as relevant to the main purpose of Buddhist history. 



That purpose was ethically conceived which was that 

the composition should provide joy and delight, "full of faith, 

pleasant and that which consists of various forms" leading to 

elation. It should be a chronicle handed down from genera-

tion to generation. It should be composed for the ,.further

ance of the teaching (sasanavuddhi)," for "the creation of 

faith among the listeners", to "arouse serene joy and 

emotion."22 The titles of these historical compositions 

give us some understanding of their purport and contents. 

-Some like the Buddhavamsa and the Anagatavamsa are "histories" 

of the Buddhas, past and future or his rel~cs such as tooth 

- - -(Dathavamsa), hair (Chakesadhatuvamsa), or the tree under 

which the Buddha was Enlightened (Manabodhivamsa), or of the 

§tupas (Thupavamsa and Dhatuvamsa) or the history of Buddhism 

and the Buddhist Samgha in Ceylon (Dipavamsa and Hahavamsa - -and its sequel Culavamsa) or Burma and Thailand (Sasanavamsa, 

~inakalamalt). Some of these do contain a great deal of 

material bearing on secular history dealing with ~ulers of 
I 

India (up to the time of the great Asoka), Ceylon, Burma and 

Thailand but such material is a part of the general history 

of the Faith. The value judgments rendered on these rulers 



are related more to their relationship with the history of 

the Faith1 and particularly their attitudes toward the Order> 

than their political or statesmanlike achievements or wars 

and their governments. Modern scholarship tends to judge 

them more or less harshly. }l. Winternitz states that the 

Buddhists shared the general Indian inability to distinguish 

clearly between myth, legend and history to the extent that 

history merely becomes a branch of "epic poetry." In the 

Ceylonese chronicles historical facts are uncritically lumped 

toeether with myths and legends such as the visits o: -the 

historical Buddha to the Island to establish the faith thereJ 

as also pious legends of the early kings. He would not go so 

far as to call authors of these works "deliberate forgers and 

liars" but adds that "they relate things which they looked 

upon as veracious history, though~, it is true, are compelled 

to regard much of it as myth, legend and fiction." 23 L. S. 

Perera finds the influence of the Indian traditions of 

Itih~sa-Pura9a-Kavya genre on the Ceylonese chronicles although 

in a very limited sense and emphasizes the role of the concepts 

of the cyclical nature of time and destiny and especially the 



imprint of the great theme he calls ''DhammaCii'pa" (Island of 

Faith) in thesa chronicles. In A. K. Warder's vie't-1 the 

Buddhists "compiled and preserved historical records" for the 

purpose of tracing "moral regress corresponding to the pre-

gress of society to its present stage of civilization," use 

of legendary kings as examples for contemporar;r royalty, 

positing of events concerning the Buddha, Dharnma and the Sarngha 

as "momentous events of cosmic significance," the 1:v-orking out 

of the doctrine of karma illustrated by historical examples 

and the crucial importance of the Samgha in spiritual as well 

as mundane life.24 

That the Buddhist sense of history frequently betrays 

cosmic overtones cannot be denied. This is due to the Buddhist 

world-view of events which, as pointed out above, happen across 

a vast spectrum stretching from the heavens to the nether 

worlds and are constantly related to those happening "here and 

now." There is also a penchant for explaining royal characters 

in terms of the influence of past actions and the eagerness to 

enlist the services of "supernatural" being~ such as various 

classes of gods, genii and spirits;in the furtherance of the 

glory of the Buddha, his Dhamma and the Samgha. In certain 
I 

cases, the Buddhist interpretation of the career of Asoka is 



an instance in point. There is also the obvious aim to inter

pret greatness in terms of the transforming influence of 
/ 

Buddhism on character. Asoka, before conversion, is a monster 

who almost becomes a saint after his conversion to Buddhism. 25 

There is also the influence of "sectarian" bias against groups 

whose dissidence in doctrinal beliefs and monastic practices 1 

from the authoritative stance of the established schoo~is 

roundly denounced. 

These peculiar characteristics can be explained as a 

result of the process of the growth of historical conscious

ness and its development in literary traditions preceding the 

compilation of these varnsas or chronicles. Already in the -Theravada Buddhist canon (of Ceylon, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia 

and Laos) certain definite ideas about the nature of the 

Buddha had been growing through the centuries (Fourth to First 

B. C.) when the Canon was taking shape. At the end of this -process the Buddha had emerged as a Mahapurisa (Supernal Man) 

and the basic ideas identifying the Buddha and the Dharnma 

(the later Dharmakaya doctrine) had become common. Secondly, 

there was in progress the process of the compilation of com

mentaries (at;hakathas) on what the Buddha had said in the 



course of which a great deal of historical material relating 

to the lives and actions of kings who were contemporaries of 

the Buddha as well as those in whose reigns important events 

in the history of the Samgha took place. Finally, there was 

the problem of authenticity based on an unbroken succession 

of teachers and their disciples going back to the Buddha which 

-became the parampara, the basis of a vamsa. The importance 

of royal patronage for the Samgha, as also £or the 

historical attitudes of the compilers of the chronicles, should 

also be duly recognized in any evaluation of these works as 

histories. 

But within these limitations these texts do display a 

consistent historical consciousness nurtured and pruned by a 

more or less well defined methodology. The tradition (param-
_, 

para) was not considered to be merely a matter of assertion 

and faith. It related to both doctrinal and organizational 

history. The material to be included in the vamsa, by and 

large, had to be subjected to critical analysis (vinicchava). 

The beginning of this critical tradition is ascribed to the 

Buddha himself through a passage in the Sutta of the Great 

- -Departure {Mahaparinibbana) entitled the four great authorities. 

The Buddha advised his disciples to check critically the 

authenticity of statements ascribed to him after his demise on 



the grounds of whether or not such statements were received 

from the Master himself, statements received from a Samgha 
... -

in a given location (avasa), from monks recognized for their 

learning and loyalty to tradition and even ona monk known for 

his scholarship and faithful adherence to the letter and spirit 

of the doctrine. 

Then there was the influence of a method of cat~gori-

zation called the Abhidhammika naya. This schoo:, so promin

ently affiliated with the Theravadins, evolved i=s own scheme 

of criteria of reliability of information and categorization. 

These criteria are listed in a series of questions such as 

by whom was the statement made, where was it made, what was 

its purpose, to whom was the statement attributed and how 

was it transmitted? The veracity of the material, it is 

stated further, must depend on factual remembrance and trans

mission through an unbroken lineage of teachers and eldera.26 

There are, thus, four components which enter the making of a 

historical tradition namely, vamsa (chronicle), tanti (text), 

anvaya (lineage) and paramparli (transmissional succession). 

All of these must be used to determine the "historicity" of 

a chronicle. 

The result of all this activity in thinking, memorization 



and compilation created a distinctive Buddhist historiography 

the value of which must be assessed on its own assumptions. 

Its limitations, as viewed in the context of modern historical 

methodology and structuring of materia~ are too obvious to 

need comment here. On the other hand, its meritJ are also not 

inconsiderable. Many parts of these Buddhist chronicles have 

been attested for their general veracity by independent lite=ary, 

archaeological, numismatic and epigraphic evidence. To char

acterize their authors as "deliberate forgers and liars" is 
I 

pass~ even for Western critics today. But their major inter~ 

est lies in some of the distinctive features of their his-

torical consciousness. Their sense of chronology is firmly 

anchored to what they believe to be a specific date (the 

passing away of the Buddha) which stands in contrast to con

temporary Brahmanical historiography. Its theory of causa

tion as implied in the concept of samavaya (concatenation of 

diverse potential causes in a harmonious relationship to pro

duce an "event") is a distinct advance on contemporary theo

cratic interpretations of history and its criteria for evalua

tion of the historicity of given events bespeak a critical 

attitude in preservation of tradition and the writing of 

chronicles. By and large their succession lists of kings 

are faily trustworthy and the historical material embedded in 



them does provide a secure framework for arranging an intel

ligible historical schem~. Hagiology, the use of myths ("sub

stance of the collective unconscious"), legends and inter

vention of supernatural elements in human events are undoubtedly 

parts of this historiography which was primarily the work of 

pious monks living in monasteries under royal patronage. 

But our understanding of the cultural ethos of Buddhism, if 

it is to be realistic and perceptive, cannot ignore the assump

tions and results of the Buddhist historical consciousness and 

its historiography. 
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XIX 

THE BUDDHA AND HISTORY 

The Buddha's attitude toward history is seemingly ambiva

lent. A passage in the D~gha Nikaya~ attributed to him, states that 

one of the minor virtues for which ordinary people may praise him 

is that; unlike his contemporary ascetics and Brahmans, he does not 

indulge in "low talk" (tiracchiina kathii). Then follows a list of -topics 

which were included under the rubric of "low talk." These were tales 

of kings and heroes, wars and battles, ministers of government and 

bandits, of villages, towns, cities and countries, ·of clothing, food . 
and drink and tales of the seas. Today most of these accounts will 

be included in political, soci~l, economic and cultural history. 1 

Among the standard qualifications of a learned Brahman of the Buddha's 

day a knowledge of history is invariably included. But the Buddha 



does not seem to b~ overtly impressed by these qualifications. 2 In 

his sermons he used a number of mythological tales as "quasi history•• 

to emphasize a principle· of his philosophy and morality. Among these 

are the stories of Mahasudassana, Mahagovinda, Makhadeva, Seri and 

the war between the gods and asuras. These were acceptable probably 

because they reflected the substance of the "collective unconsciou5 .,,3 

Such facts would incline us to assume that the .Buddha con

sistently minimized history as a legitimate and useful intellectual 

act1vity, that history·is merely a chronicle filled with sound end 

fury, a tale o£ human folly vaiued only by the uncultivated common 

people (puthujjana). On the other hand, unlike the Brahmanical 

tradition, the Theravada Buddhist persuasion displayed a consistent 

"historical" awareness and a chronological certitude firmly moored 

to a single and fi~ed date beginning with the parinibbana of the 

Buddha reckoned either as 544 B.C. according to the traditional 

accounts or as 486 B.C. as computed .by modern scholarship. 4 This 

chronological framework sets historical events in a firm temporal 

sequence used by the great Theravada chronicles such as the D~pavamsa, 

the MalUivamsa and the Sasanavamsa: There is also the further 

recognition that the Buddha was an historical person who operated 

in this very world Cditthe'va dhamme) and that his birth, childhood, 

training, enlightenment, founding of the Doctrine (dhammacakkapa

vattana) and the Order and his passing away were no "mythological" 

events but were historical facts. 5 

These conflicting attitudes n~turally raise the question 

about the validity of assuming the existence of a Theravada Buddhist 

historical tradition and to a greater extent the larger problem of 

a Theravada Buddhist philosophy of hist9ry. But perhaps the question 

may be differently phrased. The present paper attempts to pose such 

a question in the hope that adequate answers may be found in an 

analysis of the Buddha's attitude to history. 



While the canonical texts undoubtedly imply that the then 

current interpretation of what constitutes history was questioned 

by the B~ddha, there is enough evidence to indicate that a disti~ctiv( 

philosophy of "history" did form a part of the ·Buddha's thinking. 

The Tneravadins never deny the "historicity"· of the Buddha as a 

significant phenomenon. Though the personality of the Buddha is 

apparently overlaid with quasi-divin·e characteristics and miracles 

the. essentially historical nature of the Buddha is always scrupulously 

maintained in the Theravada tradition.. The Buddha speaks of his 

life in personal terms in numerous passages in the Nikayas. The 

Tathagata is spoken of as peing born (jato), that he wandered forth 

into renunciation at the age of twenty-nine and that for more or 

less fifty years since he went forth he had been a "pilgrim" in the 

"wide realm of system and Law."6 Much more significant is the sense 

of history associated with the two events of the Buddha's enlighten

ment and preaching of the dhamma. The Buddha seems to regard these 

two events in his career not only as turning points in his own life 

but also as a "watershed" in human history. The MalUivagga recounts 

the first few weeks after the enlightenment when the Buddha felt 

great hesitation about preaching the dhamma he had discovered lest 

humanity not understand it and it would be a waste of his efforts. 

At this point Brahma Sahampati beseeches the Buddha to preach. The 

Buddha relents and then proceeds to Sarnath where in the Deer Park 

he sets into motion the "Wheel of Law" (dhamnacakkam). On his way 

to Sarnath ~n Ajivika named Upaka asks him about his preceptor and 

his doctrine. In reply the Buddha says, ·"I have conquered all, I 

have comprehended all; I am unattached to a~y attributes (dhamma). 

I have abandoned everything and am emanc:ipated through my own know-, 
ledge destroying all craving, to whom should I be beholden (kam 

uddiseyya). I have no teacher, th~re is none like me, I have no 

rival in the entire world including the gods. I am the worthy one 



in the world, I the incomparable teacher, I, the lone, completely 

enlighted one, stilled, free. I proceed to the city of the Kasis, 

to set into motion the wheel of the Law; I have sounded the drum of 

immortality in this bli'nd world."? This is a paen of victory and 

exultation, a proclamation of the penetration of the mysterium tr~

mendum~ opening·a new dimension in the history of the world. This 

sense of history is further.amplified in the famous suttas such as 

the Dhammacakkapavattana and the Anattapariyaya followed by the 

message to his monks to wander forth for the benefit and happiness 

of the many, out of compassion for the world, for the good of the 

world. He exhorts them that each one of them should go to a dif:

ferent !egion to preach the doctrine which is perfect and complete, 

to save those whose vision is no.t clouded and who will comprehend 

the doctrine. 8 

The Buddha viewed his mission as being radically differ

ent from the Brahrnanical sages of yore who were composers of the 

Vedic hymns, sages such as Vasi~~ha and Vessamitta, Yarnataggi and 

Bharadwaja, Angirasa and Bhagu. It also led man far beyond what 

the Buddha's own two former teachers had to offer, namely the teach

ings of A~ara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta. It was generically 

different from the dogmas of the six contemporar~ philosophers, 

Pura~a Kassapa, Makkhali Gosala, Ajita Kesakambali, Pakudha Kacca

yana, S;njaya Belatthiputta and Nigantha Nat.aputta. 9 The Buddha 
. i 

stated that the basic aim of his mission was to establish the orders 

of monks and nuns, of laymen and laywomen who would provide the his

torical continuity in the new moral millennium that the Buddha had 

set out to establish. The Buddha seems to suggest that he had open-ed 

a new dimension for man in history, that of striving to establish 

a moral world, no longer. dominated by theologies and theophanies, 

ritual and priesthood, but rather a world which would enable man to 

realize his full moral stature through his own human efforts by the 



cultiviation of his character {s~La)~ mental faculties (scmachi) 

and intellect (panna). 

The Buddha's claim to the uniqueness of his discovery 

(sayam abhinna sacchikatva pavedeti) is based on a methodological 

innovation in thinking,processes applicable as much to speculative 

metaphysics as to historical thinking. This innovation was the 

theory of pa~icca samuppada~ generally translated as the theory of 

dependent origination. It postulates that this being so, that be

come~; thiS being not so, that does not become. It is explained 

as the "Buddhist doctrine of evolution, the respective stages of 

which are conditioned by a preceding cause & constitute themselves 

the cause· of resulting effect." 10 This causality pervades all 

aspects of exist~nce and the theory "is a way of explaining pheno-
11 mena." The theory is not concerned with the question of ultimate 

origin or origins in terms of a first cause. It assumes that the 

world is a system, a cosmos and not a chaos, for it is governed, by 

laws and not caprice whether of gods or powerful individuals. More

over, one must focus attention on the given order of things, an order 

conceived as a multitudinous and continual_coming-to~e and passing 

away in everything. And this constant transition, change or becoming 

was not capricious, nor preordained, but went on by way of natural 

causation. The totality of human experience, to which the Buddha 

addresses himself, constitutes "a continuous structure, a closed 

series of forms, a concatenation of causes and effects." 12 

The most succinct explanation of the theory is given by 

Buddhaghosa, the celebrated commentator of the fifth century A.D .. 

He explains it as a method of explaining the existence of given 

st~tes or phenomena as being in a state of simultaneous dependence 

wherein "particular states are produced by particular conditions, · 

neither less nor more" and once "the conditions have met in combina

tion there is no non-producing, even for an instant, of the states 



they generate" and there is "no arising of one state \"ith another 

s~ate's conditions." It is not a condition of "simple arising" 

for it is a "totali~y of states produced from a conditionality."l3 

Though admittedly the theory was formulated to explain rationally 

the phenomenon of human sorrow, suffering, misery and pain, it has 

obvious i~plications for constructing a Theravada Buddhist philosophy 

of history. This philosophy seems to argue that a) phenomena must 

be comprehended in all their diverse multiplicity, b) they must also 

be perceived in a cause-and-effect series, c) that this series must 

include ~ot just one cause and one effect but multitudinous causes 

and numerous effects and that d) these relatio~sh~ps must be perceiv~ 

in terms of unique relationship~ which stand ~n dependent origina

tion. We must, therefore, look at the possibility of multiple causes 
' 

effecting the production of a given historical event or state and 

that such a·state must in itself be perceived as the cause of another 

state. It implies the rejection of single causes and argues in favor 

of a view that causally effective relationships must be understood 

in terms of a multiplicity of factors coming together in a unique 

relationship. The statement of the theory is in terms of pairs, 

this being so, that happens; that being not so, this does not come . 
to be. It was clearly the Buddha's method of rejecting the attribu-

tion of the state of things to the will of God or gods, or to an 

adventitious conglomeration of factors but a natural law encompass

ing the universe as it stands at a given moment. 

The other characteristic is that of vibhajjavada or the 

method of analytical thinking which insists on breaking up a given 

state into its possible components and arranging them in dichotomous 

relationships. It was meant to be a rejection of categorical andjor 

un~ualified postulates in answer to questions raised. It required 

that a question be thoroughly analyzed in all its components before 

it is answered because the answer would depend on what the question 

37t. 



is asking for. The question, therefore, deserves as much analytical 

attention as the answer demands. The idea was to emphasize the im

. portance of the examin"ation or analysis of the question itself to 

determine whether it is rightly or wrongfully put. 
14 

Another term that is often used to characterize the Thera

vada method of thinking is dvedhavitakka or thinking in terms of 

pairs of opposites and their conflict which on resolution leads the 

·consciousness to a higher level of per~eption and comprehension. 
15 

In this meth~d one must be fully aware of all the implications of 

the two parts of a dichotomy explained by a series of similes such 

as man separating the reed from the mu~ja grass, sword from its 

sheath, snake from a basket, fully aware of the separateness as well 

as the relationship betwee~ the two. 16 The Buddha suggests a 

number-of such dichotomous relationships, namely, ·existence and non

existence, uprisin·g and subsidence, self and world, ev-olving and 

dissolving timesequences Csamvatta and vivatta) and this world and 

the hereafter (d~~~hadhamma an~-samparaya)~ i 7 

Another element in Theravada thinking is the concept of 

progressive causation involving qualitative changes in the nature 

of phenomena and their structure. It is explained by the simile 

of milk turning into yogurt, yogurt into butter, butter into ghee 

and so on. Though milk and curds stand in a causally dependent 

relationship, each is qualitatively different from the other and 

·each functions both as an effect as well as the cause of preceding 

or succeeding phenomenal states. 18 And finally there is the problem 

of categories of articulation and comunication. Four distinct terms 

are recognized. These are designation (sam~na), interpretation 

(nirutti)~ usage (vohara) and attribution (pa~natt~). All of these 

are related to the process of conceptualization and articulation 

and comunication of conce~ts formed. 19 
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So far we have dealt with certain characteristics of the 

Theravada Buddhist thinking patterns as reflected in statements 

attributed to the Buddha himself in the pali Nilii.yas. How meaning 

fully and validly can they be construed as probable elements in our 

search for the structure of the Buddha's view of the world as an 

historical phenomenon? At the outset it must be recognized that two 

distinct levels of thinking and·conceptualization ~ust be clearly 

perceived in the Buddha's attitude toward the world of phenomena. 

Theravada commentators have designated them as the parama~~ha and 

sammuti or ultimate and proximate, transcendental and empirical 

f h . d 1" . . 20 levels o perception, compre ens1on an conceptua 1zat1on. The 

two levels may, and in some contexts must, operate independently of 

each other but they also often interpenetra~e for, though the line 

separating them may be conceptually quite·distinct, in matters of 

articulation and communication, they tend to shade into or overlap 

each other. The nexus connecting the two is the dhamma which is 

_symbolized by the Buddha. In a sense history assumes an extraor

dinary significance with the appearance of the Buddha for the dhamma, 

which is transcendental (gambh~ra~ atakkavacara)~ establishes its 

nexus with the empirical world through the Buddha. The Theravada. 

·Buddhist view, therefore, assumes a triquetrous configuration or 

a triangular form of three interlaced arches or lobes of dhamma, 

-Buddha and the world. 21 This interrelation infuses history with 

its meaning and since dhamma is conceptualized as the norm of 

morality or law, history assumes a ~oral significance which is 

brought out in some detail below. 

II 

It will be convenient for us to begin with a discussion of 

37¥ 



the Theravada Buddhist view of the world as articulated in the 

Buddha's own observations. The world is elementally manifold and 

diverse {anekadnatu, rlanadhiitu) though basically it can be reduced 

to four primary elements, earth, water, fire and mobility (pa~hain, 

apo, tejo, vayo). 22 
The universe is described as consisting of 

thousands of worlds with their own suns, moons, Sineru mountains, 

Jambudipas and various other territorial divisions. And besides 

it has three divisions such as small, middling and large, each of 

which is a world-system in itself. The Tathagata is capable of 

encompassing all these world-systems by his word (sarena vinnapeyya). 23 

The world is also spoken of as samsara--expanse of the universe--the 

beginning of which is not to be se~n and equally measureless is the 

expanse of time which is divided, for conceptual convenience, into 
j 

the past, present and future. It is in constant movement which is 

the basic characteristic of all that exists that is caught in the 

f 1 b . 24 I . h . f vortex o perpetua ecom1ng. t 1s caug t 1n a process o 

progression and regression which is cyclical. The Aggan~ sutta 

has what comes closest to the Theravada Buddhist account of the 

creation and evolution of the world. The world, we are told, passes 

through its cycle of progression and regression. At one point the 

world was enveloped in darkness, without the appearance of the sun, 

moon, constellations, seasons or distinctions of male and female. 

Then after a long passage of time the earth with its savor was spread 

out in the waters like the scum on the surface of boiled milky rice 

after which color, odor and taste appeared. At this point beings 

savored the earth greedily as a consequence of which their self

luminance faded away and the sun, moon and constellations became 

manifest to them. With that arose the cycle of days and nights, 

weeks and months began and with it the evolution of the world. In 

course of time the beings began to be differentiated in terms of 

comeliness and ugliness, giving rise to vanity and conceit. Thereaf

ter began the evolution of plants, the distinct~on between male and 



female, which led to passion and conflict, making of property, dis-
• 

putes about labor, greed and stealing, censure, lying, punishment. 

To escape from the enveloping chaos they elected one from among 

them whom they called Mahasammata (Acclaimed by Many) as their 

ruler. And then followed the evolution of the social orders so that 

dhcorrma (Norm, Law) could prevail for dhcorrma is the best in this world 
. 25 

as well as the next. Another sutta makes fun of the theory attri-

buting creation to Brahma when all that happens is that Brahma, after 

a long sleep wakes up and sees the creation and claims that he cre

ated it.
26 

The import of the two passages is clear enough indicating 

that the underlying principle in the evolution or dissolution of 

human society is the appearance ~r disappearance of dhamma itself 

construed here as morality related to norms of moral and orderly 
I 

human conduct. The regimen of dhamna is linked to the 1'-iheel of . ' 
Righteousness (cakkaratana) and the vicissitudes in this regimen 

27 
are related to moral progress or decay. The paradigm of moral 

regression is stated as poverty stealing-violence-murder-lying-loss 

in span of life and comeliness and all other evils and when these 

conditions are reversed there is progression. 28 

In this view, then~morality or dhamna is the basis of 

human society and it~ prevalence or absence makes for human progress 

or decay. History, therefore, must have for its purpose, the chro

nicling of the progress and regress of dhamna. This concept of 

dhamma is further amplified in the theory of dhamnata which is first 

used to explain that the birth of the Buddha and events associated 

with it are not adventitious but are manifestptions of a natural 

order of things. The meaning of, the terin is given as "conformity 

to dhammaniyama . fitness, propriety; a general rule, higher 

law, cosmic law, general practice, regular phenomenon, usual habit." 

Buddhaghosa explains niyama as the way to an end or aim causatively 

related to kamma~ seasons, seed, psychical states and nature. 



vhammata is the basis of the order in the universe, the principle . 
that distinguishes what is a cosmos from what could be a chaos. 

vhammata is further related to another set of key terms such as 

samaya~ kha~ and samavaya~ time, opportunity and congruence. The 

theory of samavaya is the most interesting aspect of the Theravada 

Buddhist historical view for it is used to reject all theories of 

"single causes" [ekal<ia>anavada). The assumption is that in order 

to understand a phenomenon it is necessary not only to consider 

plurality of causes but also a harmonious and unique relationship 

in which they must converge in order that their potentiality as 

causes is transformed into an effect, event or phenomenon. The seed 

alone cannot cause the sprout, for it must fall on suitable soil, 

at the right time, must receive adequate moisture and care and all 

of these causative factors must enter into a harmonious and unique 

relationship with each other so that the seed may finally transform 

itself into a shrub. 29 

III 

We have now arrived at a point where it is imperative to 

ask if we, in any way at all, can relate the Buddha to history and 

place him in history? But before we can proceed with this endeavor 

we must clarify the nature of history and the way it can be meaning~ 

fully comprehended. It is not necessary for us to go into the 

details of the subject of historiography and its allied aspect of 

a philosophy of history as these have been discussed in numerous 

works. In the simplest possible terms history may be understood as 

an attempt to discover an "order" in the human past, to perceive 

the kind of self-determination that characterizes an historical 

process and the cumulative nature of antecedents forming that process. 3 
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History is also described as a "phenomenon of civilization," a story 

of a past rather than the past since there is no such thing as the 

past and as such there can be no such thing as the story but only 

a story. As Johan Huizinga states, "In reality history gives no 

more than a particular representation of a particular past, an in

telligible picture of a portion of the past. It is never the recon,.. 

struction or reproduction of given past .• No past is ever given. 

Tradition alone is given. If tradition were at any point to make 

the total reality of the past accessible to us, still no history 

would result; or rather, then least of all. The idea of history 

only emerges with the search f~r certain connexions, the essence of 

which is determined by the value which we attach to them." Moreover 

history, at best, is an "imposition of form upon the past," an 

attempt at "the comprehension and interpretation of a meaning" and 
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as a product i! is "an intellectual form for understanding the world," 

an attempt to "understand the world in and through the past." It 

may also be called an attempt at a "renderning account to oneself," 

wherein that oneself may, in fact, be the civilization itself. 

Every civilization, therefore, "creates its own form of history; 

and must do so." 31 

The last statement is pregnant with meaning for us here. 

If we are to correctly understand the inter-relationship between 

the Buddha and history we must ask to what kind of civilization did 

the Buddha belong? Ancillary to this may be stated another namely, 

what kind of order was he looking for in the past of that civiliza

tion and what were the values implicit in that sense of order? The 

Buddha, as we have stated above, operated, in intellectual terms, 

on two levels, the transcendental and the empirical. History, to 

him, was valid only on the latter level. where alone time, the 

matrix of the past, was viable. He lived in his world just as much 

as he transcended it. The world of the Buddha was passing through 



a twofold crisis, a crisis of the conflict of social forces and a 

crisis of ideas. In Magadha, where the Buddha spent most of his 

time, the tribal polities were increasingly menaced by an emergent 

empire, that of Rajagaha/Pa~aliputta. The impending economic revolu

tion of commerce and urbanism was throwing up new social classes, 

especially that of the Se~~hi~ the merchant-banker, of whom Anatha

pindika was outstanding. This social transformation was paralleled 

by a conflict of ideas and the two together created.a "time of 

troubles." 32 It was also a crisis of values born of divergent and 

conflicting interpretations in understanding the various pasts of 

the Indic world. In the accounts of the various philosophies of his 

time we have intimations of these divergent understandings. The 

Buddha felt that most of these attempts at understanding were vitiated 

because of their dependence on theophanies or species of determinism. 

He seems to have been convinced of.the need to determine what• kind 

of a past it was possible to examine and the order reflected in that 

past. He often refers to the past as bhutapubbam which may be a 

key term to determine what he meant by the past. Now bhuta means 

that which has become or samkhatam~ put together, compounded, con

ditioned, effected by a cornbinat ion of causes. It is also pubbam 

in the sense of at~tam~ past·or gone before and has ceased to be but 

is causatively related to what is happening now. 33 It is the past 

in the widest sense of the term, that of an individual, a social 

group or society as a whole or of a civilization itself. Neither 

he, nor his contemporaries, understood this past as a haphazard 

jumble or a chaotic assemblage of events for each perceived an 

order in the comprehended past. This past, the Buddha felt, was 

not just a remembrance of "events" but also an order of idt;?as ern

bodying values. At this point, R.G. Collingwood's observations 

become illuminating. He says: "The historian investigating any event 

in the past, makes a distinction between what may be called the 

outside and the inside of an event. By the outsjde of the event 
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I mean that which can only be described in terms of thoug~t: . . ' 

Th~ historian is never concerned with either of these to the exclu-
. 34 

sion of the other. 

Sariputta offers a very suggestive simile illustrating the 

Buddhist method of understanding phenomena by comparing groups of 

them as two bundles of bamboos standing up resting against each 

other. 35 In this case we may call events and thoughts as propping 

each other up but each operationally separate from each ot~er though 

both may be partaking of the common elements constituting a common 

past reflected separately in each. The emphasis on the role of ideas 

in history is frequently brought out in the Buddha's interpretation 

of the past buried in facts, quasi-facts and mythologies. We have 

referred to some of these interpretations above when the Buddha de

scribes the sequences of progression ~nd ~egression in human affairs 

in'terms of acquisitiveness followed by propensities for theft which 

in turn is followed by various transgressions against the moral code. 

This morality becomes a value-system on the basis of which historical 

judgments are made. The Buddha seems to offer a moral interpretation 

of history in which he seems to differ significantly from the other 

systems of historical judgment of his time. The universe, he argues, 

is basically a moral system and loyalty to and deviations from this 

system account for the various movements in history. This attitude 

becomes especially clear in the Buddhist view of the ideal state 

represented by the cakkavatti who is the dhammiko dhammarQJa par ex

cellence. Dhamma is declared to be the ruler of rulers and the symbol 

of this great righteous ruler is not the sceptre, as in Brahmanical 

political thought, but the wheel. Dhamma is often equated with sama 

h . h b d d . . 36 w 1c may e ren ere as JUStice. 

Historical judgment, thus, is related to a bipolar scheme 

with a state of anarchy at one end and the regimen of righteousness 



at the other. Progress from one to the other is to be contrived 

through the creation of a system of order firmly based on concepts 

of morality rooted in equity ~1d justice and its instrument is the 

Ruler (Mahasammata) whose authority is based on a public consensus 

concerning his duties of protection of the order and rights of autho

rity and collection of taxes. The state, the principal instrument 

of order in history, is declared to be basically a moral institution 

controlled by popular acceptance and an authority higher than itself 

called the dhamma. History, therefore, becomes a chronicle of the 

f ld . . f h. h. h 1. 37 un o 1ng or warp1ng o t 1s 1g er mora 1ty. 

The commonest terms used in the Buddhist texts of the 

Theravada canon for history are itihasa, para~ and vamsa. The 

first literally means "thus it has been, " legendary lore, oral 

tradition, history. Parana means ancient, of the past. Vamsa is 

a dynasty, lineage or tradition incorporating a lineage, temporal 

or spiritua1. 38 The transmission of a tradition is stated as ancient 

lore being recited, repeated, collated and transmitted which then 

becomes the historical tradition (itihaparampara) categorized into 

headings Cpi~akasampada).· In the examination of such a tradition 

the first requirement is to recognize the conceptual description and 

designation Csamanna, pannattiJ of key terms and to be clear about 

the meaning and lette~ of the text (attha and byanjana). The last· 

two together constitute the text which may then be called the nirutti 

or collective expression. All this involves the use of v~mamsa or 

pariv~mamsa, critical or discriminating analysis which is a mark of 

true erudition (pa~iccam). It is this analysis which helps one to 

separate facts frpm non-facts. Then comes the task of arranging the 

facts (pannapana), classification into recognizable categories (pa~

~hapana), exposition (vivara~), division (vibhajana) and explication 

(uttanikammam) which are the bases of interpretation and rendering 

of value-judgments. There are also bases of certitude which, though 
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they were stated in relation to determination of what is Buddha's 

preaching (Buddhavacana), have a bearing on historical judgment. 

They are called the mahapadesa~ the great authorities. A statement 
' 

according to the Buddha, may be accepted as authoritative if someone 

vouches for it personally, if an entire group is assured that it is 

valid, if many persons of apparent probity accept it and even if one 

person of proven virtue asserts that it is correct. In the case of 

a statement concerning happenings of the past these criteria may be 

used to sift facts from probabilities and on the basis of an informed 

deliberate judgment evaluation may be made. 39 

IV 

• 

So far we have dealt with the Buddha's attitude toward the 

past as history and indicated the lines along which a Theravada Bud

dhist philosophy of history may be constructed. We may now turn our · 

attention to a discussion of the Buddha in history. During his minis

try,the Buddha met with a number of rulers 'who were his contemporaries 

and Buddhist literature contains numerous notices of these meetings. 

He was admired by Bimbisara and Pasenadi Kosala and Ajatasattu, the 

parricide son of Bimbisara. The Samannaphala sutta preserves a 

dialogue between the Buddha and Ajatasattu who asks the Buddha about 

the benefits of renunciation. At the end of the discourse Ajatasattu 

recites the standard formula of conversion and expresses contrition 

at his "sin" of putting his own father to death. The Buddha says 

that inasmuch as the king accepts the immorality of his action and 

makes a sincere confession of repentence he accepts the confession 

in that spirit. In the Mahiiparinibbana sutta we are told about the 

impending hostilities between ihe Magadhan kingdom and the Vajjians 

and the construction of the new capital of Pa~aliputta. 40 Pasenadi 



the Kosalan seems to have held the Buddha in especial esteem and 

regard and an entire section called Kosala samyutta is devoted to 

conversations between the Buddha and the king. 41 After the Buddha's 

passing away, his body was cremated by the Mallas of Kusin~r~ with 

great honor_ and veneration and the relics were claimed by Ajatasattu, 

the Licchavis of Vesali, the Sakyas. of Kapilavatthu, the Buliyas 

of Allakappa, the Koliyas of Ramagama, the Mallas of P~va, a Brahman 

of Ve~hadipa and the Moriyas of Pippalivana as well as the Mallas 

of Kusinara. Subsequently the relics were distributed and eight 
- . d 42 . stupas were ra1se over them. Soon after this event the F1rst 

Council Csamg~ti) was held in Rajagaha under "the patronage of Aja

tasattu where the gathered monks compiled the first recension of 

the canon. Thereafter Buddhism spread rapidly outside of ~lagadha 

into other parts of India and Buddhist communities sprang up in in

creasing numbers. According to the Pali accounts the second, or 

Vesali, council was held about a century after the death of the 

Buddha,, where occurred the great schism over the "ten points" ad

vanced by the Vajjian monks and thereafter the unity of the ·samgha 

was splintered into as many as eighteen different sects. 

Then came Asoka the son of Bindus~ra and the grandson of 

Chandragupta Maurya, the founder the mighty Maury a emp1re. Asoka 

(circa 272-232 B.C.) is held in high esteem in Buddhist and world 

history not so much because he ruled over a vast empire but because 

he strove to embody the spirit of the teachings of the Buddha in his 

personal conduct and his rule. He turned to Buddhism after witness

ing the carnage of the war of Kalinga in 261 B.C. when he vowed to 

turn the sound of the war drum into a call for moral exhortation 

and dedicated the rest of his life to his mission. In his inscrip

tions he evinces his devotion to the Buddha, his dhamma and the 

samgha and, according to Theravada tradition, sent his son Mahinda 

and daughter Samghamitt~ to teylon to convert the king and people 



of that island to Buddhism. Asoka built numerous monasteries and 

monuments, went on a pilgrimage to the holy places of Buddhism and 

carried out a number of public works such as digging of wells, con

struction of highways, planting of trees and medicinal herbs and 

setting up of rest houses for travelers. He also established a 

number of hospitals for men and animals and the tradition started 

by him continued in India for centuries afterward. He initiated 

a great age of Buddhist art and the Third or Pataliputta council 

was held during his reign at which the famous work Kathavatthu was 

composed by Moggaliputta Tissa. Asoka also sent his own missionaries 

abroad and about the same time the Samgha sent its own missions to 

various areas of India and outside. Asoka aimed at a stupendous task 

of moral transformation in the character of man and the state and 

under his patronage Buddhism became a major religion and began its 

ca~eer in Asia. 

Asoka played a dual role in the history of India of the 

third century B.C. One was dictated by the Kau~ilyan tradition that 

he inherited from his predecessors. The Kautilyan policy largely 
- - . . 
addressed itself to the problems of power, its rise, consolidation 

and use based on a rather dim view of human nature which made peace 

but an interval between conflicts and wars. He did not mind if mora

lity was sometimes sacrificed in the interests of the security of 

the state. The Kau~ilyan state was a punitive institution which, 

through threats of force and inducements of material patronage, 

strove to keep human beings to the straight and narrow path .of poli

tical rectitude. Buddhist thought largely viewed the human situa

tion in moral terms and required the state to be preeminently a moral 

institution. Coercive force and moral suasion were the two divergent 

avenues of organized power posed as alternatives by the Kau~ilyan 

and Buddhist systems. Asoka felt that the dichotomy had to be 

resolved in favor of moral suasion, a challenging experiment fraught 



with unpredictable results. The choice before him was between the 

traditional Kautilyan concept of the sceptre and the Buddhist idea 

of the wheel of morality (dhammacakka) and his understanding of the 

Buddha resolved that Asoka choose the Buddhist way. 

The searing experience for Asoka was that of the Kalinga 

war and he lays bare his heart filled with remorse at the Kalinga 

war. In moving terms he speaks of this traumatic experience in which 

people were killed, maimed and taken captive. He declared that the 

victory of morality was the greatest and resolved that the sound of 

drums henceforth shall not be a call to war as had been traditionally 

understood but would be a signal for moral exertion both for the em

peror_ and his subjects. From the Buddha, Asoka dr~w the inspiration 

for infusing morality into what was, until then, an institution of 

sheer force and naked power. It was a unique experiment in human 

history and the first and perhaps the· only comprehensive effort by 

a powerful king to transform himself and his institution into a 

striving for the moral life. In pursuance of this ideal Asoka took 

a number of public measures aimed at improving the moral tone of 

public life as well as the amelioration of the conditions of the 
43 

people. 

But Asoka was also a pious Buddhist. It was probably 

during his stay in Vidisa (modern Bhilsa) which was a center of 

Buddhism that Asoka may have come into close contact with Bud

dhism. There he married Devi and his son and daughter of this 

marriage, Mahinda and Samghamitta, later went to Ceylon as Bud

dhist missionaries as mentioned above. That he later maintained 

a close contact with the Samgha after his more formal conversion 

is borne out by his use of the phrase samgham upete. He also went 

on a pilgrimage to the holy places of Buddhism and exempted the 
• 

inhabitants of Lumbini, the birth place of the Buddha, from taxes 

because, as he says, "Here was born the Lord." In one of his 



inscriptions he reveals his acquaintance with parts of the Buddhist 

scriptures and particularly mentions those in which he found joy and 

significance. He also used his royal power to maintain the unity of 

the Samgha and threatened those members whose activities might lead 

to schism with expulsion from the· Order. He erected pillars to mark 

some of the holy Buddhist spots and is reputed to have carried out 

a second distribution of the Buddha's relics. He is also credited 

with having built numerous monastic dwellings. He initiated a new 

age in Buddhist art by substituting stone for wood and the capitals 

of his pillars reflect his imperial vision as well as fervor. 44 

Asoka is often compared to the Roman emperor Constantine, 

the Great (306-337 A.D.). Asoka's services to Buddhism are compared 

with those of the Roman's to Christianity. Asoka' s name is celebrated 

in Buddhist history as one of its greatest royal patrons and his 

career clearly marks the imprint left by the Buddha on the mind ,and 

character of one of India's greatest rulers. His reign certaivly 

reflects the gentle and civilizing influence of the Buddha and the 

inspiration provided by Buddhism for the flowering of a great art 

tradition. 

Two other rulers ·of Indian antiquity are famous for their 

association with Buddhism. One was Ku~ha~a Ka~i~ka (second cen~ury 

A;D.). Tradition asserts that he was responsible for the spread of 

Buddhism in Kashmir and into Central Asia· and his name is also asso

ciated with the Kashmir council where the texts of the Sarvastivada 

school ·were compiled. Vasubandhu, the author of the Abhidharmako~, 

played a prominent part in the history of Buddhism during this peri~. 

The Kusanas also contributed to the development of the Indo-Greek 

school of Buddhist art which brought into vogue the Buddha and Bodhi· 

sattva images as objects of ritual worship. The other r~ler was 

Har~a (606-647 A.D.) who played host to the Chinese pilgrim Ywan 

Chwang and was a patron of the great university of Nalanda. But by 



this time Mahayana had replaced Theravada as a dominant Buddhist 

pursuasiori. 

Mention may be made here of Menander-Milinda, the Indo

Greek ruler of the Punjab (second-first century B.C.) who figured 

as the king Milinda with whom the monk Nagasena had extensive 

debates, the subject matter of the famous Milindapanha. The work 

is justly celebrated both for its literary qualities and the last 

phases of the development of Theravada thought in India. Theravada 

Buddhism survived in the south around Kanchipura (near Madras) and 

traces of the Theravada school survived in India down to the time 

of Ywan Chwang in the seventh century A.D. 

The role of the Buddha as the force that created a bril-

liant cultural tradition in India is writ large in numerous literary 

and philosophical works as well as artistic monuments such as those 

of Sanchi and Bharhut in central India and the excavated shrines and 

monasteries of Western India. For close to a thousand years the 

Buddha shaped the contours of Indian cultural history and its world

view and when it disappeared from the land its historical mission 

had already been completed. 
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XX 

THE BUDDHA'S "DYING CONSCIOUSNESS" 

The late Morris Winternitz described the Mahaparinibbana 

sutta as "most important in every respect" among the suttas 

of the Digha Nikaya for it presents "a continuous record of the 

latter part of Buddha's life, his last speeches and sayings, 

and his death. The oldest parts of this extensive record surely 

belong to the oldest part of the Tipitaka." The account of the 

last days of the Buddha's life "was most firmly impressed on 

the minds" of his disciples who "preserved and handed down with 

loving fidelity" their memory of those epochal days. Undoubtedly 

parts of the sutta have suffered interpolations at the hands of 

the later redacors, but it is unlikely that the account of the 

Master's death and the events preceding it were seriously tampered 

with as they were much too sacred even for the most tendentious 

editor. 1 The sutta speaks of a great many topics of vital in

terest to the early Buddhist community and excerpts from 



it appear in other parts of the Pali Canon. 2 The present 

paper attempts to discuss those passages of the sutta which 

are directly concerned with the last moments of the Buddha's 

life and to ascertain if any theoretical formulations about 

death and the dying consciousness could be reasonably deduced 

from the literature of the Therav~dins. We will first deal 

with the Buddha's last journey from ~jagaha to Kusinara and 

then focus attention on those specific states of consciousness 

which are described as parts of the process of the Buddha's 

death. 

The sutta mentions some twenty-one places through which 

the Buddha traveled in his journey to Kusinara identified with 

Kasia at the junction of the rivers Rapti and Gandak in the 

eastern Gorakhpur district of the present state of Uttar 

Pradesh.3 The sutta opens with the Buddha residing at 

Gijjhakuta (Vulture's Peak) near Rajagaha and a report about 
• 

Ajatasattu's intention of attacking the Vajjians. Then follow 

discourses on conditions which would make for the Vajjians' 

invincibility and also factors contributing to the unity of 

the Samgha. From R;jagaha the Buddha proceeded to Vesali by 

\ 



way of Ambalatthika, •• 

the imperial capital 

Veluvagama (probably -

N~land;, Pataligama (the future site of -~ ~ - ~ 
of Pataliputta), Kotigama and Nadika. At 

• • 
a suburb of Vesali) the Buddha suffered a 

serious illness (kharoabadho) and spent the vassa (rain-retreat) 

there. At C~pala.Cetiya (in the vicinity of Vesali) he was 

urged by M~ra to end his life on the plea that the Tathagata had 

accomplished all that he set out to do at the time when he was 

-enlightened at Bodhagaya. A recent study points out that Mara 

appears both as a "presentation symbol" serving as "bridge 

between the frontier of Buddhist metaphysics and popular belief" 

and a "highly abstract and analytical" concept signifying 

death.4 It was at Capala Cetiya, we are told, that the Buddha 

dropped a broad hint to Ananda that the Tathagata could, if he 

-so wished, live up to a kappa (aeon). Ananda failed to see 

the significance of the hint. Before this incident that the 

Buddha had stated that he was old, eighty years of age and 

-"just as a worn-out cart, Ananda, can be kept going only with 

the help of thongs, so, methinks, the body of the Tathagata, 

can be kept going by bandaging it up."5 It should be pointed 

out that just before this. statement the Buddha had suffered a 

severe illness during his vassa at Veluvagama. Probably Mara 
. .. . . . 



figures now as a symbol of the Buddha's own thought-processes 

presaging impending death. At the end of the Mara dialogue 

passage we are told that the Buddha consciously and deliberately 

abandoned the rest of the natural span of his life (~ sampa-
.~ .._, - ... Jano ayusamkliaram Gssaji). The Pali terms used here are signi-

ficant and merit some discussion. 

The term ayusamkhara is translated as "constituent of 

of life, vital principle." The essential nature of the life

process is brought out in a discourse by Sariputta which is 

-relevant here. Sariputta states that the external manifestation 

of life is to be seen in the operations of the five organs of 

sense perception and states of consciousness based on them. 

These organs are sight, smell, sound, taste and physical con

tact or tactibility. These sense organs operate becaus~ of life -(ayu~ pa~icca); life is dependent upon the element of heat 

(usmam) while the heat element exists because of life. Sari

putta explains the interdependence of the life-element and the 

heat-element with the simile of an oil lamp, its wick and the 

light cast by the flame of the lamp. It is when the lamp is 

burning that it gives out the glow because of the burning of 

the oil through the wick of the lamp and it is by the glow that 

one recognizes that there is a wick. Just as the wick and the 

glow (acci and ~bh~) are interdependent on ~ach other for their 

manifestation so also the life-element and the heat-element are 

I • 

\ 



interdependent. The very next sutta u~es the term ayusamkhara 

and asks whether they are the elements of cognition (vedaniya 

dhamma) or constituents of human consciousness or· are different 

and separate from each other? Sariputta explains the query 

by saying that the two are different and separate for if they 

had been the same or identical there would be no means of cog

nizing the rising (vu~thana) of the monk who had entered the 

state of meditation known as the cessation of the cognition of 

perception (sa;navedayitanirodha). Inasmuch as the vital 

principle is different and separate from it, it is possible to 

cognize the rising of the monk from the state of meditation 

known as the cessation of the cognition of perception. Then 

follows the question: with ·the abandonment of which elements -(dhamma) can it be said that this body (kayo) is "forsaken, 

thrown away, cast away (ujjhito)" and "dropped, rejected, cast 

down (avakkhitto) like a lifeless (acetana~) piece of wood 

(kattham)?" This clearly implies the state of death. The 

answer to the query is that when three elements (dhamma) are 

abandoned (j ahanti) , · to wit, life, heat and consciousness 

-~-(vinnapa~) that the body lies (seti) cast away like a lifeless 

piece of wood. -Sariputta explains further that on death the 

physical constituents (kayasamkhara) cease to exist (niruddha, 

-pafipassaddha), as also the oral, consciousness or mind con-

stituents (vacr and citta), the life-element is exhausted 

··oc::;;, 



(parikkhllno), the heat-element is stille~ (~pasanta) and the 
I 

sense-organs are shattered (paribhinnaniY!~ In the case of the 

monk, in the state of meditation referred to above, his physical, 

verbal and mental constituents are also in a state of cessation 

and quiescence but the vital (life) element is not exhausted, 

the heat-element is not stilled and only the sense organs are 

in a state of happiness, brightness and purity (vippasannani). 

The critical difference between the state of meditation called 

the cessation of the cognition of perception and death is that 

in the latter phenomenon the life-element (also called 

jrvitindriya at other places), the heat-element and consciousness 

are all abandoned. -·-The term vinna~a is variously translated as 

cognition, "life-force (as extending also over rebirth), prin

ciple of conscious life, general consciousness (as function of 

mind and matter), regenerative force, animation" and is also 

described as having four aspects or stages or seven aspects or 

stages (~hitiyo). It may best be rendered as the cognitive 

process rather than cognition as an "entity" with persistence 

or permanence of its own. In the samadhi stage the "perceptual 

apparatus" is "still intact" whereas in death the apparatus 

itself ceases to exist though its effects are "transferred" over 



to another existence if there is to be rebirth.6 

· Buddhaghosa in his gloss on the sutta passage referring 

to the conscious rejection of the rest of the natural term of 

---his life by the Buddha says sati~ supati~~hita~ katva na~ena 
- \.-, 

paricchinditiva ay~samkhara~ vissaji pajahi; making his mind-

fulness well-established and penetrating with knowledge he 

discharged or abandoned the factors of life. That such a de

termination of abandoning the residual part of one's natural 

span of life was both possible and practised by the arhats among 

the early Buddhists is stated by Buddhaghosa in a story of two 

monks·, one of whom says that he could determine not only when 

he could pass away into nibbana but also the mode (sitting 

cross-legged or walking) in which he could attain it.7 If it 

was possible for an arahat to determine the moment and mode of 

his nibbana, as was the Theravada belief, then the Buddha could 

certainly have determined the time of his passing away. 



The sequence of events preceding the Buddha's passing 

away as given in the sutta under reference is as follows: the 

Buddha was old, eighty years of age, his physical condition 

was characteristic· of old age and he had suffered a severe 

illness. The dialogue with Mara is a symbolism through which 

he indicated that he had accomplished his life's mission and 

that he was ready to die. Then he made the conscious and de

liberate decision to pass away (described in the text as ayu 

samkhara~ ossaji). The final step in this chain of events was 

the.meal of pork served by Cunda, the smith, as a consequence 

of which he suffered a fatal bout of dysentery accompanied by 

"sharp pain .... even unto death." But he bore his suffering 

"mindful and self-possessed" and went on to Kusinara where he 

-lay off the highway on a robe arranged fourfold by Ananda. He 

-drank the water fetched by Ananda. He met Pakkusa, the Mallian, 

and received from him "a pair of robes of cloth of gol~, 

burnished and ready for wear." The color of his skin became 

"clear and exceeding bright" which may mean that a deathly 

pallor had begun-to set in with the beginning of the process 

of the waning of the heat-element (usma~). But what might 

appear as simple pallor in case of ordinary mortals, in the 

case of the Buddha it seemed like the gleaming of gold. He 

-then told Ananda that he would pass away ''in the third watch 

of the night" in the Sala grove of the Ma~las in Upavattana. 



There he lay between two Sala trees, with his head to the north, 

on his right side, one leg resti~over the other, in ~~e lion's 

posture, mindful and collected, a posture made famous in the 

sculptures at Ajanta in India, Anuradhapura in Ceylon and at 

various spots in Burma and in other Buddhist countries. 8 

II 

There is no need for us to go into the details of the 

various episodes preceding the actual passing away. His last 

words were: "Decay is inherent in all component things; work 

out your salvation with diligence." The two principal figures 

around him at this time were Ananda, his favorite disciple and 

personal attendant and Anuruddha. The description detailing 

the process of the Buddha's death is contained in a short 

question and answer sequence between these two and is pro

bably the version of the event passed down by them. It may, 

therefore, help us to understand it better if we examined the 

backgrounds of these two disciples. 

-Among the numerous disciples of the Buddha, Ananda is 

perhaps the most lovable and endearing in his all too human 

qualities. He was the son of Amitodana, a brother of 

Suddhodana, and hence a first cousin of the Buddha and a 

brother or half-brother of Anuruddha. He joined the Order 



during the second year of the Buddha's ministry along with a 

number of other Sakyan youths and became the Buddh~ personal 

attendant (upa~t;haka) at the end of twenty years af·.~ .:r the 

Buddha's enlightenment. Thereafter, as he himself says in his 

verses in the Theragatha, he followed the Buddha like a shadow, 

serving the Master with an unparalleled loving kindness (metta). 

At the time of the Buddha passing awayAnanda was close to 

eighty years in age. He was a close friend of many prominent 

- -monks such as Sariputta and Moggallana and on many an occasion 

he was called upon to explicate fully terse statements of doc

trinal importance made by the Buddha. Ananda is especially 

remembered for his espousal of the cause of the admission of 

women led by Mahapajapati Gotami to the Order and he was also 

very popular with laymen and laywomen. In his intellectual 

abilities he was no peer of Sariputta, Moggall;na, Manakassapa 

or Anuruddha and remained a sekha (learner who had yet to attain 

arhatship) until the time of the First or Rajagaha Council held 

soon after the Buddha's death. But he was responsible for re

citing the dhamma (doctrinal suttas) at the Council and in 

spite of his lack of higher intellectual capabilities he was 

held in great esteem for his deep faith, charming manners, 

affectionate nature and simple though curious attitude toward 

the world and its phenomena.9 



Anuruddha was also a Sakyan and • cousin of the Buddha 

and joined the Order after some initial hesitation. 1ut he 

soon became proficient in the meditative accomplishr":1ts such 

as the possession of the "celestial eye" (dibbacakkhu) which, 

it is claimed, enabled him to perceive the thought-processes 

of others. He was ranked foremost among those who possessed 

this quality as Ananda was held to be foremost among those 

possessing mindf~lness (sati). Anuruddha was an expert in 

meditation and the Buddha himself had commended his mastery 

ov;r the eight great convictions (a~fha mahapurisavitakka) 

which are the bases of the four stages of meditation. From 

these ascriptions it is clear that Anuruddha belonged to the 

early Abhidhamma school (~) or method of thinking. The 

later scholastic Buddhaghosa states the abhidhamma "exceeds 

and is distinguished from the Dharnm.a (the Suttas)" in its much 

more detailed classification of psychological categories.lO 

Anuruddha's expertise in the analysis and comprehension of 

psychological processes and their categorization have ob

viously influenced the description of the stages of conscious

ness through which the Buddha passed before he ceased to exist. 

III 

We may now turn to the passages which describe the 

Buddha's dying consciousness. The text states: "Then the Lord 



entered the first stage of meditation. H~ rose out of the 

first stage of meditation and entered the second stag! of medi

tation. He rose from the second stage and entered th~ :hird 

stage of meditation. He rose from the third and entered the 

fourth stage of meditation. He rose from the fourth stage and 

entered the state of the consciousness of the infinitude of 

space (akasana~cayatana~). He rose from-this state and entered 

the state of consciousness of the infinitude of consciousness 
........ .., .. -

(vinna9ancayatanaw). He rose therefrom and entered the state 
- ...... 

of consciousness of nothingness (akincannayatana~). Therefrom 

he entered the state of consciousness of neither perception 
.--•~ - ....... nor non-perception (nevasannanasannayatana~). After that he 

entered the state of the cessation of the consciousness of per-

----ception (sannavedayitanirodha)." 

-At this point Ananda asked Anuruddha: "Has the Lord 

passed away (parinibbuto) to which Anuruddha replied in the 

negative adding that the Buddha's consciousness was in the 

state of the cessation of the consciousness of perception. 

The dictionary mentions two states of parinibbana as sa

upadisesa (-"extinction with no rebirth substratum left") and 

anupadisesa or total emancipation and parinibbuta is explained 

as "gone out, or passed away without any remaining cause of 

rebirth anywhere, completely extinct, finally released." 11 



- I -Buddhaghosa explains the reason for Ananda's query as Ananda's 

perception of not seeing the Lord breathing while en_ering 

cessation (nirodhatp samapannassa Bhagavato assasa-passas'7mam 

abnava~ disva pucchi). Buddhaghosa further states~in answer 

to an anticipatory question as to how did Anuruddha know the ' 

Buddha's state of consciousness that Anuruddha, it is saidJ 

(ki\a)- had practised those attainments and had gone up to arising 

from the state of neither perception nor non-perception and 

knew that then the Lord had entered upon extinction (nirodha) 

and knew that inside of the process of extinction (anto-nirodho) 

there is no death (kala-kiriya n~ma n'atthi ti jani). 12 All of 

this tends to clarify the distinction between aspects of con

sciousness during certain states of meditation (samadhi) and 

death. 

The text then goes on to say that the Buddha's con

sciousness began the reverse process of descending from the 

state of the cessation of the cognition of perception to neither 

perception nor non-perception, to the state of nothingness, to 

the infinitude of-consciousness, to the infinitude of the con

sciousness of space, to the fourth~-third1 second and first 

stages of meditation. Finally the Tatnagata's consciousness 

began the upward ascent from the first to the second, third and 



i 

fourth stages of meditation. Immediately upon rising from the 

fourth stage of meditation the Tathagata passed away. 

An account such as this raises a host of questions, the 

first among which concerns its authenticity and credibility. 

As the translators point out we have here "a technical, scho-

lastic attempt to describe the series of ideas involved in 

what was considered the highest thought. No one, of course, 

can have known what actually did occur; and the eight boundary 

lines between the nine states are purely conjectural."l3 The ... 
point is validly made for neither Ananda nor Anuruddha could 

have actually known what was passing in the mind of the dying 

Buddha. What is given to us is very probably Anuruddha's in

terpretation of what he thought was happening in the dying 

consciousness of the Buddha. This interpretation, undoubtedly, 

was based on his own ideas of stages of consciousness associated 

with the four jhanas, the four~yatanas and the state of the 

cessation of cognition of perception making, in all, nine 

states. The four stages of meditation were fairly well known 

since the earliest days of the Buddhist movement and the Buddha 

speaks of them in numerous suttas. In fact, it was the common 

property of various schools of ascetics and Brahmans. 14 As for 



the ayatanas they were a recognized part of the seven stages 

~- h of consciousness (satta vinnapa~thitiyo) and the states of t e 

infinitude of nothingness and that of neither perception nor 

non-perception were taught to the Buddha by his former two 

teachers ~lara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta.l5 As stated above 
• 

Buddhaghosa had already anticipated the translators' skepti

cism that the account of what was passing in the Buddha's mind 

at the moment of death by referring to the common stock of 

assumptions concerning functions and attainments of the various 

meditational stages. The nine stages mentioned as a part of 

the process of the Buddha's dying consciousness are a part of 

the discipline leading to the state of nibbana or arhatship.l6 

Anuruddha's account, therefore, cannot be regarded as entirely 

conjectural or imaginary. 

The second question related to the account given by 

Anuruddha concerns the nature of the meditative process in

volved in the Buddha's dying consciousness. What was involved, 

it seems, was a transformation of consciousness through con-

trolled modification of its states and aspects. The two terms 

commonly used for this process are samadhi and jh~na. Samadhi 

is a generic term which includes jhanas. Samadhi proceeds 
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through two stages, the preparatory and attainment, and another 

text gives a list of three kinds or modes such as emptiness, 

aimlessness and signlessness.l7 It means, therefore, an 

"emptying" of the "surface" consciousness by ridding it of the 

process of categorical thinking, to induce or "create" a state 

of pure undifferentiated consciousness. In the texts, espe

cially of the Abhidhamma and commentaries thereon, it is stated 

that in the initial stages at least the meditative process 
~ 

needs an object which may be material or abstract, that is, a 

concept. While an object of a material kind is necessary for 

the beginner or one who is in the stage of a learner (sekha) 

for persons like the Buddha a concept is all that is needed. 

The text tells us that the Buddha laid himself down in the 

-"lion's posture," mindful and self-composed(~, sampajano). 

The thought upper~ost in his mind then was his impending death. 

Buddhaghosa tells us that "mindfulness of death" (marananussati) 

may as well serve as-an object of meditation. 18 This mind

fulness of death may then have served as the starting point for 

the process of the nine stages of consciousness preceding the 

actual moment of the Buddha's death. 



\ 
As the text states the Buddha'~ dying consciousness 

began with the four stages of meditation. In his dialogue 

with Aj~tasattu the Buddha has given us a vivid description of 

these four stages. In the first stage the characteristics are 

the "initial" and "final" movement of categorical thinking 

-(vitakka and vic·ara), a sense of joy and happiness (piti and 

sukha). The meditator suffuses his body with feelings of joy 

and happiness completely so that his entire body (kaya) is 

filled with them. "Just as" says the Buddha, "an expert 

shampooer or his assistant spreads bathing powders into a brass 

plate and mixes them with water so that that ball of bathing 

powders is completely suffused inside out with moisture which 

is held in the powders without oozing out of them" so much so 

that the powders and water become one, so also the meditator 

fills his body with joy and happiness. At this stage there is 

a complete cessation of the verbalizing process (vaca niruddha 

hoti) which may be interpreted as the complete abandonment of 

the "linear, verbal mode" of consciousness or completely 

ridding the consciousness of "verbal intellectuality."l9 The 

two terms, initial and final movements of thought, need to be 
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treated in some detail here. Meditation is defined as "an 

attempt to alter consciousness in such a way that other aspects 

of reality can become accessible" and hence the knowledge here 

implied, as it is implied by the terms initial and final appli

cation of thought, is of an order different from the normal 

variety of knowledge in terms of logical, rational or intellec

tual categories. In the meditative process, such as the one 

we are discussing here, there is a "turning off" followed by 

an "opening up" process. The two terms are also rendered as 

applied and sustained thought wherein applied thought is 

likened to "hitting upon," like the "striking of a bell," 

whereas sustained thought involves keeping the mind "anchored" 

like the ringing of the bell. Other similes used are like a 

bird spreading out its wings when about to soar or like a bee 

circling above a lotus, and the bird with wings spread out 

soaring into the air or the bee buzzing above the lotus after 

it has "dived towards it." Applied thought is the process of 

directing the mind toward an object, sustained thought is a 

state of maintaining continued pressure on it. 20 The two 

thought processes, initial and sustained, are centered on the 

object of meditation which, in our case here, is the awareness 



of death, "turning off" all other idehtional factors, resulting 
I, 

in "one-pointedness" of the consciousness on death. 

In the second stage ~he two thought-movements are eli

minated though the "one-pointedness" of the consciousness 

suffused with joy and happiness continues. The simile used to 

describe this state is, just as if "there were a deep pool, 

with water welling up into it from a spring beneath, and w'ith 

no inlet from the east or west, from the north or south, and 

the god should not from time to time send down showers of rain 

upon it. Still the current of cool waters rising up from that 

spring would pervade, fill, permeate, and suffuse the pool 

with cool waters, and there would be no part or portion of the 

pool unsuffused therewith." 

Then comes the third stage. There is a detachment from 

the feeling of joy and an induction of a sense of equilibrium 

or equanimity with the presence in the body of the sense of 

happiness based on mindfulness and awareness. It is like a 

lotus pool filled with lotuses of various colors, "grown up in 

the water, not rising up above the surface of the water,drawing 

up nourishment from the depths of the water, are so pervaded, 

drenched, permeated, and s~ffused from their very tips down to 

their roots with the cool moisture thereof, that there is no 

spot in the whole plant ......... not suffused therewith." 
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The fourth stage involves eliminAtion of any sense of 

pleasure or pain, elation or dejection
1

creating a state of 

"pure self-possession and equanimity." At this stage the con

sciousness has passed beyond the state of categ·orical and di

chotomous categories and is completely stable or quiescent. 

It is as if "a man were sitting so wrapped from head to foot 

in a clean white robe, that there were no spot in his whole 

frame not in contact with the clean white robe." At the fourth 

stage breathing also (assasa passasa) is suspended.21 

From the fourth stage of meditation the Buddha rose to 

the state of consciousness called infinitude of space. In this 
- ........ ~ 

state there is a cessation of perception of form (rupasanna). 

Form is a manifestation of materiality in the shape of a visible 

object and a consciousness of the infinity of space (akasa) 

which is completely empty, "devoid of individual essence," 

limitless extension. 22 Perception (sanna) is "recognition" or 

awareness of "unbounded space" consequent upon the disappearance 

of a sense of resistance (materiality) and is called "unbounded" 

because "neither its end as its arising nor its end as its fall 

are made known."23 It may then be taken as consciousness of 
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emptiness with still a residua~ duality ~f boundless space and 

its consciousness being retained. 

The Buddha's consciousness then rose to the state of the 

infinitude of consciousness itself. At this point the con

sciousness of the infinitude of space ceases to exist. The 

characteristic of consciousness (also rendered as perception= -... -vinnana) is recognition and explained by a simile: "It is like 

the case of the guardian of a city who, when seated at the 

crossroads in the middle of the city, could see a man coming 

from the East, or the South, or the West, or the North" and is 

related to the function of the recognition of visual, auditory, 

olfactory, gustatory, tactile and cognitory states of con

sciousness which would not be applicable in this case for such 

an activity could refer primarily to the surface consciousness 

of everyday life. "Unbounded consciousness" is explained by 

Buddhaghosa as that state which arises after the cessation of 

the consciousness of the infinitude of space which (as an object 

of meditation) is now substituted by limitlessness of con-

sciousness or consciousness of consci~usness itself and nothing 

else. It may mean cognition of consciousness as undifferentiated 

consciousness divested of conceptual recognition of consciousness 

which is without any limits or bounds. 24 



I • 

The next stage is that of the consl.cl.ousness of nothing-

ness where the ·consciousness of consciousness itself ceases. 

Nothingness is explained as the consciousness of "non-existence, 

voidness" wherein there is not even the conceptual recognition 

of a process with a beginning or end. At this point the con

sciousness is completely "drained out" or emptied of any and 

all distinctions which lead to dichotomies, categories or con

tradictions as aspects of the logical process. This is the 

beginning of the process of transcendence in which all "signs," 

forms, or recognitions of consciousness as an entity cease. 25 

From the stage of nothingness the mind rises to the 

plane of neither perception nor non-perception consequent upon 

the cessation of the state of consciousness of void or nothingness. 

Scholastic explanations of this state call it "the ultra-subtle 

absorbed perception in virtue of which he is called 'neither 

percipient nor non-percipient'", a state where there is neither 

perception even of voidness or nothingness nor its non-perception 

"because of the absence of gross perception and presence of 

subtle perception" based in the mind and mental-objects, in

capable of "performing the decisive function of perception, nor 

yet non-perception, since it is present in a subtle state as 



residual formation." The inability of perception to function 

decisively qua perception is illustrated by Buddhaghosa with 

two similes. The first relates to a novice who had smeared his 

bowl with oil. When his Elder asked him to bring the bowl ao 

that it could be used for filling gruel in it, the novice said 

there was oil in the bowl. But wheri the Elder said "Bring the 

oil, I shall fill the oil-tube," the novice replied that there 

'f-13 

was no oil. The first statement, that there was oil, was used to 

indicate the sense of incompatibility of using the bowl for 

filling it with gruel while the second, that there was no oil, 
' 

was used to suggest that there was no oil to fill a tube. The 

second simile concerns an Elder and a novice walking along when 

the novice sees a patch of water. When he tells the Elder that 

there is water, the Elder asks for a bathing cloth so that they 

could have a bath. The novice then says there is no water, that 

is, water enough to bathe but just enough to wet the sandals. 

Perception at this stage, according to this explanation, is only 

in a residual state for it is present but not enough to perform 

its characteristic function of recognition of the processes of 

consciousness.26 

The final state poses some difficulties in precise inter

pretation. The Pali terms used are sai;Iia-vedayita-nirodha which 

may be rendered as the cessation of the cognition of perception. 



In the Samyutta Nikaya we are told that a~ or during this stage 

perception (sa-;na) and feeling (vedana) cease to exist. This 

rendering has been generally followed. Rhys Davids, for instance, 

translates the passage as "he fell into a state in which the con

sciousness both of sensation and of ideas had wholly passed away ... 

H. C. Warren has rendered it as "he arrived at the cessation of 

perception and sensation." A Majjhima Nikaya sutta discusses 

the series of events associated with this state of consciousness. 

It is in the form of a dialogue between the nun Dhammadinna and 

the layman Visakha. Visakha asks how "does there come to be the 

attainment of the stopping of perception and feeling?" To this 

Dhammadinna replies that the person attaining this state does 

not think that he is doing so, has done so, or will do so for 

his mind has already led him to that state. She then explains 

that the activities of speech, body and mind stop in that order 

and when he emerges from that state of the cessation of "per

ception and feeling':' he does not do so consciously because his 

mind has been already developed in the way that it leads him on 

to that state of emergence. At that point his mental activity 

arises first, then activity of body and finally activity of 

speech. He is then aware of voidness (sunna·to phasso), sign

lessness (animi·tto) and undirectedness "(ap·p·a~ihita). His mind 

then becomes established in aloofness (viveka). The sutta then 



goes on to say that when this conversati1on was reported to the 

Buddha he approved of it.27 

The crucial terms here are· san;a and vedayita. The first 

is translated as "sense, consciousness, perception," 

"discernment, recognition, assimilation of sensations, awareness" 

and sannavedayitanirodha is translated as "cessation of con

sciousness and sensation." The term vedayita is rendered as 

"felt or experienced."28 Therefore, to translate vedayita as 

feeling (vedani) is more than the actual term warrants. Feeling 

is classified as pleasurable, painful and neutral (sukha, dukkha, 

adukkhmasukha). 29 In this sense, then, the term sa"ii~avedayita 

should rather be rendered as experience or cognition of perception 

or consciousness and the entire term as the cessation of the 

consciousness of consciousness. This may then refer to a state 

of pure or undifferentiated consciousness, completely divested 

of even a residual form of a subject-object related state of 

consciousness. This is not to be confused with the state of 

nibbana but may be described as "an experience in which all the 

distinctions of this world have disappeared and in which our 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ...... . 



ordinary conceptual structure simply does \not apply: an ex

perience of unity and completeness, absolute stillness and 

timelessness."30 Such an interpretation would be particularly 

applicable to the state of the Buddha's dying consciousnes~ 

since the passage explicitly state~ that it was progressing 

from one state of meditation to another. The Buddha had already 

secured nibbana and was then in a process of parinibbana, total 

extinction leading to physical death. 

-At this point Ananda asks Anuruddha whether the Lord had 

already passed away. Anuruddha replies in the negative. Buddha

ghosa explains that when the consciousness is in the state of 

cessation there is no death (id'ani Bhagavanirodham: sam:apanno 

anto-nirodho ca kala-kiriya nama n'atthi). It seems that 

Anuruddha well understood the distinction between a state of 

cessation of the ordinary or normal processes of consciousness 

and death, the first being an aspect of meditation (samadhi) 

while the second is physical extinction with the abandonment of 

components of existence, heat and consciousness. The Buddha had 

abandoned ayu-samkhara (components of existence)' but the elements 

of heat and consciousness were still present at this stage.31 



Then, according to Anuruddha's ac9ount, the Buddha rose 
I 

from the state of the cessation of cognitiion of perception and 

began the reverse process of descending to the states of neither 

perception nor ~on-perception, nothingness, infinitude of con

sciousness, infinitude of space, and the fourth, third, second 

and first stages of meditation. From the first stage of medi

tation his consciousness again began his journey to the second, 

third and fourth stages of meditation and immediately on rising 

from the fourth, we are told, the Buddha passed away. This 

description leads us to believe that the Buddha's mind traversed 

the entire spectrum Od the range of consciousness from pure or 

undifferentiated consciousness (sa~fiavedayitanirodha) to !=he 

state of consciousness characterized by initial and sustained 

application of thought (perception and investigation of categories) 

accompanied by feelings of joy and happiness (piti and sukha). 

That is the first stage of meditation during which the faculty of 

speech is stilled. As his mind traveled upward through the 

second and third stage~ his thought processes and sense of joy 

ceased and when he reached the fourth stage his breathing ceased. 

His consciousness, at the moment of death, was characterize~ by 

total equanimity and mindfulness (upekkh;: sati) being purified 

by them (p":risuddham) . 32 



We have no means of knowing precistly the interval of 

time spent by the Buddha between his abandonment of components 

of life at Capala Cetiya and his final journey to the Sala 

forest at Kusinara where he lay down between the two Sala trees 

in preparation for his passing away. The text, as it stands, is 

filled with accounts of an earthquake and a discourse of eight 

causes of earthquakes, the eight assemblies, the eight positions 

of mastery (abhibhayatanani), eight stages of deliverance 

(vimokkha)", accounts of requests by Mara to pass away, request 

-by Ananda to live for an aeon and a host of other topics such 

as instructions on the disposal of the Buddha's body and en

shrinement of relics, behavior towards women and the story of 

Mah~sudassana, most of which may be safely regarded as inter

polations made during the process when a parinibbana sutta was 

being transformed into a mahaparinibbaha sutta. The only 

incident about which there can be no doubt is that of Cunda, 

the smith, and the meal of pork served by him causing the 

Buddha's fatal illness. The interval of time, therefore, between 

the C~pala Cetiya event and the passing away could not have been 

long. Similarly, the journey of his consciousness from the first 

stage of meditation through the eight further stages, the re

verse process and the final moment of actual demise, at the 

fourth stage of meditation, could not have taken very long. 

-Ananda seems to have informed the Mallas about the impending 

death of the Buddha during the last quarter of the night. Soon 



after that Anuruddha dispatched Ananda t~ the Mallas of 

Kusinara to inform them of it and begin preparations of the 

cremation of the Tathagata's body. 

The account of the Buddha's dying consciousness is of 

significance for two reasons. One is that the text, as it 

stands, may be assumed to belong to the earliest stratum of 

the compilation of the "texts" (nirutti) of Early Buddhism and 

as such its authenticity cannot be seriously questioned, it 

being understood that the account was essentially the one trans

mitted by Anuruddha and Ananda. It can be conceded that it was, 

by and large, Anuruddha's interpretation of the process of the 

dying consciousness of the Buddha and, by implication, appli

cable to similar situations in the case of arhats. Secondly, - -the jhana and samadhi aspects of the Buddhist tradition must 

be regarded as being as important, if not more, than the moral 

aspects of the Early Buddhist movement. In fact, morality and 

intellectual attainments formed the basis of the transcendental 

experience leading to the ultimate goal of spiritual striving.33 

The Buddha became enlightened (sambuddha) by virtue of his in

tense practice of jh~na and samadhi and consequently meditation 



became "the means by which the monk could ~xperience for him

self how the Buddhist principles functioned" and the "super

knowledge" gained thereby could enable him to "verify all the 

Buddhist doctrines."34 - -Jhana and samadhi are also the princi-

pal goals of the Abhidhamma tradition and though the detailed 

formulation of this tradition may, chronologically, belong to 

a later stage of development in the Early Buddhist tradition, 

its principles must be regarded as being as old as Buddhism 

itself. Buddhaghosa's arguments concerning the coeval anti

quity of the Abhidhamma tradition along with the Suttanta 

tradition may seem, at first glance, merely polemical but, in 

th$ context we are discussing here, its essential validity and 

relevance need not be questioned.35 The psychological method, 

as adopted by Early Buddhism, was "a quiet river, flowing often 

unseen" whose flow can be discerned in "the earliest recorded 

expressions in the Suttanta" indicating "a Very close attention 

bestowed on the· nature and work of mind" (emphasis in the 

original). The problems of death and its transcendence were 

treated by Early Buddhism as amenable to the use of "a prac

tical technique" in which an "experiential knowledge" of the 

\. 
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could 
structure of consciousness~lead it to return to a state of 

primeval or undifferentiated consciousness. The account of the 

Buddha's dying consciousness is a significant example of this 

trend.36 This description is a representation of the Buddhist 

philosophy of death not only in the case of one who has already 

obtained nibb:na but also in the case of less elevated mortals. 

To this philosophy we may now turn. 

IV 

Death is generally accepted as a part of the total pro

cess called existence (bhava) for one is under the sentence of 

death even as one is born. Death occurs as one of the four 

"signs" seen by Gotama before his renunciation and figures 

prominently in the theory of "Dependent Origination." It is a 

part of the Four Noble Truths and death is also called one of 

the four great dangers. It is defined as "the fall (out of any 

state), the dropping out of it, the dissolution, the disappear

ance, the death, the dying, the accomplishment of the life-term, 

the breaking up of the Groups, the laying down of the body of 

this or that in this or that class of being. This is called 

dying."37 In later literature, definitions of death are 



elaborated as the interruption of the life-faculty (f!"vitindriya) 

which has the characteristic of "maintaining conascent kinds of 

matter'.'" It maintains elements or states (dharmna) which, though 

they "arise due to their O¥rn conditions". are maintained by the 

life-faculty as "a wet-nurse does a prince" and which is dis

solved at the time of death "like the flame of a lamp when the 

wick and the oil are getting used up" but has the power "to 

maintain, make occur, and make present" life while it lasts.38 

In the normal cases of death its occurrence is due to the ex

haustion of karnma whereas in cases of untimely death (suicide, 

murder, accidental death) it is interruption of the process of 

- kamma within one life-span. Forms of the dying consciousness 

are similar to "presentative" and "representative" cognition 

with the exception that apperception at death occurs only for 

five thought-moments because of the weakness of the process 

(in normal cases the duration is seven). It lacks reproductive 

power and functions only "as regulative of new existence."39 

What is of crucial importance in the dying process in the con

sciousness of a person is the state immediately preceding 



expiration. In this context a sinful man is often described .. 
as one who is liable to die "bewildered" (sarmnulha) whereas a 

pious or virtuous man's last phase of dying consciousness is 

full of clarity. And in this case death occurs as if the man 

is falling asleep.40 For the common man, however, there is 

always present, at the back of his mind, the dread of death. 

Preaching to laymen the Buddha once said: "Practise meditation 

on death. I shall surely die. Death will be the termination 

of my life. Life is unstable. Death is sure. For they that 

have not practised meditation on death will tremble and fear, 

when their last hour cometh, and will die screaming screams of 

terror, even as a man having no stick with him, on seeing a 

snake, is stricken with fear."41 -Death, says the monk Nagasena 

to the King Milinda, can be either at the proper time or pre

mature death. Death in the fulness of time comes as a result 

of old age while those who die prematurely do so as a result 

of their past evil deeds or excessive "journeying" or excessive 

activity. Milinda counters this statement saying that whenever 

- -a person dies that is his "appointed time" (kale yeva). Naga-

sena explains that seven kinds of persons, "there being still 

a portion of their appointed age to run, die out of time." 



These are the starving, the thirsty unable to get water, those 

bitten by a snake but unable to find a cure, those who have 

swallowed poison but unable ·to get an antidote, those consumed 

by fire, the drowning, those who are wounded by a dart and 

those when ill cannot find a physician. .. 
Nagasena enumerates 

eight causes of death, "through excess of windy humour, or of 

billious humour, or of phlegmatic humour, through the adverse 

union of these three, through variations in temperature, through 

inequality in protection, through (medical) treatment, and 

through the working of Karma." It is only when a person dies 

due to the working of his karma that his death may be called 

"at the due season." Those who die a natural death die when 

they are old like a fire burnt out, or like a mighty storm 

cloud draining itself out of its precipitation, or the venom 

of a snake reaching the end of its function, or the arrow 

reaching the end of its path, or the sound of a brazen gong 

reaching the end of its resonance, or the seed reaching the 

tioe of its fruition. 42 The similes used in this text give us 

an interesting glimpse of the Buddhist view of the life process. 

It is conceived as a movement working out a given momentum, a 

process actuated by energy, and when the momentum and energy 

come to a point of their termination in a given life, death 

occurs. It is on kamma that the world turns like the chariot 



turning on the linch-pin of the axle of its wheels. It can 

never be "blotted out" for it always "comes home" and even if 

a person hides in the infinite expanse of the sky or the ocean 

or the depths of a mountain cavern, death, at the proper time, 

propelled by kamma, will always find its way.43 

Consciousness operates through the six sense-organs and 

a given state of consciousness needs seventeen thought movements 

to complete its process. The dying consciousness assumes an 

extraordinary importance for the object presented to the mind 

immediately before death is "re-presented" to the new con

sciousness at the next birth. ';'The physical basis of dying 

consciousness" according to a later Abhidhamma text, "is the 

material qualities born of kamma at the seventeenth moment 

reckoned backward from the moment of death" and death may occur 

during the process of "presentation" or "re-presentation." It 

is essential, therefore, that the dying man should be helped, 

if at all possible, to bring before his consciousness thoughts 

of virtue, nobility and serenity which will not only make the 

process of transition from one life to another smooth but will 

also influence his consciousness at the time of the inception 

of the form of his new existence. In early Buddhist thought, 

therefore, the philosophy of death is as important as the 



philosophy of life. Not only must a person accept the fact 

of death and come to terms with it but also must make a con

scious preparation for it when the time comes. He should be 

aware of his thought-processes when he is on the point of 

death and shed all his fear of impending death. He or those 

near him should strive to "alter the nature" of the dying 

consciousness by inducing into it good thoughts. If, for the 

ordinary mortal, birth is a joyous event, death should at least 

be a happening characterized by peace and serenity.44 
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XXI 

"ALOKO UDAPADI" 

THE IMAGERY OF ILLUMINATION 

IN EARLY BUDDHIST LITERATURE 

In the course of the celebrated discourse on the 

Turning of the Wheel of Law (Dhammacakkapavattana) the 

Buddha states that as he penetrated the truth there arose 

in him the insight (cakkhu) in the nature of things 

(dhammesu), knowledge, intelligence, learning and illumin

ation (aloka). 1 This is one of the stock phrases used 

in association with a transcendental spiritual experience. 

The putpose of the present paper is to examine the diverse 

implications of the imagery of illumination occurring in 

the texts of Early Buddhism. 



The phenomenon of illumination (iloka) ia aaaoeiated 

with three other phenomena: namely, effulgence (obhaaa

ibbi), fire (!II!) and light or radiance (teja). There are 

two aspecta of the uae of thia image of light, radiance 

effulgence, splendor and illumination. One ia the literary 

aspect through which the element of the pictureaque ia 

emphasized and in tbia the material baaia ia very 

frequently and intentionally made transparent. The other 

ia mental/spiritual in which the role of the tmase 

tranacenda ita material aspects and ia uaad to indicate 

paycholoRical and spiritual procaaaas. In this second 

context illumination ia equated with sight or insight 

(cakkhu) able to penetrate knowledge wherein the 

particularity of facta ia transformed into the universality 

of a higher knowledge. In this the phenonenon and the 

image associated with it become parta of an ethical

psychological procea1 leading to the realization of the 

~up bonum of Early Buddhi~. arahatta and/or Nibbina. 

Before we go into the details of thi1 imagery it will be 

useful to indieate the nature and function of imagery or 

symbolism in the explication of trans-mundane phenomena. 

Symboliam inevitably involves two distinct aspecta 

of the human experience; namely, that pertaining to the 

world of the aenaea and the other transcending that 

world. The function of a symbol ia atated to be, in 
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this context, to partake of that "reality" which the 

symbol attempts to render intelliaible in terms 

approximating the world of everyday experience. It is 

characterised by "a translucen:ce of the Special in the 

Individual or of the General in the Especial or of the 

Universal in the general. Above all by the translucenc~ 

of the Eternal throush and in the temporal". 2 The 

imagery of illumination is also explained as explication 

of the "experience of eternity in a moment" anticipating 

.. the translation of all tiate into etemity". It indicates 

"a deeply significant experience in which an instant of 

consciousness or else an ordinary object or event, 

suddenly blazes into revelation; the unsustainable moment 

seema to arrest what ia paasing, and is often described 

as an interaction of eternity with time... The illumination 

contained in the iluge "becomes self-effecting, self

warranting, self-sufficient and manifest& ttmelesaneae 

aa a quality of the experiential moment*'. It becomes a 

condition which "eets absolute eternity into the midd.le 

of tiMn like .. a sudden bri1htening and illumination of 

consciousness" leadiq to a .. transvaluation" in vhich the 

ordinary and the trivial assume an unusual and vonderous 

nature. In this transvaluation there is a "subverting" 



of the conventional rank of perceived phenomena. 3 The 

imaae, tbua, becomes a bridge between the easential in 

Reality and the incidental in the world of ordinary 

human experience. 

Modern studiea in the philosophy and paychology 

of language have given a great deal of attention to the 

"cognitive" aapects of literary imagery and its role in 

the "acquisition and communication of knowledge". These 

studies analyse aspects of intelligibility, tension, 

iconic signification and interplay between various levela 

of perception, conceptualization and communication 

involved in a literary effort. Eapecially interesting 

is the idea of iconic signification wherein the modifier 

in directing ua to an "object, event or situation" acta 

as an .. iconic sign of the subject-thing". The "iconic 

aip" or ideosram reflects a "manner of thinking" or 

"an aid to thought rather than a special mode of thinking" 

and expreasea "transempirical, intuitive truths". It 
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will be beyond our scope here to discuas whether or not 

there ia e apecial "religioua language''; we may, however, 

reaaonably aa1ume that a distinctively religious experience 

• 



needa a .ode of language for conceptualization and 

com.unlcation of a very apecial kind. Where auch a 

body of "tranaempirical and intuitive" concept• or 

atatee of mind ie involved, the problem of finding a 

bridge or nezua between the tranaempirical and the 

empirical becomee crucial. In thia the image 

(illumination) playa a vital role. Beyond thia, thia 

particular tma1• ia alao uaed aa a meditational method 

deaigned to aaaiat the proar••• of the meditator (yogin) 

on the apiritual path leading to the final goal. 4 

II 

Aa mentioned earlier, the phenomenon of ltzht ia 

aaaociated witb a number of ideaa such aa fire and 

radiance. The simile of fire ia uaed in a variety of 

contexta. There is the alaoat primordial image concerning 

the production of fire. lnlen two twig a are rubbed 

together, aaya a text, due to the collocation (aamodhina) 

heat ia produced and light or radiance ia born: by the 

••e token, because of the aeparateneaa (nanibhiva) of 



the twO twigs when they are separated (!2kkhepa) that 

energy which ariaea because of them (their collocation) 

it alao ceaaea to be and ia stilled. The simile ia used 

to illustrate the dependent origination of a pleasurable 

contact and the sensation of pleasure. The action of 

rubbin& together of two separate entities to produce an 

effect ie very picturesquely brought about to clarify the 

process of contact and dependently originated senaationa. 5 

In another context a distinction ia made between the 

variety of materials capable of producing a fire and the 

names given to such varieties after the materials 

producing them such as twiga, branches, hay or cowdung. 

The point is made that caste names and distinctions are 

related to ancestral anteeedanta though the quality of 

fire remaina identical aa much aa the quality of a person 

ia generally independent of hia ancestral caste 

antecedanta. 6 In another context it ia emphasized that 

only a completely dry piece of wood ia capable of 

producing fire ao that the ability to produce fire is 

dependent not ao much of the "woodneaa" of the object 

aa ita eondition. 7 The Vedic designations of fire such 

-



as ihuneiY•• gahapati, dakkhineyya are specifically 
• 

mentioned and the tmages of fire are also used to bring 

out ita destructiveness by calling evil dispositions such 

as passion (riga), hatred (dosa), illusion (moha) fires 

in an obviously transparent innuendo directed against the 

system of Vedic ritual. 8 In fact the destructiveness of 

mishandled fire becomes a stock simile in many different 

contexts. A man carrying a blazing grass torch against 

the wind burns only htmself, a fire originating in a hut 

of reeds or grass burns even well-built gabled houses 

nearby, a man falling into a fire-pit is consumed by 

fire, that a recently lighted fire (daharo) should not 

be under-eattmated because of ita "youth" for the 

destructiveness of a fire is contained in its "fire

ness" rather than ita duration.9 

The Milinda Panha uses the simile of fire for some 

striking literary effects. It points out that the 

functions of fire are to produce heat to comfort one on a 

cold day or to give relief to a leper, or to burn and 

scald; fire burns everything in ita path; it needs 

continuous feeding to keep it going; the dichotomy between 

fire and water; even if one fire is extinct, another can 



always be generated; there is no place aa such where fire 

is stored, but if a man rubs two sticks together, fire is 

produced. These are same of the ways in which the fire 

simile is used by Nigasena to drive home a point of 

religious or spiritual significance to King Milinda. 

What is emphasized is the "icon" or image of fire 

sometimes described as the follower of Mara (Kanhavattani). 10 

But fire is also recognized for its role in human 

civilization as the creator of the home and the basis 

for family life, a symbol of honor shown to a guest or 

to parents and teachers though the cult of fire is often 

held up to doubt and derision as a part of Vedic 

ritualism. 11 

The most striking use of the imagery of fire occurs 

in the celebrated "Fire Sermon" (Adittapariyaya). Soon 

after his enlightenment the Buddha addressed his monks, 

the ex-Jatilaa: 

Everything, Oh Monks, is on fire. What, Oh 
Monks, is on fire? Eye ••• forma ••• visual 
consciouaneas •• visual eontact ••• pleasure, 
pain or neutral feeling arising out of 

-



vtaual contact are on fire. By what are 
they on fire? By the fire of paaaion, 
hatred and illuaion, by birth, old age. 
death, aonow, lamentation, miaery, 
dejection and harraa.ment, by all these 
they are on fire, ao I aay. 

The aequenca ia then repeated in the caee of the ear, noae, 

tongue, body and mind. It ia intereeting to note that the 

term "afire.. (idittam) ia repeated aa many as twenty-nine 

timea in thta one paaaage. The total tmage created by 

thia repetition ia moat atriklns for it bringa before 

ua the eeene of an almost univeraal conflagration wherein 

the whole "baing" of man is ehovn to be on fire with 

paeaion, hatred and 1llueion.12 

The phenomenon of radiance (ibhi) ie frequently 

aeaociatad with the imagery of fire. Thus, the four 

great soda (cattiro mahirijano) are often described •• 

standing effulgent like great columna of fire blazing 

in the four directiona. A god or goddeaa ia said to 

appear illuminating the entire apace such aa a forest 

grove. The appearance of a Brahma ie said to be 

preceeded by. noble light or illumination (ulara aloka). 

The experience of enlighteument ia described aa the 

entire sky being lit by the lisbt of the sun. There is 

a whole group of gode named "effulgent" (abhasaari) who 

are symbol• of love and compaeaion (p{ti, metta). 



"After the lapse of a long long period", explains a sutta, 

"thia world-system paaaes away. And when this happens 

being• have mostly been reborn in the world of Radiance, 

and there they dwell made of mind, feeding on joy, 

radiating light from themselves, traversing the air, 

continuing in glory; and thus they remain for a long 

long period of time." In such 1imilee the term radiance 

or effulgence is clearly used as a maak of divinity with 

a characteristic Buddhist slant that such "divinity" is 

often explained as a reault of an eminently moral or 

virtuou. life. A virtuou• houaeholder, states another 

1utta, can be reborn in the world of the Radiant gods 

(i.bhinam devin am aahabyatam) if he so determines and 

live• a life of rectitude and juatice (dhammaciri, 

aamaciri) • The imagery sought to be projected is that 

of light of an extraordinary brilliance originating 

from moral and/or mental endeavor. 13 

The creative nature of light is best brought out in 

a number of stailea uaing the image of a lamp. A 

MaJJhima autta states: "When, oh Houaeholder, at a 

ttme when the deities are gathered together, when they 

are 10 gathered vhat is apparent is the diversity of 



their colora (vannaninatta) and not the diversity of 
' . 

their brilliance (ibhininatta); 10 also, Oh Householder 

a man may take many oil-lamps into a house and in that 

what is apparent is the multiplicity of the flames but not 

the diversity of light". The idea, image or "icon" that 

is sought to be conveyed in this imagery is the phenomenon 

of the unity of an experience originatinF, through a 

multiplicity of manifestations. When, however, these 

deities move away not only is the difference in their 

colors apparent but so also is the difference in their 

brilliance just as when the same person is taking out 

the oil-lampe from the house the difference in flames 

and light is visible. Later on the sutta goea on to use 

the simile of the oil-lamp in the context of the purity 

or otherwise of a state of meditation. When the oil and 

w1ck of a lamp are impure the light emitted by it is dim. 

But when the oil and wick are pure the light is bright. 

So also, the simile explains, when elements such as 

laziness, sloth and torpor, restlessness and worry are 

not properly disciplined the state of meditation is not 

of the right intensity. But when these disabilities are 

eliminated the meditational state is pure as is the light 

of the lamp when its oil and wick are pure. In this 

imagery the phenomenon of light is cl.arly used to 



lllvataate the condition of a state of meditational 

conaciouaneee.14 

The tmaaery of li&ht is moet ltrikinBlY ueed to 

illuatrate the aantal effect of the Buddha's teaching. 

The atock etmile ueed to deacribe the effects of 

nccmvereicm" of a peraon la etated to be •• vhen "a li&ht 

i1 brought into d.arlme11 so that thoee who have eyea may 

••• fol"'U". The tranaformation of the atate of darkneae 

into a atate of llluaaination ia vividly described by 

atating that the light not only reveal• darkneaa but alao 

the diacreetneae and evanescence of the multi~licity of 

forma vhoae comprehenaion alone could become the basi• 

of liberation. The lisht of the dhamma created by the 

Buddha's preaching illumines the liatener'a conaclouaneaa 

enablins ht. to see forma he had not perceived before. 

In this proce•• he perceives not only bi1 own conaciouane11 

but also the forma filling it.15 

The role of light implicit in the proce11 of 

enli&htenmeot ia clearly revealed in the aet of terms u.ad 

to describe it. Thus in the diacourae on the Turning of 

the Wheel of the Law (Dbcmmacakkapavattana) the teras 



eye, knowledae, intelligence, learning'and light (cakkhu, 

§!!!, panna, vijji and iloka) are used in a kind of a 

progresaion leadin1 from the physical to the conceptual 

to the intellectual and finally to the tranaempirical 

levels. Buddhaghoaa, in his glosa, explains illumination 

aa shining (obhisanatthena iloko). At another place the 

"icon" of light ia used in the aense of seeing. eight, 

light power of observation and intuition. Light is stated 

aa of four kinds, that of the moon, aun, fire and intellect. 

Enlightenment is called right perception through visdoa 

or knowledge (yathibhiitam iinadassanam) • The Middle Path 

is deacribed as capable of crea~ina viaion, knowledge and 

right view and is declared to be the firat step of the 

Eightfold Way (caiDukarani, ~akarani). The Buddha 

surveys the world with his Buddha-eye and sees the world 

enveloped in darkneaa. He preaches the dbamma which is 

ordinarily difficult to see (duddaaa) and illuminee the 

holy life. 16 

Another element aasociated with light is that of 

effulaence, atrength, glory or power (teja). The aspect 

of ~ aa power aeema to have oriainated in folk 

reli&ioul ideal for we find tn once in1tance teja i1 

aasociated with the Yakkha1. tn Buddhist parlance teja 



ia called a diatinct element (tejodhitu) diatinguiehed aa 

internal and external. The internal ·~eat" is reapon1ible 

for the di1e1tive functiona of the body wbereaa the 

external heat-element ia fire which burna everything in 

ita path. Both become objecta of meditative inaight 

wherein the eta ia to comprehend teja aa impermanent, 

conatituted and originating in a cauaal interdependence 

(patiecaaamuppanna). But teja may alao be generated 
' 

through .uper-normal power• born of meditative or Yogie 

accompllahmenta and in thia context it becoaea a part of 

the !uddha'a miraculous powera. In the meditative 

exerciaea there ia a powerful viauallzatlon of teja aa 

light. But, we are reminded, the Tathigata doea not reat 

with looklna upon teja •• teja (na tejam teJato aanjiniti) 

becauae he haa thorouahly understood the nature of the 

world of becom1na. 17 

III 

So tar we have dtacuaaed aapecta of the imagery of 

liaht explicated by varloua terma auch aa fire <!&&!>. 
radiance (teja), effulgence (obhiaa-ibhi) and light 

(iloka). We may now turn to an e&amination of the apecial 



uaea to wbicb the tmagary of light ia put to communicate 

atra•eapirlcal or tran1cendental experience•. 

The moat prominent inatance of aaaociation of the 

ima&e of radianee (teja) ia in the caae of Mireea Eliade 

call• a "luminous theophany.. a1 aymboliaed by specific 

events in the life of the Buddha and later hia personality. 

It ia very probable that the early !uddhiata took over the 

concept of radiance aaaoeiated with aupernatural powera 

(iddhi) for the prevailing popular folklore or mythologiea. 

One clasa of Yakkhaa, for inetance, waa known aa teJaai 

(radiant). A myeterioua univer1al light appears at the 

time of the conception and birth of the Bodhiaatta. And 

the Buddha ia able to kindle fire through the power of 

hia aupematural power (iddhi).18 !liade atates: "At 

Amaravati he (the Buddha) 11 represented in the form of 

a column of fire. At the end of a discourse he relatear 

'I have become a flam. and I have ri1en into the air to 

the height of 1even palm trees' (Dishanikiya, III, 27). 

The two i1U8•• that expreaa transcendence of the human 

condition--a fiery briahtnela and aacenaion--are here uaed 

togethezo". He further obaervea that .. thia light ia yogic 

in essence, that ia to aay the result of the expartmental 



realisation of a transcendenc unconditioned state". 

Buddhaghoaa associates the emiasion of brilliant raya 

from the body of the Buddha only when he waa contemplating 

the profound doctrine of causal relations. He aaya: 

"Rays of six colours-indigo, golden, red, white, tawny 

and dazzling-ia.ued from the Teacher's body, as he waa 

contemplating the subtle and abstruse Law by hia omniscience 

which had found auch opportunity". The indigo raya issued 

from his hair, and the blue portions of hia eyes, the 

golden rays issued from his akin and the golden portions 

of hia eyea, the red rays issued from his fleah and 

blood and the red portions of his eyea, the White raya 

issued from hia bones and the white portions of his eyes, 

the tawny and dazzling rays from the different parts of 

his body. These rays spread over the earth and penetrated 

the waters below, the atmosphere, the open apace beyond 

and finally to all the abodes of the gods. It ia 

interesting to observe here that the different colored 

rays while iaauing from the different parts of the body 

also iaaued from his eyea with the exception of the tawny 

and dazzling raya. This ia obviou•ly related to the role 

of the eye which is metaphorically identified with 

knowledge, intelligence, intuition, pereeption and 

illumination. We have here a juxtaposition of knowledge 

-- -



of a transcendental genre with brilliapce, radiance, 

effulgence and light of an extraordinary kind. 19 

These descriptions clearly imply that the imagery 

of light is a vital part of the mechanism used to 

communicate a state of transcendental knowledge associated 

with liberation. That thiA light is iloka and not teja 

is made clear in a passage which states that in the 

intellect of Arahatship, teja along with oth@r elements 

does not inhere or adhere (gidhati) and that "intellect" 

is identified by Buddhaghosa with Nibbina. 20 This light 

associated with transcendental knowledge is often called 

the sun that lights up the firmament as well as the 

illumination that comes of insight, a kind of subjective 

vision which begins as light and culminates into a total 

illumination. 21 

The aim of Buddhiat ethical effort is the realisation 

of arhatship--the state of ulttmate release. In this 

effort meditation (samidhi) plays a major role, for 



•-dhi gives a "peracmal" experience of an intellectual 

perception of reality.22 Buddh&Rhoaa preacrihea the 

.xereiae of ten aida (kasinaa) to the realisation of 

srounda for the contemplation of kamma (kammatthina). 
; : 

These are earth, water, fire, air, blue. yellow, red, 

white, li~ht and ltmited space. Of these, five, earth, 

water, fire, air and a~aee belong to the standard list 

of the great elements (panca mah'-bbUtaa), four refer to 

the prfmary colors and one--light--is a correlate of 

element• and colora. But the interesting fact ia that of 

the ten aa many aa six, fire, blue, red, yellow, red and 

li~bt are concerned with visualization baaed on light. 

The term kaaina ia of uncertain derivation and a 
I 

fairly abort history. There are at leaat two liata in 

vorka included in the Pall Canon (tiPitaka). The firat 

occura in the D{Jba Nikaya and liats the four elementa, 

the four colora, apace and conaciou.neaa as the ten 

kaainaa. The other liat ia from the ~suttara Nikaya 
-which la merely a repetition of the Dtsha list. The 

- -Digha llat ia from the Samsiti Sutta which, by ita very 

nature, should be asaumed to be much later than acme of 

the more ancient auttaa auch •• the Brahmajila, Simannaphala 

or the Mahiparinibbina Suttaa and thua may be taken •• to 

-



belong to a time when the Abhidhamma ~radition must have 

been either rapidly developing or in an almost developed 

form. The point to be made here is that light (iloka) 

as an aid (kasina) did not form a part of the accepted 

formal meditational exercise though the ima3ery of light 

figured prominently as a part of the structure of a 

subjective spiritual experience from the earliest phase 

in Buddhism. The light kasina may have begun in 
-

association with the fire and the colors--kasinas and it 

was then felt that it could, in its own right, become a 

separate kasina. 23 

The kasina has a particular validity as an instrument 

for the subjective experience leading to freedom. H. V. 

Guenther offers a perceptive renderin~ of the term kaaina 

as "totality" which "belongs to the final or the fourth 

stage of the meditative process" but is also related "to 

the starting point from which a particular experience of 

wholeness can be gained". All our texts, as he points 

out, "agree on the wholeness of the experienced content 

and the experience itself. Vasubandhu explains this term 

by 'exclusive and total pervasiveness'; and Asanga adds 

that the deep absorption and the analytical appreciative 



underltandlns of the content togeth+r with the atatea 

of mind involved in thia experience of vholeneaa are the 

'1'ocality'". 24 The aianificance of the imagery of light 

ao clo•ely aa1ociated with the totality of illumination 

aa a trana-empirical or tranacendental experience ia 

well illustrated in di1cuaalo~ on \aainaa in the vorka 
I 

on Abhidhamma and by Buddhaaho•a. 

We have noticed above that of the ten kaainaa, as 

many as six refer to phenomena aa1ociated with light or 

illumination. The third kaaina i1 that of fire (tejo) 
• 

and the •••ential step in it, aa in the ca1e of all 

other kaainaa, i1 the apprehen1ion of the sign (ntmitta) • . 
The aign "arise• in him in any aort of fire, not made 

up, aa he look• at the fiery combustion in a lamp'• flame 

or in a furnace, or in a place for bakina bowls or in a 

foreat conflagration". But it could alao be made up. 

Buddhaghoaa auggeata that the meditator "should split 

up some damp heartwood, dry it, and break it up into short 

lengt~. Be should ao to a auitable tree root or to a 

abed and there make a pile in the way done for baking 

bowla, and have it lit. Re ahould make a hole a span and 

four finsera vide in a ruah mat or a piece of leather or 



a cloth, and after hanging it in front of the fire, he 

should sit down in the way already described." He should"~ 

ignore the colors as blue or yellow or be concerned with 

the heat associated with the fire but develop the learning 

sign and the counterpa~t sign which together lead to the 

experience of the totality of illumination baaed on fire. 

The kasinas associated with the colore blue, yellow, 

red and white involve the use of objects such aa a 

flower, cloth or color or a disk or any suitable object, 

the crucial point being the apprehension of the blueness 

or yellowness or redness or whiteness disaaaociated w~th 

the phyaical bases. In the light (iloka) kaaina, there 

must be the apprehen~ion of the sign "in light in a hole 

in a wall, or in a keyhole, or -in a window opening." 

The sign arises as a "circle thrown on a wall or a 

floor by sunlight or moonlight entering through a hole 
.. ,.. t , _.n a WI!-J., e c. He ahould grasp the element of 

"luminosity". In this the initial sign is like the 

circle on the wall while th' counterpart sign is like 

"a compact bright cluater of lighta". The advancagea 

of these practices are the acquisition of various 

powers. In the case of the fire kas!qa, the power is 
• 

that of "smoking, flaming, causing showers of sparks, 

countering fire with fire, ability to !burn only what one 



wanta to burn, cauaing light for the purpose of seeing 

visible objects with the divine eye, burning up the body 

by means of the fire element at the time of attaining 

Nibhana." The blue kasina produces the power to create 
' 

black forma, darkness, "acquiaition of the bases of 

maatery by the method of fairness (suvanna) and .. 
uglinesa (dubbanna), and the attainment of the 

If 

liberation by the beautiful". The yellow kasina haa . 
the power of creating yellow forma such aa gold, the 

red of red forms and the white of white forma which 

baniah "atiffneaa and torpor (thina middha)_ dispelling 

darkness, causing light". The light kaaina leads to 
• 

the ability of "creating luminous forms, banishing 

stiffneaa and torpor, dispelling darkneas, etc."2S 

A few aapects of theae exercises need some 

elaboration. One is the uae of light or illumination 

as an antidote to the senae of "stiffneaa and torpor" 

(thina middha) equated with a state of inertia, the 

oppoaite of dynami~. Illumination (iloka) cannot be 

created where atiffneaa or sloth (thinam) and torpor 

exiat. Buddhaghoaa explains stiffness or sloth 

(thfnam) ea a aickneaa or illnesa of the consciousness 

or mind (citta) whereaa torpor (middha,) is a sickneaa 



26 . 
of the adjuncts or coefficient• of con•ciouenela 

(cetaaikaa). There are four benefita of cultivation 

of meditation, one of which i1 the acqui1ition of 

intuition and inli&ht. These intuition and insight 

are produced when a t110nk "attend• to the 1en1aticm 

of light, au.taina the perception of dayli&ht, and 

attend• to light no le11 in the niahtttme, and thua, 

with open and unmuffled conaciouaneaa, create• a 

radiant lUD'&inoua mind." Cultivation of the 1ign of 

light (ilokaaniam) involves reflection on the light of 

day or niaht, sun, lamp, moon, or g.ma. 'nle perceptiott 
,; 

of light, it ia interesting to note, remove• "paraly1i1 

due to lack of ursency, and loa a of vigour" o 0 o "lack 

of driving power", lack of energy, unwieldinesa of mind, 

lazinea• or aleepin••• due to unwise attention or 

boredom. 27 

Finally, ve may note the role of light in Tantric 

Buddhist meditation. DbArana (meditation) is explained 

a• 
"the .. df.tation of one'• own Mantra on 
the heart, and the pl.&cf.q of it on the 

-



Prinabindu (heart centre) after ~eatraining 
the'j-el of sense organa. Whenl this ia 
done N1.mittaa (signa) make their: appearance. 
These sisns are of five kinds a~ appear in 
succession. The first is the sign of 
Mar!cika (mirase), the second is that of 
smoke, the third is of fire-flie1s, the 
fourth is of lisht, and the fifth of 
constant light like a cloudless sky." 

The Vajrsyina pantheon has four goddesses of light, 

namely, Suryahasta, Dipa, Ratnolki and Taditkara. 

They are colored white, blue, yellow and green 

respectively, have two arms each and carry the s,mbols 

of the sun, a light stick, jewel and ltghtning. 28 

The major ideas associated with the imagery of 

light discussed above fall into two natural categories: 

one concerns ita physical or natural aspects. These 

are explicated through the sfmiles of the sun and the 

moon, stars and constellations, fire and instruments 

for producing light such as lamps, flares and torches. 

The ideas conveyed are those of the dichotomy between 

darkness and light and the cultural role of fire in 

cooking of food and gaining of comfort against cold as 

well as the destructiveness of a house fire or 

conflagration. The other category comprises essentially 

intellectual and/or tranaempirical or transcendental 

experiences explicated through the Buddha's wisdom and 



I 

Rlbbina and meditational efforts de,igned to create a 

aubjectf.ve myatical experience of l~ght or illumination 

either aa an antidote to certain mental tmpuritiee wuch 

as feelinsa of aloth and torpor or a poaitive state of 

mind experiencina utter or total illumination vhich 

light• up the whole conecioueneas creating a state of 

iuward peace and tranquility. Tbia illu.ination ia 

aynonymoua with the subjective experience of reality 

leading to total freedom. Illumination, thus, 

completely diapela darkneae creating an intuitive 

avareneae of the profound truth tranacending the 

diacrete and diver•• facta compriaina empirical or 

phenomenal life. In a aenee, therefore, illumination 

atanda •• a vivid aymbol for Nibbina,itaelf. 
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XXII 

THE MIRACULOUS, SUPERHUMAN 
AND SUPERNORMAL IN EARLY BUDDHISM 

Once, while the Buddha was staying in Nalanda, a 

householder by the name of Kevatta (vl Kevaddha) suggested . ' ---
to the Enlightened One "to give command to some brother to 

perform, by power surpassing that of ordinary men, a mystic 

wonder. Thus would this Nalanda of ours become even so 

much the more devoted to the Exalted One". The Buddha 

remonstrated the householder to the effect that performing 

wonders was not the purpose of the Buddha's mission. The 

Buddha added: "It is because I perceive danger in the 

practice of the wonder of manifestation, that I loathe, 

and abhor, and am ashamed thereof." In the Buddhist code 

of monastic discipline (Vinaya) the Buddha forbade his 

monastic followers to display before the laity the wonders 

of their miraculous or superhuman or supernormal powers. 1 

Such an attitude is very much in keeping with the 

claim of rationalism made in behalf of the Buddha. One of 

the frequent assertions made about the Buddha by his 

critics was that Gotama preached a doctrine based on mere 

argumentation (takkapariyihatam), pursued through 
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investigation (vimasinucaritam), and a product of his own 

intelligence (sayampatibhinam). The implication of it was 

that the Buddha based his dhamma solely on his own reason 
2 and logic and was not blessed by any superhuman revelation. 

The Buddha's last message to his disciples was "Be ye a 

refuge to yourselves. Betake yourselves to no external 

refuge. Hold fast to the truth as a lamp. Hold fast as 

a refuge to the Truth. Look not for refuge to anyone 

beside yourselves."3 

On the other hand, the presence of the superhuman is 

ubiquitous in the pages of the texts of Early Buddhism. 

Very often the Buddha is shown accompanied by or surrounded 

with gods and goddesses (devas and devatis) and is on terms 

of easy intercourse with the great gods such as Brahma. As 

a matter of textual fact it was largely as a result of earnest 

intercession by Brahmi Sahampati that the newly enlightened 

Buddha was inclined to preach his dhamma to the people. 4 

While these gods and godlings are not accorded the power of 

creating, regulating or destroying the universe as in 

Brahmanical theology, nowhere ia their supernatural or 

superhuman prowess denied. But if "divinity" is of little 

or no significance in a teleological and/or eschatological 

sense in the Buddhist scheme of things, what is the 

explanation of such persistent presence of the miraculous, 

superhuman and supernormal elements in the Buddhist texts? 

Are they to be taken as mere literary devices? Or do they 



represent an aspect of Buddhism as old as, if not older than, 

the life and times of the historical Buddha himself? This 

paper attempts to explore these phenomena as they are reflected 

in the Pili texts. 

At the outset we may indicate the general dimensions 

of our inquiry. We have, in our evidence, three varieties 

of the manifestation of the miraculous, superhuman and 

supernormal. The first appears in the occurrence of certain 

miraculous events associated with the birth, Enlightenment 

and death of the Buddha. The second variety is concerned with 

certain miracles performed by the Buddha himself. The third 

is associated with the power of iddhi, the precise implications 

of which we will deal with in the course of this investigation. 

II 

The first variety of the occurrence of the supernatural 

may be construed as being expressed by the Pali terms, 

abbhuta and/or acchariya. The term abbhuta is related to a 

similar Vedic term implying something "contrary to what 

usually happens", striking, abnormal, astonishing, marvelous 

or supernormal. The term acchariya is rendered as causally 

unconnected, wonderful, marvelous. 5 There are two versions 

of these events. In one we are told that a series of marvelous 

events occur at the birth, Enlightenment and the passing away 

of the Buddha. The events associated with birth are the 

sudden appearance of an illimitable, noble light illuminating 



the entire universe, (conception), four gods guarding the 

embryonic future Buddha, the descent of ewo streams of water 

from the skies at the time of the birth, the appearance of 

the wonderful light at the time of birth, etc. These events 

are explained as the result of dhammati, the nature or order 

of things implying that they are not causally connected with 

the Buddha as such, but occur because it is the nature or 

order of things. An earthquake is also associated with 

the time of the conception of the future Buddha, at the 

birth, at the time of the Enlightenment, at the time of the 

first preaching, at the time when the Buddha resolves on 

surrendering the component of life (iyPsamkhira) and at the 

time of the final passing away (nibbina).6 In another 

version, however, the same events are ascribed to the 

Buddha's marvelous or miraculous powers and the statement is 

directly put in the mouth of the Buddha himself. 7 

The Milinda Panha, a post-canonical work of perhaps the 

first century A.D., uses this motif of miraculous occurrence 

and applies it to situations other than those associated with 

the Buddha himself. Thus at the moment of the conception of 

the future Nigaaena, "arms and weapons became all ablaze, 

the tender grain became ripe in a moment, and there was a 

great rain"(in the time of drought). The occurrence of 

earthquake associated with events in the life of the Buddha in 

the earlier texts is now associated with the extraordinary 

charitable acts of Vessantara. Nigasena, in reply to King 



Milinda, explains it as being "out of season, it was an 

isolated occurrence."8 This seems to be a natural extension 

of the rule of dhammati once associated with the Buddha now 

being applicable to other exalted beings. But the point is 

still made that these miracles occur, not as an act of 

volition on the part of the Buddha or other morally exalted 

persons, but simply because it is in the nature of things that 

extraordinary events be accompanied by extraordinary occurrences 

in nature. The two sets of circumstances, even though 

concimmitant, are not causally related. 

The miracles performed by the Buddha are described by 

the term pa7ihariya which is translated as something striking, 

surprising, extraordinary, special, a wonder or a miracle. 

These miracles ascribed to the Buddha range from indulging in 

an exercise of miraculous power so that a person may become 

invisible to soaring into the sky and sitting cross-legged 

in space. Soon after his Enlightenment the Buddha performed 

a series of miracles to effect the conversion of the Kassapa 

brothers. These were Uruvela, Nadi and Gay~who belonged to 

the ascetical order of the matted hair. The Buddha created 

a cloud of smoke, issued flames from his body to subdue the 

fierce Niga in whose chamber he was assigned residence. The 

Buddha performed four more miracles of a similar genre and 

finally converted the ascetics.9 In another instance, the 

Buddha cured a laywoman, Suppiyi, by healing her wound just 

by looking at her. In a third case, the Buddha miraculously 



crossed ove~ along with his follower~ the flooded Ganga river 

even as people were getting ready rafts and boats for the 

crossing.lO 

Another miracle described in a statement ascribed to the 

Buddha himself states: "I taught, and incited, and aroused, 

and gladdened that company with religious discourse. And when 

I had so done, and set them at liberty from the great bondage, 

had drawn forth eighty-four thousand creatures from the great 

abyss, I entered on jnana by the method of flame, rose into 

the air to the height of seven palm trees, projected a flame 

the height of another seven palm trees, so that it blazed 

and glowed; and then I reappeared in the Great Wood, at the 

Gabled Hall". In later texts this method of flame is 

developed into a set-piece meditational practice. 11 

The most spectacular miracle performed by the Buddha 

was the "Twin-Miracle" (yamakapi~ihariyam) in Savatthi to 

overwhelm the scepticism of the heretics. The only 

canonical text to mention it is the Patisambhidamagga -

Compendium of Achievements - which, by the very nature of 

its contents, must be assigned to the last phase of the 

compilation of the Theravida canon. In the post-canonical 

literature such as the Milinda Panha and the commentaries 

of Buddhaghosa the Miracle is given a prominent place to 

illustrate the extraordinary powers of the Buddha. The 

miracle, therefore,must be taken as a clear indication of 

the growing Buddhalogy which bursts into its culmination in 



the Mahayana texts. One is tempted to compare this miracle 

with that part of the Bhagavadgfta where Krishna displays 

his universal form to an astonished Arjuna. It is, therefore, 

more than likely that this aspect of the imagery of the 

Buddha was influenced by the emerging theism so brilliantly 

reflected in the Gita. 

The Patisambhidimagga version tersely catalogs aspects 
' 

of the Buddha's transcendental knowledge as revealed in the 

Twin Miracle. It says that such a miracle is impossible for 

the disciple. From the upper half of the Buddha's body issues 

a column of fire, from the lower half gushes a stream of 

water, from the right side of his body comes fire, from the 

left side water, from the left side water, from the right 

side fire, and the same happens with his eyes, ears, nostrils, 

shoulders, arms, hands, legs and feet even to the pores of 

his skin. He also emits rays of six colors while walking, 

sitting or lying down. These colors are blue, yellow, red, 

white, brown and golden. The episode is further elaborated 

by Buddhaghosa in his commentary on the Digha Nikiya and by 

the monk Nagasena in the Milinda Panha. Nagasena says that 

the thinking powers of the omniscient Buddha is "clear and 

active in its high quality that is beyond our ken." These 

miracles are produced by the power of the Buddha's mind 

alone and that mind is the result of the Buddha's limitless 

capacity for transcendental reflection, comprehension, 

meditation.l2 In such descriptions we are offered an 



image of the Buddha that is not only superhuman~ but almost 

approaching the state of a being transcending absolutely the 

normal limitations of man as well as the capacities of the 

various gods then worshipped for various favors, gods such 

as the various Brahmas,Sakka and the host of devas and devatas. 

These contemporary gods had no ability to help men achieve 

final deliverance, whereas the Buddha was uniquely capable 

of it. In his introduction to the translation of the 

Mahapadina Suttanta, T. W. Rhys Davids observed: "We find 

in this tract the root of that Birana-weed which, growing up 

along with the rest of Buddhism, went on spreading so 

luxuriantly that it gradually covered up much that was of 

value in the earlier teaching, and finally led to the down-fall, 

in its home in India, of the ancient faith . A gorgeous 

hierarchy of mythological wonder-workers filled men's minds, 

and the older system of self-training and self-control became 

forgotten." 13 It is difficult to accept the argument that 

this tendency to glorify "mythological wonder-workers" at 

the cost of glossing over or deemphasizing "the older system 

of self-training and self-control" was something foisted upon 

the ancient faith at a time much later than the Buddha himself. 

As will be shown in the following, there is little doubt that 

the Buddha himself accepted the concept of iddhi, super-human, 

supernormal or miraculous power, to be secured through 

meditative exercises. He only insisted that such powers may 

not be used to claim a spiritually exalted status approaching 



the divine. It must not be forgotten that however he 

may be ahead of his age in proposing ethical solutions 

to human problems, the Buddha, in one aspect, belonged 

to his age and shared, at least to an extent, the value

system of that age. That age and its value-system 

implicitly accepted the validity of super-human. super

normal and miraculous powers by human beings of a very 

special kind. 

III 

One of the frequent statements made in the Nikiyas 

says: · "With his heart thus serene, made pure, 

translucent, cultured, devoid of evil, supple, ready to 

act, firm and imperturbable, he applied and bends down 

his mind to the modes of the Wonderous Gift. He enjoys 

the Wonderous Gift in its various modes--being one he 

becomes many, or having become many becomes one again; 

he becomes visible or invisible; he goes, feeling no 

obstruction, to the further side of a wall or rampart 

or hill, as if through air; he penetrates up and down 

through solid ground, as if through water; he walks on 

water without breaking through, as if on solid ground; 

he travels cross-legged in the sky, like the birds on 

wing; even the Noon and the Sun, so potent, so mighty 

though they be, does he touch and feel with his hand; 



he reaches in the body even up to the heaven of Brahms." 

Other supernatural powers described in our texts concern 

the ability to see unimpeded to any distance (dibbacakku • 

divine eye), to hear sounds at any distance (dibbasota • 

divine ear), knowledge of past lives, ability to read 

other person's thought and knowledge of past lives.l4 

The list is so standard that the existence of such super

normal powers is not only taken for granted but they 

are also described as a part and parcel of the process 

of higher meditation and rewards thereof. 

The meditational process is an integral part of 

the Buddhist ethical effort. Samadhi, concentration, 

meditation, reflection, is the second of the triad 

comprising sila, character, samadhi, meditation, and 

panna, intelligence which, together,lead one to the 

ultimate goal of Buddhist undertaking, nibbana. The 

Buddha claimed that he secured his bodhi, enlightenment, 

as a result of his supreme ability in meditation through 

which he was able to comprehend the profound doctrine of 

paticcasamuppada, dependent origination. The suttas 

of the Nikiyas are replete with references to and 

descriptions of the various stages of meditation which, 

at an early stage of the development of the Buddhist 

doctrine came to be codified as four in number. These 

are followed by meditational exercises called the 



ayatanas or mental spheres or levels. The iddhis, 

supernormal powers mentioned above, can be secured only 

after a man or woman becomes adept in the meditational 

exercises. We will deal '-1ith these exercises in some 

detail before discussing the general role of iddhi in 

early Buddhism. 

The meditational effort begins with the selection 

of an appropriate spot which should be secluded and can 

either be a special part of the monastery designated as 

such for the purpose or a place in the woods, under a 

tree or in a cave, natural or man-ma~e. The meditator 

should have an early repast and allow some time for the 

drowsy effect of the meal to wear off. He should then 

sit in the cross-legged posture, actively commence his 

effort, set up his mindfulness with clarity, keep his 

body cool and tranquil and bring his mind to a single

pointedness on the object of meditation. He then induces 

the first stage of jhAna. characterised by applied and 

sustained thought (vitakka and vicara or initial and 

final stages of thought), happiness and bliss (plti, 

sukha). In the second stagej the thought-movements are 

stilled, the inner faculties are tranquil and there exist 

elements of happiness and bliss born of meditation. In 

the third stage he detaches his mind from the element of 



happiness and cultivates equanimity, being mindful and 

composed experiet1cing a sense of bliss with his body. 

In the fourth star,e, he abandons elements of happiness 

and sorrow, pleasure and pain, and experiences a state 

of mind purged of the dichotomy of pain and pleasure 

and purified by a sense of complete equanimity. These 

stages of jhana are generally preseDted under the rubric 

of samidhi which is described as a "profitable unification 

of mind", a process of concentration involving the 

centering of the consciousness (citt1) and concomitants 

of consciousness (cetasikas) evenly ~nd rightly on a 

single object proceeding through the stages of access, 

absorption, mundane and supra-mundane \appiness going 

on to detachment from happiness but induction of a state 

of bliss and finally growing out of the sense of bliss 

and firmly set upon the element of total evenness or 

equanimity. 

In some passages iddhividha, supernormal powersJ 

are stated as possible after the four stages of meditation 

while in others they are stated to be an acquisition 

following the higher meditational phases involving the 

sphere of consciousness called the ayatanas. The term 

iy6ttanas has as many as twenty-three different meanings 

and is irnpossible to render adequately into English. In 

our context here we may take it to indicate a sphere of 



perception or consciousness or a state of consciousness 

finally leading to the elimination of the consciousness 

of consciousness itself. The four ayatanas relate to 

the infinity of space, the infinity of thought, the 

sphere of nothingness, a sphere beeween consciousness 
C'('\C'l'-" 

and vnconsciousness and the state when both sensations 

and ideas cease. In the first, attention is to be 

focused on space in the abstract an•l the use of that 

abstraction itself as the object of meditation, going 

beyond materiality, gross as well as subtle and getting 

absorbed into a mental state of the ~erception of 

boundless space. In the second stage, the meditator 

goes beyond abstract, boundless space1and develops the 

state of boundlessness of consciousness. In the third, 

he elevates his consciousness from ~he concept of 

boundlessness of consciousness to the stage of nothingness, 

non-existence, voidness. In the fourth stage, the 

consciousness is characterised by neither perception nor 

non-perception based on the absence of gross perception 

and the presence of subtle perception, the mind dwelling 

on a mental-object base. At that point the mind is 

incapable of performing the decisive function of 

perception and has only a non-functional residual 

percnption which is equated to non-perception. In the 

finaJL stage even the condition of residual perception 



ceases, leaving the consciousness totally devoid of any 

element of sensation or perception.l5 

Buddha~hosa, the great commentator, however, relates 

the practice of the kasinas, universals or contemplation 

devices and concepts based on them, as directly leading 

to the acquisition of supernormal powers. He mentions 

seven such kasinas, namely, earth, 1o·ater, fire, wind, 

blue, yellow, red and white as directly leading to the 

supernormal powers. These meditational practices 

involve related objects for meditation. These objects 

are a lump of clay, a spot of water, a flame or shaft 

of light, movement by wind, blue, yellow, red and white 

objects either natural or man-made. In the earth 

meditation, he uses an object either the size of a 

bushel or a saucer, taking care to avoid strong colors 

such as blue or red associated with it. As the object 

must have a color, the recommended color is the color 

of sand or dawn. He can also use a portable object 

made of a rag spread taut over four sticks bearinp, a 

disk of clay, cleaned of grass, roots or gravel and 

well-kneaded. This frame should be firmly stuck into 

the ground. He should have a bath and then, sitting in 

front of the object, concentrate on it and apprehend 

the sign (nimitta), eliminating ideas of color, shape 

and other characteristics associated with it. He should 



settle his mind on the concept of earth in terms of one 

of the many names given to earth, alternately opening 

and shutting his eyes. As soon as his mind is focused 

on the sign, he should rise and return to his room and 

continue contemplation of the sign until complete 

absorption takes place through the process of the 

cultivation of the four stages, etc. In the same manner 

he develops meditation on other signs such as water, 

fire, wind, blue yellow, red and white. The earth 

meditation then becomes the basis of the supernormal 

power of being one he can become many, stepping or 

standing or sitting on space or on water. 

The water meditation becomes t\e basis for the 

power of diving in and out of earth, causing rain storms, 

creating rivers and seas and making the earth and rocks 

and palaces quake. The fire meditation creates the 

ability to produce smoke, flames, showers of sparks, 

countering fire with fire and the ability to burn only 

what one wants to burn as also the ability to produce 

light to see objects with the divine eye. The air or 

wind meditation becomes the basis for such powers as 

going with the speed of wind and causing wind storms. The 

Blue meditation gives power to create black forms, causing 

darkness. The Yallow meditation helps create yellow forms, 
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the ability to turn something into gold. The Red 

meditation gives power to create red forms. The White 

meditation leads to the creation of white forms and 

dispelling darkness and seeing objtcts with the divine 

eye. The remaining meditations on Light and Space create 

powers to project luminous forms, dispelling darkness and 

seeing objects with the divine eye, the power of revealing 

hidden objects, maintaining postures inside the earth and 

rocks by creating space inside them and traveling 

unobstructed through walls, etc. 16 

Buddhaghose, while stating that the acquisition of 

supernormal powers is possible through meditative 

pract-ices, enters a caveat on difficulties in such 

acquisition. First of all, he says, the process of 

meditation itself is very difficult and work on the sign 

(kasina) even more so. The transformation by supernormal 

power is exceedingly difficult and "only one in a hundred 

or thousand can do it." It is practical only for Buddhas, 

Pacceka Buddhas (individual Buddhas as distinguished from 

universal and supremely enlightened (sammisambuddha) 

and chief disciples such as MahaMoggallana. In 

their case there is no need for them to go through the 

elaborate and complex process of meditative effort because 

they can acquire these powers simply with the attainment 

of Arhatship--supreme goal of Buddhist effort which comes 
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in its own mystical way. 17 The greatest adept in the 

acquisition and display of supernormal powers among all 

of the Buddha's disciples was Mah.U1oggallana. He could 

"create a living shape innumerable times and could 

transfer himself into any shape at will." He could shake 

a mighty building with his great toe, or shake even the 

Vejayanta palace of Sakka, the king of the gods, to humble 

his pride. He could defeat the designs of Mara, the Evil 

One. He could see spirits and beings in other worlds and 

visit these worlds at will.l8 

IV 

What place do these po~-ters have in the doc trine and 

practice of early Buddhism? It may be stated at the 

outset that the belief in miracles, super-human and 

supernormal powers was very common and almost universal 

in the religious environment of the Buddha's time. Such 

powers were commonly attributed to the gods in the Vedic 

literature but were also declared possible and practical 

for persons of supreme achievements in the Yogic practices. 

The great ascetical movement, of which early Buddhism was 

a part, fully recognised the ability of ascetical 

practices bestowing magical powers on the successful 

practitioner. Magical powers were endemic to certain 

aspects of the sacrificial ritual in the Vedas and 



Brihmanas and the ascetic only claimed that he "rose far 

above the heights achieved by the sacrificial priest" and 

"magic potency, formerly ascribed to the sacrifice, now 

began to be attributed to asceticism." We have thus two 

separate lines of development. Ona is that reflected in 

the Atharva Veda where the substance of popular magic has 

been overlaid with priestly ritual and the cult of 

sacrifice "was penetrated by conceptions of magic." But 

the juxtaposition of priestly magic with popular magic 

rests uneasily at best.l9 While pri•stly and ritualistic 

magic was sublated and transformed ieto a higher mysticism 

by the philosophy of the Upanishads notions and concepts 

of popular and ascetical magic and supernormal powers 

continued to be wide-spread. These notions of miracle

working and display of supernormal po~,,ers is often referred 

to in our Buddhist texts as Gandharivijja (Gandhari-lore), 

Sivavijji (Shiva-lore) and roundly condemned in instances 

as tiracchinavijji (animal-lore). Shiva-lore is explained 

by the commentator as the practice of pacification 

residing in a crematorium. Two other terms, bhutavijja 

and bhurivijji, exorcism and alchemy, also refer to the 

prevalence of popular magical practices. The Buddha 

condemned these as unbecoming and unprofitable for the 

higher spiritual life. 20 



When we turn to the subject of the iddhis, supernormal 

or super-human powers, we find an entirely different view. 

Not only are these powers accepted as valid and practicable, 

but a man possessing them is looked upon as worthy of 

respect. Statements are attributed to the Buddha to the 

effect that the Enlightened One hi~self has laid down the 

path by which an earnest disciple cen acquire such powers. 

The Buddha, however, had two significant reservations 

about such powers. One was that display of such powers 

could easily degenerate into "miracle-mongering" which 

he unreservedly condemned. Secondly, such powers had 

really little or nothing to do with tte realization of 

the highest ideal, that of nibbana (ultimate freedom).21 

The subject of the miraculous, super-human and 

supernormal has often been a difficult one to discuss 

and explain for modern Western and Indian and Ceylonese 

Buddhist scholars. This is due to the assumption that 

Buddhism was a totally "rational" and "scientific" 

system of doctrine and practice in which the "irrational" 

had either no place or that its occurrence was due to 

later accretions and interpolations. Such an argument 

practically meant reading early twentieth century concepts 

and values of a totally rational universe capable of 

comtJlete human comprehension into a phenomenon that 

first occurred in the sixth century B.C. and developed 

\ 



in a religious, as distinguished from academically 

philosophical, milieu, through the succeeding centuries. 

For the Buddha's contemporary disciples and/or later 

devotees, there was nothing "irrational" or "mysterious" 

about the validity and practicability of the elements 

of the miraculou~ super-normal and superhuman. These 

were the "given facts", scarcely to be argued much less 

-questioned or rejected. Pali scholars of the later 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries attempted to 

deal with the evidence on the sub1ect in their translations 
ln two ways. 

and explanatory treatises. One was to explain them in 

terms of the persistence of magical and/or irrational 

elements in early Buddhism as accretions or interpolations 

stemming from the pervasive influence of popular religions. 

The other line of inquiry was to make them a part of the 

general inquiry attempted by the emergence of that branch 

of study called psychology. Commenting on the Pali term 

iddhi, generally translated as power, ability, more 

specifically abnormal power or ability, Mrs. Rhys Davids 

observed in 1936 that iddhi implied "in one or more 

specified ways what we now call a psychic phenomenon", 

"psychic will-force". It covers "a number of achievements, 

bodily and mental, which we of average powers may will 

to do but when we try we fall short." Iddhi, she argues, 

is a result of an extra-ordinary will•force, a "subject 
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that merits sympathetic consideration" and 

recognition of "the reality of abnormal will." V.7riting 

a quarter of a century later, K. It. Jayatilleke called 

iddhi a manifestation of "'psycho-kinetic activity'" and 

suggested that the subject of the validity of extra

sensory perception or knowledge be not summarily dismissed. 

But Jayatilleke's statements, Jones argues, create more 

problems than they are able to solve.22 

There are two major questions involved in any 

discussion of the subject of the super-normal, superhuman 

and the miraculous in the early Budd11st tradition. The 

first is the status of our evidence. This evidence may 

either be considered as a late interpolation into what 

may be called a thorough-going rationalistic doctrine 

preached by Gotama, the Buddha. This accords well with 

our modern, rationalistic philosophy which would regard 

anything that cannot be rationally explained as spurious 

and/or suspicious. But the weight of our evidence on 

the subject is so overwhelming that it is difficult to 

dismiss all of it off hand. There is reason to believe 

that Gotama, in the context of his times, accepted, 

without demur, the validity of knowledge gained by extra

sensory perception and the ability of a human being to 

exercise super-normal and superhuman powers by the 

strenght of his will cultivated to an extra-ordinary 



extent. His objection was to its wanton use or use for 

selfish goals of impressing the credulous or to secure 

material advantage. Such uses he expressly prohibited. 

Secondly, in the context of recent studies in the 

psychology of meditation and especially in the developing 

field of parapsychology, one needs to be cautious in 

delivering a categorically negative judgment. Recent 

studies have probed the parameters of what is called the 

meditational consciousness and its various abilities, 

especially that of extending the "normal" capacities of 

man.23 The evidence, though tentative and in some 

respects not completely precise, is significant enough 

to prompt us to take a new look at tho whole subject of 

explorations of possibilities of the human mind. 

The subject of parapsychology is beset with various 

difficulties. It is asked by many if it can be called 

a science at all? Others would tend to reject it as a 

species of mysticism if not mystification. But a great 

deal of experimental work has been done in recent years 

opening up new dimensions of mental capabilities. A 

parapsychological phenomenon"has been shown by 

experimental investigation to be unexplainable wholly 

in terms of physical principles." Parapsychological 

research has dealt with problems of telepathy, 

clairvoyance and rebirth or "reincarnation" in western 



terms. The most notable work in the last subject is 

that of Ian Stevenson, who has meticulously and 

thoroughly examined twenty cases of reincarnation, ten 

each in India and Sri Lanka. The evidence collected and 

the methods used in collection and verification of the 

479 

data are such that the subject cannot be lightly dismissed. 24 

l;e have discussed three distinct phenomena in the 

foregoing. The topic of the miraculous in its two aspects 

needs no further co~ent. The ~iracles occurring at 

certain events in the life of the Buddha as natural 

phenomena may be attributed to the general belief in 

then. The miracles performed by the Buddha himself may 

be attributed to Buddhist piety, especially of the post

Buddha times. The subject of the super-human and 

supernormal, however, belongs to an entirely different 

category. It is associated with meditation and 

meditational powers resulting in the acquisition of 

abilities of a super-normal kind. This must be treated 

as an open subject, especially in view of the increasing 

evidence from psychological and parapsychological 

investigations. Perhaps, we may find at some future 

date, the Buddhists were not way yonder when they were 

talking of such ~owers. 
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XXIII 

THE IMAGE WORLD OF THE DHAMMAPADA 

The Dhammapada is perhaps the best-known and the most 

popular of the Buddhist Scriptures. And this ~s so for obvious 

reasons. In its 423 verses, grouped in 26 cantoes, the work 

·presents a veritable compendium of Buddhist ethical thought 

in a manner which is at once authentic and striking. Its im

portance as a religious text has always been readily recognized. 

Thus Oldenberg called it one of the "most beautiful and richest 

of collections of proverbs".
1 

This richness of the text in the 

matter of presenting the ethical wisdom of Buddhism has been 

eagerly utilized by all those who have written on Buddhism as a 

religion and as a philosophy. The present attempt aims at 

drawing attention to another aspect of the text namely, its 

happy knack of translating philosophical ideas into the language 

of "emotion and poetry".2 

The image-world of the Dhammapada ~s, indeed, rich and varied. 

Its wisdom speaks in a series of striking images. As C. Day Lewis 

defines it, a poetic image "is a picture made out of words. An 

epithet, a metaphor, a simile may create an image; or an image 

may be presented to us in a phrase or passage on face of it purely 

descriptive, but conveying to our imagination something more than 

the accurate reflection of an external reality. Every poetic 

image, therefore, is to some degree, metaphorical. It looks out 

from a mirror in which life perceives not so much ifs face as 

some truth about its face••.
3 

This quality of presenting the truth 



about the face of life is, time and aga1n, brought to the 

reader's attention by the verses of the Dhammapada. The very 

first verse comparing the evil mind to a bullock, and misery 

to the wheel of the cart brings out the skill displayed in 

conveying not only a visual image but also the sound associated 

with the rumbling of the cart through the use of the syllable 

tth both in the first and the second lines of the verse. The 

idea conveyed is that of a causal relationship which is at once 

definite and inexhorable. The same idea, in a contrary context, 

is conveyed through the use of the image of substance and shadow 

1n the very next verse. The sense of evanescence is strikingly 

conveyed through the use of the common simile of a drop of water 

on a lotus-petal 4 and that of futility and uselessness through 

the image of a log of woods or a gourd cast away in winter. 6 

Another striking word-picture concerns the comparison of a man 

learning simply by rote without understanding anythin~ of what 

7 
he has learned to a hired cowherd counting the cows of others; 

a similar idea wherein an unintelligent person associating with 

a learned man is compared to a ladle or a spoon not knowing the 

taste of the curry8 or wise words not followed upon in conduct 

9 compared to a flower beautiful in hue but devoid of fragrance --

such are the evocative i~aees drawn by the Dhammapada. 

The image-world of the Dhamrnapada is as extensive as the 

universe itself. It draws upon the world of nature, the world 

of animals and birds, the world of human beings and even the 



world of the gods. The common "arche-types" are to be seen in 

the frequent use of the images of mountains, rivers, wind, fire 

and sound. An attempt may now be made to examine the different 

similes and metaphors in their several groups. 

The world of nature: In this the image offue Doon is the 

. . h f' h 10 most str1k1ng. T ere are references of the phases o. t e moon, 

11 the moon hidden by clouds, and the moon traversing the path of 

h . 12 t e constellat1ons. A mention is also made of the three parts 

of the night. 13 

The simile of the mountain is very often used to convey the 

. d f d . b "1" 14 . d. 1" d . lS 1 eas o rugge ness, 1mrnova 1 1ty, pr1rnor 1a 1ty an em1nence. 

The splendour of the Himalayas is brought out by say1ng that the 

mountains shine from afarl6; in another the wise man in his pat

ience is compared to the earth. 17 

Another frequent object of imagery is the r1ver to which is 

compared human existence beyond whichlies Nibbana. 18 Death is 

also compared to a flood19 indicating thereby a certain unity in 

the processes of life and death. Nibbana is compared to an island 

which cannot be overwhelmed by the flood of the processes of life 

20 and death. Life, in its unreality and ephemeral nature is corn-

pared to a bubble or a rnirage 21 or to a bamboo-grove overwhelmed 

by a flood. 22 The action of seepa£e of water is very vividly 

brought out 1n the simile which compares it with similar action 
23 of passions on a mind which is compared to an ill-thatched roof. 

A stormy wind uprooting trees is referred to in a strikin~ sirnile 24 

and the action of life in its natural as well as metaphorical al-

lusions is also presented in a number of images like bhasmacchanno 



25 h . 26 . 27 . pavako ; dahantam agg~va gacc at~, ragasamo a?,g~ and n~ccam 

pajjalite. 28 The vitality of natural growth is brought out in 

. '1 f . . f . 29 . the s~m~ e o a tree grow~ng up aRa~n a ter cutt~n8 or ~ts 

ubiquity is pointedly referred to in the simile of the all per

vasive maluva creeper. 30 The unfriendliness of nature, if its 

1 . . h b. f . . 31 
aws are v~olated, ~s t e su 1ect o another s~m~le. 

The floral world is drawn upon not only to point out a moral 

but also to adorn the tale. The most frequently mentioned flowers 

are the lotus 32 tagara, mallika and vassiki.
33 

Out of the 15 

verses of the Pupphavagga the canto of flowers -- 14 have ref-

erences by way of similes to flowers, their beauty, attraction and 

fragrance. The 6th verse admonishes the monk to be like the bee 

in living in the village, for the bee takes away the honey without 

damaging the beauty of a flower, similarly the monk should obtain 

his livelihood without distttrubing the harmony of a village. 

The world of animals and birds: 

Of the world of animals the elephant, horse and the bull find 

frequent mention in the similes and metaphors of the Dhammapada. 

The Buddha compares himself to an elephant in battle in the very 

first verse of the NagavaRga or the canto of the elephant. "The 

elephant" observes Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, 34 ''is the symbol in 

Buddhism of endurance, strength and restraint" and we might add, 

majesty. It will be recalled here that of the five symbols used 

by early Buddhist art, the white elephant stands for the conception 

by his mother of the Bodhisattva himself. The horse stands for 

renunciation, the Bo-tree for Enlightenment, the two deer with 

the wheel for the fi:r.~st preaching of the Law and tl~·= s ;-,~f:<' fer' 



the Parinirvana of the Buddha. Asokan art has ~ade the figure of 

the bull famous with its use at Rampurva. In the IJagavagga there 

are references to famous elephants like Dhanapala and descriptions 

of well-trained elephants. Of the horse the difference between 

a weak horse and a strong one is brought out in showing the sup

eriority of the earnest over the slothful and of the wide-awake 

a~ong those who are sleeping. 35 The superioroty of the Sindhu 

breed of horses is mentioned in one verse 36 while the training of 

a wise man is often compared to the breaking of a horse. 37 The 

other animals mentioned are a hog (a slothful, gluttonous man 

revelling in the pleasures of life is compared to a hog),
38 

a 

suckling calf (a sensual mind attached to desire is likened to a 

suckling calf) 39 while the ageing of an ignorant man is compared 

to that of a bullock. 40 But a simile which is of frequent occur

rence in Indian literature namely, that of the spider and its 

web occurs here but once. 41 Of the birds the ones mentioned are 

the swans, 42 crow,43 and cranes. 44 In another char~ing word

picture the restlessness of a fish out of water45 is very strik

ingly brought out through the appropriate use of the verb paripp-

handa. Mention also must be ~ade here of two picturesque similes 

of the tracklessness of the birds 1n the sky (akase'va sakuntanam 

gati tesam durannaya) 46 and the bird freed fro~ the net (jalamutto

sakunto).47 

Finally we come to the world of men with all their hierarchy, 

their organization, their desires and fears, Frequently the figure 



of the king is used to indicate the excellence of the social 

order fron which he springs, 48 the majestic tame elephant which 

h . d 49 h. . d h . 50 h. b. . . e r~ es, ~s pa~nte c ar~ots, ~s ar ~trary or pun1t1ve 

action, 52 and his ambition to become the sole monarch of this 

whole earth. 53 The complexity of the mind and the desirability 

of its being well-ordered is compared to a planned city54 with a 

sly reference to the existence of dung-heaps. 55 War, as an insti

tuion, is described in all its organization and frightfulness. 56 

But the peaceful side of life is not forgotten. References to 

aspects of farming operations, 57 the pastoral vocation, the al-

most ''arche-typal" use of the term gocara and the mention of the 

professions like water-carriers, fletchers and carpenters, the 

iron-smith and the silver-smith, the artist and the gambler58 

all these are mentioned as the essential constituents of a rural 

or urban life. The transition from a rural-pastoral milieu to 

an urban-commercial economy with an increasing use of money as 

a medium of exchange is shown by a number of similes referring 

to kahapana 59 and nikkha, 60 the use of scales 61 indicating fixed 

measures, and the activities of the merchant travelling with a 

caravan. 62 The landscape seems to have been characterized by 

long stretches of forests 63 with trails and roads 64 passing through 

them and the dangers of the journey are pointedly referred to 

through a number of similes. 65 The famous utterance offue Buddha 

about the house and the house-builder enumerates a number of the 

parts of a house such as phasuka and gahaku~am and the thatch. 66 



There are also a few references to current BrahDanical 

practices like fasting, 67 worship of the sacred fire, 68 ascet

ical practices69 and popular religion, 70 learning 71 .~and learned 

men. 72 The world of the gods comes in for incidental nention 

d h d f d I d 73 A .74 d y 75 F1·n-an t e go s so re erre are n ra, gn1 an ama. 

ally if gods are mentioned the Evil One is not for~otten. He 

. . . 76 
1s descr1bed on a number of occas1ons. 

Such is the image-world of the Dhammapada. As is inevitable 

many of these similes are to be found in equal profusion in other 

texts of the Pali canon like the Sutta-nipata, the Thera-Theri

gathas, the Nikayas and the Vamsas. This is as nuch due to the 

very nature of the text itself, which is an antholosy of the 

utterances of the Buddha, as due to the fact that they relate 

to a consistent world-view expressed through a nuGber of well

chosen 'arche-typal' images. Light and darkness, island and 

ocean, ship and stream, path and wilderness; these are some of 

the most common pairs of opposites through which striking philoso

phical and ethical ideas are conveyed. They relate to the every-

day world around, for it must not be forgotten that the teachings 

of the Buddha were primarily meant for the common people and aiDed 

at leading them from darkness to light, from the flux of change 

to changelessness, from the unreal to the Truth itself. In this 

task of making the Truth self-revealed the image-universe of the 

common world was adroitly used. But in this process it was also 

visibly de~onstrated that literary beauty is not antithetical to 

ethical and philosophical profundity. 
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XXIV 

-THE IMAGE-WORLD OF THE NIKAYAS 

The Sutta Pitaka comprising the five nikayas is one of the 

most important sources for our understanding of the e.thical 

and philosophical bases of early Buddhism. The first four 
·- .... 

nikayas, Digha, MiJlhima, Samyutta and Anguttara, contain 

as many as 5435 separate pieces or suttas and though a good 

number of the suttas in the last two are excerpts from the 

first two, the mass of material is impressive indeed. 

Chronologically these suttas range from the time of the very 

inception of Buddhism in the last quarter of the sixth cen

tury B.C. to the first quarter of the first century B.C. 

when the canon was "closed." The bulk of this material may 

be presumed to have begun to exist in its more or less pres

ent form at least from the end of the third century B.C. 

This is indicated by references to specific suttas in the 
I 

inscriptions of Asoka (c. 272-236 B.C.) and terms such as 

suttantika and nekayika-pancanekayika in the inscriptions of 

Samchi and Barhut. Their literary quality is varied; many 

of them are in the nature of cut-and-dry enumerations of 

ethical and psychological categories but there are also 



others, especially of an autobiographical genre, character

ized by striking literary beauty. Their ethical and philo

sophical contents have been analyzed and elaborated in a 

large number of existing works on early Buddhism. Transla-

-tions and histories of Pali literatur~ have delineated their 

literary qualities. The present paper will, therefore, 

focus attention on a hitherto largely ignored aspect of the 

subject, namely, the nature and implications of the similes 

and metaphors occurring in the first four nik;yas of the 

sutta pi~aka especially with a view to finding out whether 
1 or not a particular pattern exists in their number and use. 

Before we discuss these similes constituting the 

image-world of the nikayas, a brief discussion on the na

ture of the simile and/or metaphor and its role in litera

ture may be quite useful. The Pali term used is upama which 

has been translated as likeness, simile, parable, example. 2 

The similes are generally associated with two terms, 

-seyyathapi--"just as" and evampi--"even so," which apply to 

what is called the extended metaphor. The stock phrase is 

upamam te karissami, upamaya midhekacce vi~~u purisa 



-bhasitassa attham ajananti--"I shall gi".te you a simile for 

through it some wise or learned men understand, comprehend, 

learn, the meaning of what is stated." While in most in

stances, the similes and/or metaphors used are designed to 

serve a more or less utilitarian purpose of explicating the 

intended meaning of a proposition theuse of the simile as 

a part of the complex of literary beauty or charm was not 

altogether ignored. This is indicated in the description 

of a person called cittakathi, a brilliant speaker, a wise 

speaker, and orator or preacher who often excelled in the 

use of similes. The two best known cittakathis were 

Kumara-Kassapa and Van~isa. However, the cittakathi is also 

called bahussuta, "learned," but is distinguished from 

others who are merely learned by the use of additional qual

ifications such as kalyanapatibhana, ''of benevolent illumi-
e 

nation or witty." The use of the simile, therefore, oper

ated on two levels, that of intellectual comprehension and 



literary adornment. 3 

The upama is cited as a special characteristic of a 

subhjsita, a well-spoken statement, which must reflect the 

dhamma, truth, Norm • "Buddhism," which should be E..!!!' agree

able, palatable and sacca, truth. Obviously, in the early 

Buddhist tradition, the simile/metaphor is intended as a 

special vehicle for conveying the dhamma in the form of a 

religious discourse. In that sense it became a specially 

desirable qualification of a dhammakathika, a reciter of 

dhamma or preacher whose mode of discourse belonged to the 

genre called "religious" language. Buddhist inscriptions 

at Barhut and Samchi refer to the bhinaka and the 

dhammakathika. The first meant a reciter of a text while 

-the second was a preacher. The bhanaka was intimately in-
,. 



volved in the preservation and transmisslon of the textual 

tradition; the explicator and preacher used the text to 

spread the message. It is possible that, at least in the 

early stages of the early Buddhist tradition one person 

combined both the roles though later on a degree of develop

ing specialization may have led to a separation of the two 

roles. The simile/metaphor played a vital part in the de

velopment of this tradition. For the bhanaka it served, in 

many instances, a mnemonic purpose, whereas. for the 

dhammakathika it served as an instrument of expatiation and 

enunciation of a doctrinal point. 

Modern philosophical tradition has paid a great deal 

of attention to the "cognitive" aspects of the metaphor and 

its role in the "acquisition and coamunication of knowledge." 

It will be quite beyond the scope of our purpose here to go 

into the various theories on the subject of the metaphor. 

Germane to our purpose are the aspects of intelligibility, 

tension, iconic signification and interplay between two 

levels of perception, conceptualization and communication 

implicit in these various theories. Especially interesting 

is the idea of the iconic signification wherein the modi

fier in directing us to an "object, event or situation" 

acts as an iconic "sign of the subject-thing." The "iconic 

sign" or ideogram reflects a "manner of thinking'.' or "an 

aid to thought rather than a special mode of thinking" and 

expresses "transempirical, intuitive truths.·" Without en-



tering into the complex problem of whether or not there is 

a special religious language it may reasonably be accepted 

that religious experience needs a mode of language for con

ceptualization and communication of a very special kind. 

Furthermore, when such a corpus of "transempirical and in

tuitive" concepts or states of mind are to be communicated, 

the problem of finding a nexus between the transempirical 

and the empirical becomes crucial. In this the simile/ 

metaphor plays a vital role. It is this role, it seems to 

us, that is implied in the Pali stock phrase upamaya 

midhekacce vi~~u purisa bhasitassa attam ajanati. Other 

texts state that a simile may be used for the clarification 

of the full meaning of a statement (vinnapariiya) or to make 
I 

the statement exceedingly or abundantly clear so that its 

comprehension would be beyond the possibility of misappre

hension (bhixyosomattaya ~nanaya). This applies especially 

to assertions concerning the insight obtained by a person 

of absolute purity (dassanam suvisuddham). 5 

\ 



II 

The Pali nikayas contain over six hundred similes. 

Mrs. C. A. F. Rhys Davids in her classified index has list

ed them under several topical categories and a recent work 

lists them in the~r alphabetical order. 6 Since these works 

cover rather exhaustively the philosophical, social, econom

ic and cultural aspects of these similes we will address 

ourselves to another and perhaps much narrower subject, 

namely, the role of the stmile/metaphor as a nexus or 

bridge between the transempirical experience, its conceptu• 

alization and articulation in terms of the empirical world. 

The experience which forms the core of the subject 

matter of the four nikayas treated here is the one dealing 

with the period preceding the Buddha's enlightenment, the 

enlightenment itself and the articulation and communication 

of that experience in the suttas. 

The texts make it abundantly clear to us the supreme 

importance of the Buddha's experience of enlightenment, the 

raison d'atre of Buddhism itself. The Buddha characterizes 

his experience as profound (deep, fathomless), difficult to 

be perceived, difficult to be understood, peaceful, excel

lent, beyond the realm of logic, subtle and only to be under-



stood (felt) by the wise (gambhlro, duddaso, duranubodho, 

santo, panito, atakkavacaro, nipuno, pandita-vedaniyo) . . 
The Buddha further states that he was hesitant about preach

ing because the common people (paja) cling to desire and 

take delight in it (ilayarati, alayasammudit~) and hence 

would not be able to understand it. He then was urged by 

-Brahma Sahampati to preach so that there would be those who 

would know of it (~~~ataro bhavissanti). The Buddha is 

also called one of the infinite realm (ananta gocara) which 

is characterized by emptiness and attributelessness 

(s~~ato, animitto) and trackless (apada). 7 The adjectives 

associated with the dhamma, the core of the enlightenment 

experience, clearly imply that that experience was transem

pirical and the Buddha's difficulty lay in conceptualizing 

it and communicating it to the common people whose everyday 

consciousness was of an entirely different order. Secondly, 

the statement of this experience had to be as precisely 

termed and explicated so that its uniqueness would not suf

fer in repeated communication necessarily involved in the 

Buddha's ministry. At an early stage, therefore, the instru

ment for the communication of that experience had to be 

stock similes and metaphors which would act as unalterable 

bridges between the experience so conceptualized and commu

nicated and the empirical world to which the experience 



would be offered as a goal for spiritual effort. This ex

perience was no accident for it was preceded by an intense 

effort of concentration and meditation by the Buddha. These 

efforts are recounted by the Buddha himself in a number of 

our suttas such as the Bhayabherava, Mahasaccaka, 

Ariyapariyesana and the Bodhirajakumara. These were deliv

ered at different places and on diverse occasions. In rela

ting his spiritual quest the Buddha says that three similes 

occurred to him (patibhamsu), spontaneously (anacchariya) 
# 

and unheard of before (assutapubba). The similes are used 

as "iconic" signs to indicate the progression of the con

sciousness from one stage to another. He uses the simile 

of a sliver of wood thrown into water and drenched with it. 

If a man comes with a fire-drill and tries to ignite the 

sliver, would he succeed, asks the Buddha. He then refers 

to a similar sliver outside of water but still wet and 

finally a sliver that is completely dry, the last one being 

capable of catching fire emitting heat and illumination. 

The images of the wood in various stages of wetness, the 

fire-drill and finally the fire are used to conceptualize 

and communicate the struggle· .-'Of a consciousness in its ef

forts to secure illumination. At another place the 

Bodhisatta's physical tribulations, while practicing the 

Yogic stances, are picturesquely conveyep through the sim

iles of a strong man taking hold of a weaker person by the 

head or shoulders and crushing him; the sounds ringing in 



the head as a result of the restraining ~f the breathing 

process are stated as sounds emitted by the bellows of a 

smith. Finally the sheer magnitude of pain is conveyed by 

the simile of a strong man cleaving a head with the tip of 

a sharp sword. These similes are used as "ideograms" or 

"icons" which soon become stock phrases. The images used 

are those of water, fire, sound and feeling related to the 

visual, auditory, tactile and psychological aspects of human 

life. 8 Perhaps the most vivid similes used to describe the 

state of the Bodhisatta's body as he practiced dire auster

ities and ascetical practices are given in the Mahasihanada 

sutta. The objects used are a tinduka tree covered with the 

dust and dirt of years, a deer fleeing from thicket to 

thicket at the sight of a man, his limbs looking like the 

knotted joints of withered creepers, his posteriors looking 

like a bullock's hoofs, his backbone like a string of balls, 

ribs like crazy rafters of a tumbled-down hut, the pupils 

of his eyes in the sockets like sparkles of water in a deep 

well, his scalp like a withered white gourd. These images 

have been very realistically portrayed in a sculpture now 

in the Berlin Museum showing the Bodhisatta's penance. 9 A 

Samyutta passage states that comprehension depends on the 



mental stance of a person and used a n~ber of similes to 

illustrate the point. Similarly K~ra Kassapa uses a num

ber of remarkable similes and parables to convince the 

chieftain Payasi of the truths preached by Buddhism. In 

both these instances, as in the others related to a de

scription of the state of the Bodhisatta, the device used 

is that of a series of similes. The point made in these in-

stances is that some experiences are so complex that no sin-

gle "ideogram" or "icon" can rightly convey the full meaning 

of the experience in its appropriate context. 10 

A reference has been made above to the problem of com-

munication of a transempirical experience. This is partic

ularly so in the communication of feelings of joy, pleasure 

and happiness born of the four stages of meditation. In 

each of these the body is described as being completely 

drenched, permeated and suffused by one feeling or another. 

To differentiate one particular feeling, associated with a 

specific stage of meditation from the next, our texts use 

four different similes. At the first stage of meditation, 

for instance, the body is suffused with joy and happiness 

born of detachment (vivekajanl pitisukham) compared to soap 

powder being so well kneaded by a skilled shampooer into a 

ball with water filled drop by drop so that it is drenched 

with water, pervaded by it, permeated with it and drenched 



with it within and without. The second stage results in the 

body suffused by joy and happiness born of meditation 

(samadhijam prtosukham) compared to a deep pool of water 

filled to its brim by the cool waters of an inner spring and 

without an inlet from any side and no addition of water by 

rain so that the pool is so filled that there is no part of 

it unsuffused with water. In the third stage the body is 

suffused with happiness without even a trace of joy 

(nipp~tikena sukhena) like a lotus tank with red, blue or 

white lotuses growing in the water but not rising above it, 

and hence totally pervaded or drenched from their roots to 

their tips with water. In the fourth stage the body is suf

fused with a sense of utter purification like a man sitting 

completely wrapped in a clean white robe so that every part 

of his body is covered with the robe. In the first three 

cases the image of water is skillfully used to convey a 

sense of permeation with fine distinctions between one stage 

and another. These distinctions are indicated with the con-

junction of water first with a ball of soap powder, a com

pletely filled pool and lotuses. The ball of soap powder, 

pool of water and lotuses, trus, become icons each standing 

for a distinctive experience whereas in the fourth case, the 

image used is that of a man completely enveloped with a 

white robe which clings to his body. Similarly, the sense 

of freedom associated with various stages of meditational 

consciousness is illustrated by the similes of a man paying 
I 



off his debts, recovering from an illneS!s, release from im-
' 

prisonment, liberation from slavery or ~ wealthy man com

pleting his journey through the hazards of the way without 

suffering from any mishap. The problem of distinguishing 

one state of mind from another is sought to be eased through 

the use of some everyday objects such as a reed and its 

sheath, a potter making different pots from the same clay, 

the objects made by an ivory-carver or goldsmith, one's 

ability to distinguish the sound of a kettledrum from that 

of a conch or ordinary drum, the reflection of one's face 

in a pool of placid water or mirror, etc.ll Finally, one 

of the most oft-repeated similes to illustrate the process 

of conversion from a non-Buddhistic view to the specifically 

Buddhist pursuasion is indicated by the use of a simile of 

a pot that is upside down being turned right side up or 

lighting an oil lamp in darkness and revealing the shape of 

forms hitherto unseen. These similes are used almost as a 

matter of course where conversions are mentioned. 12 Since 

these similes are used regardless of the time, place or per-

son involved in these conversions one may reasonably con-



elude that they were a mnemonic device irt the transmission 

of the text. 

In such contexts the simile plays a threefold role. 

It becomes a literary value as it vividly expatiates the 

meaning of the text (bhasitassa attham). Secondly, as a 

mnemonic device it facilitates the memorization of a text. 

Thirdly, the fixed association between a given simile and 

the treatment of a given state of consciousness or doctri

nal point seems to have been conceived as an aid to monas

tic training. But there is also another aspect of the sim

ile used in our texts revealing to us the early Buddhist 

awareness of the empirical world. We propose to discuss 

this in the next section. 

III 

. .5().5 

The most frequently used archetypes come from the images 

of the mountains, water and fire. 

Himalayas hold the pride of place. 

Among the mountains the 

But surprisingly the 

Himalayas do not figure here as prominently as they do in 

parts of Sanskrit literature. They are but obliquely no

ticed as a region "back of beyond" anJ as king of the moun

tains bestowing on its vegetation five kinds of growths. 

The mountain peak is described as a vantage point from which 

the surrounding region may be viewed in its panoramic as

pects. The mountain is an image of an overwhelming presence 

in its mass--stable, firm, unshakable even by the most 



powerful winds, steadfast and filled with grandeur in its 

very loneliness.l3 

The image of water is used to evoke several divergent 

concepts. Immensity is indicated by the great ocean, life

giving qualities by the great rivers such as the Ganga and 

Yamuna, inevitability by water flowing from a higher to a 

lower level, evanescence or instability by writing on water, 

a symbol of consciousness itself that is by its own nature 

placid but disturbed by the impact of the empirical world, 

depth or profundity, neutrality as water washes both pure 

and impure objects, ability to fuse with other objects as 

the waters of the Ganga becoming one with those of the 

Yamuna, clarity or limpidity and ubiquity. Water, thus, 

seems to acquire a mystic presence, sometimes dark, brooding 

and forbidding, at other times restless and churning into a 

foam. It is at once fathomless and limpid and the pool of 

water with lotuses of various hues growing from the mud at 

the bottom through the gently swaying waters into the air 



above is an oft-repeated simile. 14 Take~ together mountain 

and water stand for the two dimensions of the world, stabil

ity and change, one standing in an itrevocable and inevita

ble relationship to the other, the one becoming meaningful 

only in the context of the other. Intractability and flu

idity thus form parts of a single continuum, one in opposi

tion to the other but each needing the other to be complete. 

Similarly remoteness and propinquity are also conveyed by 

these two primeval images so deeply rooted in the early 

Buddhist consciousness. The Buddha undertook his supreme 
'-effort by the side of the river Neranjara and his preach-

ing the dhamma is compared to a man going to the top of the 

mountain and surveying the surrounding landscape in its 

totality. Water and mountain, thus, become fixed symbols 

of the early Buddhist imagery, so obvious yet so inscruta-

ble. 

Another archetypal image is that of fire. The image 

of fire in the form of a lamp, torch, embers, conflagration, 

is frequently used to expatiate doctrinal points or stages 

of meditation. Fire gives out radiance or luster, it pro-

M7 



duces warmth and heat, it is a symbol bf the unity of oppo

sites, has varieties of hues, is compared to a meditational 

process wherein the consciousness travels from one plane to 

another, is cited as an example of the principle of simul

taneous or dependent origination, is also used as a symbol 

of impermanence and finally destructiveness if ineptly 

· used. In some contexts it is also used to symbolize pain 

and even death. Like the mountain and water it acts as a 

bridge between polarities of light and darkness. The most 

famous simile, of course, is contained in the Fire Sermon 

- --(Adittapariyaya), one of the earliest sermons delivered by 

the the Buddha after his enlightenment. Its- imagery has 

become a classic of Buddhist literature and has fascinated 

. so% 

even modern poets such as T. S. Eliot. The ~ontrast between - ..... 
the qualities of fire as abba, radiance and brilliance, and 

daha, burning,conflagration is very strikingly brought out 
15 in many of our texts. 

A number of similes is also based on the auditory images 

evoked by musical instruments such as the lute (vina), the .. 
conch (sankha) and drums of various sizes (bheri, mutinga, 



panava and dindtma). 
• , # 

The finest sound i~ that of the five-

stringed lute (pancangika turiya). An interesting example 

of the use of the v1na to illustrate- the essential emptiness 
~ 

of factors constituting the world of the senses is given in 

a whole sutta entitled "The Lute." A king who has never 

heard the charming sound of a lute hears it and wants to 

find the source of that sound. He is told that the sound 

proceeds because of a concatenation of the functions of the 

diverse parts of the lute acting in unison and the lute is 

very adroitly used to bring out the inner meaning of an as

pect of the theory of Dependent Origination. In another 

text the simile is used involving the conch in a stmilar 

manner. In all these instances the auditory images are 

evoked and associated with the occurrence of diverse states 

of consciousness.l6 

Other archetypal images are those of the snake, the 

river and boat, violent death and destitution and destruc

tion. An interesting example of the use of a series of sim

iles to illustrate the plight of the human being wandering 

about in life occurs in a sutta entitled "Simile of the 

Snake." He is confronted with four venomous snakes (•the 

four elements of earth, water, fire and wind) and flees 

therefrom only to be pursued by five murderous enemies 



(•five factors of grasping, form, aensatton, perception, con

fections and consciousness). He then goes into a deserted 

village where he is threatened by a thief who will not hesi

tate to kill (•passion) and the empty village itself becomes 

threatening (•six sense organa). Finally he comes upon a 

body of water (•passion, existence, false views and igno

rance) which he crosses with a raft (•the Nobel Eightfold 

Path) from the hither shore (•false view of self) to the 

yonder (•Nibbana) by dint of his hands and feet with which 

he paddles the raft (•energy and exertion) and is ultimately 

safe (•arahatta). A sutta of this kind is really a rupaka, 

parable, making a discriminating use of similes and meta

phors to put across the essence of spiritual striving. 17 

IV 

As is to be expected the image world of the nikayas ex

tends across the entire spectrum of human imagination and 

experience stretching from the heavens to the nether world. 

The world of the various gods such as the Tavatimsa is used 

in similes and metaphors to convey the glories of a virtuous 

·-life. The legendary Mahasudasaana's capital is compared to 

Alakamandi: the city of the gods, an abode of prosperity and 

bliss. Yakkhas, Gandhabbas, petas and pi!acas are also 

pressed into service to illustrate a moral point related to 

S/0 



the punishments awaiting the wrongdoer. 
i 

:The extensiveness of 

the earth, its forbearance with pure or tmpure substances 

cast upon it, the heavens which stay up there without any ap

parent support, the stars and constellations, the glory of 

the sun and the beauty of the moon, the seasons with their 

own special characteristics producing diverse effects on hu--man beings, the fury of the whirlwind (vattanavali), the 

drenching showers from rain-bearing clouds, are all used not 

only to convey a moral truth but also to impart a sense of 

literary beauty which otherwise would have made the texts 

dry and humorless didactic tracts.l8 

The most frequently used images are those of the forest 

and path. Often the sense of the forest is emphasized by the 

use of synonyms for the forest (arabna and pavana) and the 
..,...,. 

path (magga and anjasa) in the same sentence, a stylistic 

pecularity with a deeper sense attached to it. The tree with 

its huge trunk;spreading branches and ability to give shade 

in the sun and provide shelter for birds also occurs on many 

occasions. The bamboo is always regarded with fascination. 

The image of two sticks of bamboo resting against each other 

is used to illustrate the interdependence of name and form 

S/1 
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and attention is also pointedly drawn toj the fact that when a 
I 

bamboo bears fruit it is for self-destruttion, which is also 

the case with the she-mule and the banana. 19 

The arboreal world also looms large. The common dis

tinction made is between the realm of natural growth and lux

uriance such as forests and that created by man's efforts-

farms, gardens and grazing lands. The utter extinction of 

kamma-forming tendencies is illustrated by the simile of an 

uprooted palm tree (talavatthukata) where the sense of the 

totality of extinction is stressed by phrases such as non

existent (anabhavakata), abandoned (pahlna) and rootless 

(ucchinnamula). The mango is used in two contexts. When a 

teacher, who when asked about one thing, expatiates on some

thing completely different is compared to a man who talks 

about bread-fruit when the subject is that of a mango. The 

complete freedom of one who has "gone beyond" is conveyed 

through the image of a cluster of mangoes being destroyed 

when the branch from which they hang is cut off. The simile 

of the tree and its various parts such as bark and pith is 

also very frequently used to explain the process of compre

hension of extra-empirical truth. The examples of the dif

ference between a dripping wet twig apd a dry one in rela

tion to the production of fire is another convenient 

S/2 



device. 20 

The forest stands like a primeval pt'esence. Its ass.oci

ation with an important aspect of the Bodhisatta's striving 

before the enlightenment invests it with somewhat of a 

mystic quality. It is characterized as distant, remote, 

solitary and secluded (panta) filled with uncommon and 

frightful sounds which echo through its loneliness, abode 

of wild beasts such as lions and jackles and deer roaming 

through its labyrinthine expanse. The monkey wandering 

from branch to branch, but seldom getting out of the forest, 

becomes a convenient symbol of the human mind proceeding 

from thought to thought without ever being able to traverse 

into the realm of consciousness beyond conceptual constructs. 

On the other hand the forest is also regarded as essential 

for spiritual effort as is indicated by the dhutanga associ

ed with forest-living.21 

The concepts of journeying and path (addha, magga) 



occupy an important place in early Budd~ist imagery. The 
i 

Buddhist way is called the Noble Eightfold Path and skill in 

determining the right path is an aspect of wisdom. The 

knowledge of former lives is explained by the simile of a 

man recollecting his travel from his own village to another 

and his returning therefrom. The perils of journeying are 

brought out in various similes of travel through jungles and 

trackless deserts and modes of locomotion on land and water 

also come in handily for explicating moral concepts. In 

fact, the traveler moving from one point to another is a 

f - 22 favorite image o man wandering in samsara. 

The tmage of the world around as revealed tn our similes 

is variegated. There is one rather adverse view of the In

dian landscape where much of India (Jambudfpa) is described 

as uneven, criss-crossed by rivers and dotted with hills and 

mountains with only a few places covered with parks and gar

dens, pools and lotus ponds. The sixteen great territories 

(so~asa mah"ijanapadas) are well-known:with the pride of place 

being given to the Middle Country. The fa~s of Magadha, its 

kings and their power, the glory of the world ruler, the 

cities and market-towns and the highways are described in de

tail. Also various professions--warrior, archer, thieves and 



and robbers, slaves and debtors, famili~l relationships, love 

and dreams, perfumes, cosmetics, articles of gold, ivory, 

wood, cowherds and fishermen, painters, flower-vendors, gam

blers, magicians, weighers, elephant and horse trainers, and 

a host of other professions and aspects of everyday life-

are used in similes and metaphors. 23 

We might now consider other roles of the simile/meta

phor. One is its use as a humorous device. For instance, 

there is the simile of an ass following a herd of cows and 

thinking that he is like the cows, well-trained and managed, 

the ass being compared to an uncouth monk following a group 

of well-cultivated monks without himself being well-trained or 

cultivated. In another instance the example of a man wanting 

to get oil tries to milk a cow expecting her to give milk is 

used to illustrate misapplication of effort. The similes 

for a false ascetic are given in the cases of a cat sitting 

in a meditative pose near a rat-hole, an owl sitting in a 

similar posture on a branch of a tree while hunting mice, an 



I 

aaa sitting meditating near a garbage he.p, a jackal medita
! 

ting on a river bank hoping to catch fish. The humor in 

such cases is fairly obvious and the •arcaam unfailingly 
24 pointed. These cases also figure i~ the folk tales . 

• 
Another group of similes relatesl to the use of specific 

objects or activities. The moat prominent ekample is the 

uaa of the elephant in a variety of contexts. The Buddha's 

--glimpse is called an elephant's glimp~e (nagapalokita); the 

well-trained elephant and his enormout strength are fre

quently used in a large number of stm~les. Similarly the 

bird flying with all his feathers is often cited as an ex

ample for a monk to keep himself composed even to the extent 

of looking well after his material possessions. Gold and 

precious stones, es.pecially the transparency of the latter, 

are used to illustrate states of the consciousness or culti

vation of mental abilities.25 

A reference has already been made above to the repeated 

occurrence of certain similes. For instance the effortless 

ease with which a strong man stretches his folded arm is 

used at least fifteen times in relation to the ease with 

which either the Buddha can disappearfro~ one place to ap-



pear at another distant spot or the mov~ents of the gods. 

The quality of strength in a powerful blower of the conch 

shell, a smith and other occupational. people are also used 

frequently. For excessive pain involved in the Bodhisatta's 

efforts at penance before his enlightenment the figures of 

a strong man tightly tying a rope aroind someone's head 

(used five times), or a strong man cl-aving another's head 

with a point of a sword (used six times), or a strong man 

pressing the head of a weaker person, two strong men drag

ging a weaker man to a pit of fire are invariably used. It 

seems that these figures first occur in euttas of an "auto

biographical" content ascribed to the Buddha himself. In 

turn these figures are then used in describing excruciating 

pain suffered by others and in different contexts. The 

Buddha's use of these figures makes t~em "standard" figures 

of speech. The figure of a poverty-stricken man suffering 

various kinds of suffering, and wealth and its sundry advan

tages function in a similar way. Another common simile is 

that of a young man or a woman looking at the reflection of 

of hi& or her face in a mirror or a pot filled with water 

(used six times). A man completely covered with a white 

robe from top of head to his toes (used five times), a clean 

cloth readily taking the dye (used five times), various as

pects of clothing from yarn to finished cloth, dirt on it and 

ita cleaning and dyeing, a man with his ~yes functioning well 
I, 

being able to see clearly various forms, ~lind persons, bond-



i 

age and various forms of confinement anq punishments, the 
I 

illnesses besetting humans and medicine$ used to dispel them, 

houses and their diverse parts such al roof, rafters, plinth, 

windows and doors, a square where four roads meet, the pro

gression of milk to curds to butter to ghee, oils, row of 

bricks, clay pots (used seven times) ~nd the dead body and 

its disposal are some of the figures ~sed very frequently. 
i. 

Such repeated use of a given figure ~re or less in the same 

context leads us to the assumption that editorial effort was 

definitely involved in the "standardization" not only of 

categories of meditative and ethical concepts but also of 

the texts themselves containing such concepts. This is par

ticularly obvious in the use of similes ascribed to the 

Buddha himself in suttas directly attributed to him as in 

the case where he describes the various suffering he went 

through during his penance. There could be no tampering with 

these parts of the texts. In o·ther cases similes used by the 

Buddha for describing states of consciousness also acquired 



such authenticity ans also mnemonic use'l,. 26 
i 

Certain generalizations about the lmage-world of the 

nik';'yas may now be in order. A literary image "is a picture 

made out of words. An epithet, a metaphor, a simile may 

create an image; or an image may be presented to us in a 

phrase or passage on the face of it purely descriptive, but 

conveying to our imagination something more than the accurate 

reflection of an external reality." An image, thus, is a 

mirror reflecting the truth about the face of life. 27 The 

comprehension and articulation of this "face of life" in

volves symbols and a simile and/or metaphor is essentially 

symbolic language designed to convey much more than the ac-



tual literal meaning of the words used. 1

1 
These symbols, in 

I 

essence, reflect ago-old memories and as.ociation--folk-mem-, 
I 

' ories. Viewed in this perspective our s~miles, especially 

those repeated frequently, become a vehicle for the trans

mission of memories, ideas, concepts and constructs infused 

with a significance far deeper than just literary or aesthet

ic delight or even the explication of.meaning in a literal 

or philosophical sense. The images of water, lotus and tree 

are particularly interesting in this context. Ananda K. 

Coomaraswamy and F. D. K. Bosch have some perceptive insights 

to offer on the deeper meaning of these symbols used in lit

erature and art. These scholars have pointed out the associ

ation of water with movement, flow, change and wisdom. The 

lotus is ubiquitous in early Buddhist art and signifies ener

gy, fecundity, wealth, purity, source of "the magic substance 

drawn from the waters which is virtually one with natural 

life itself, both when this life is a negation of sickness, 

old age and death and when it manifests itself in the fertil

ity of women, of fields and cattle, thus causing an abundance 

of off-spring, crops, livestock and earthly riches." The 

lotus finally gets associated with the Buddha himself who is 

compared to the lotus which rises out of the muddy depths of 

the pond but is unsullied by the mud and untouched by the 

water just as the Buddha though born in this world and oper

ating in it is untouched by worldly impur~ties. Such ideas 
I 

were a common pool of folk memories and cqncepts on which the 

620 



Buddha and his disciples freely drew for Fheir similes and 

metaphors imparting to these images specific "Buddhistic" as

sociations in the manner of layers over and across their pre

Buddhistic contents. The truth of the face of reality re

vealed by our similes, therefore, must be viewed both in 

their pre-Buddhistic and Buddhistic contexts. 28 
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XXV 

THE IMAGE-WORLD OF THE THERA-THERI-GATHAS 

I 

The Thera and Theri-Giithd are two well-known collections 
of verses in Pali attributed to various monks and nuns of the 
Theravada Buddhist Order. They are included in the Khuddaka 
Nikiiya of the Sutta Pi/aka of the Pali Canon and must have 
existed, more or less in their present form, at least by the middle of 
the first century B.C.1 The Thera-Giithii has 1288 verses ascribed 
to 264 monks; the Theri-Giithii contains 534 verses attributed to 
73 nuns. But the substantive number of persons is somewhat less 
because of repetitions, which are in the nature of refrains, and 
ascription of some of the verses to anonymous persons or _grqup11. 
ofpersons. 1 The commentary; ParamatthOdlpanl, gives us informa
tion on their monastic careers, social, economic and cultural back
ground, circumstances leading to their entry to the Order and 
their spiritual achievements. 3 While a part of this information 
may be of a quasi-legendary nature or even "fabricated" (at least 
in the case of the anonymous authors or groups to whom a given 
number of verses is ascribed) a goodly number of facts may be 
accepted as authentic as being handed down by monastic tradition. 
An examination of this information reveals something of the 
social background and geographical areas of their domicile. In 
their social origins 40% belonged to the Briihmtr1;'a caste, 29% to 
the Gahapati (householder, presumably Vessa) class, 22% to the 
Khattiya clans and only 14 (11 monks and 3 nuns) belonged to 
the Sudda group. Some 10 (7 monks and 3 nuns) came from the 
degraded classes of contemporary society. In terms of class 
composition, 80% among the BrahmaJ}.as came from poor Brah
maQa families, while among the Khattiyas, only 10 out of 
57 belonged to the common Khattiya households. Among the 



Vessas, 31 belonged to commoner Vessa families while 24 were 
members of Mahtistila or wealthy families and 43 belonged to 
Setlhi or banker families. As many as 71% came from urbanized 
areas and over 28% from the rural eountryside. In terms of 
regional distribution, Magadha and its border areas predominate 
with only a few belonging to other regions such as Avanti, Siina
paranta and the Himalayan borderlands. Among the causes of 
seeking entry to the Order as many as 67% attributed it to the 
personal influence of the Buddha or some of his leading disciples. 4 

II 
Some observations on the literary qualities of these verses 

may be appropriate here. The avowed nature of these verses, at 
least in the case of the Thera-Gtithti, is defined in the nidtina stanzas. 
They indicate that the compositions are to be taken as an amalgam 
of what may be called varieties of simhantida ("lion's roar") and 
udiina (ecstatic utterance). As such they are claimed to be paeans 
of spiritual triumph and articulations of feelings recollected in 
tranquillity. They are in the nature of personal testaments, not 
so much of hope.' as of achievement, of an eminently spiritual and 
transcendental character. The nidtina verses declare them to be 
statements of cultivated personalities (bhtivitatta), those who lived 
their lives according to the Truth or the Norm (yathtidhamma
vihtirino), the liberated ones (yathtidhimuttti), the wise (sappaniiti) 
who have reached the highest stage of sanctification ( accutam 
padam). These statements · are the result of reflection or 
re-collection ( paccavekkhal)ti), leading to the good ( atthupantiyikti), 
illuminating the completion of strenuous spiritual effort (katanta). 
They are in the nature of personal communications articulating 
the sense of achievement of spiritual freedom won through intense 
effort under the guidance of either the Teacher (satthti) himself 
or one of his disciples or the Dhamma. All of them are claimed to 
have reached arhatship, the highest goal in the Theravada system 
of moral and intellectual discipline. 

The Thera-Gtithti nidiina verses also give us a clue as to the 
purpose of the inclusion of these verses in these collections. This 
purpose seems to be twofold. On the one hand the redactors were 
interested in the verses by virtue of their testamentary character 
illumining the goal of Buddhist monastic life. On the other hand 
they were also aware of these verses effectively demonstrating the 



fact that the goal was no mere metaphysical abstraction or a 
hypothetical attainment, butproofthat the goal had been reached by 
individuals many of whom started out as quite ordinary persons trans
formed by the system. In such circumstances a certain restraint in 
expression becomes inevitable. We might envision three distinct 
phases in the process of the evolution of these collections. The 
first was that of experience, second, that of communication or 
articulation, and third, that of editing for inclusion in the collections. 
The experience often began in agony, proceeded through frustrations 
and ended in transcendence. The whole experiential sequence 
rested on the vivid dichotomy of images of this world and visions of 
transcendence which alternate in these verses. The articulation 
and communication of this experience may have been either in the 
nature of an udiina, spontaneous personal statements, or more 
formalized declarations ( annam vyiikiisi) in the presence of the 
Master or one of his disciples under whom the author worked. 
The transition from the non-verbal transcendental experience to the 
formalized declaration of the achievement of the goal ( annii) 
necessarily involved the use of an accepted symbolism. This was 
used not only to explicate, in an inteHigible manner, the experience 
itself, but also to illumine the manner in which the experience was 
realized. In this task two sets of images became convenient. One 
was the list of elements such as the khandha, iiyatana, dhiitu and 
abhinnii; the other was a set of stock images such as the flow of 
water, the immovable mountain, the mysterious forest, the lamp 
and the well-trained ·elephant, to cite a few. 

In the final phase of editing some subtle changes may have 
occurred. The obvious aims behind these collections were the 
preservation of utterances regarded as significant and through 
them to glorify the Buddha, his Dhamma and the Samgha. It 
stands to reason to assume that the collections were made out of 
thousands of such statements and the criteria adopted for inclusion 
were the personality of the author (eminent disciples such as 
Siiriputta, Moggalliina, Riihula), or the extraordinary background 
of the persons (a robber like Atigulimiila or courtesan like Ambapiili) 
and the contents of the verses themselves. In general the lives and 
achievements of these individuals were intended to be an inspiration 
and an example for all those who wanted to make the effort. These 
verses offered personal testimony to all concerned that the Buddha, 
the Dhamma and the Samgha were ever ready and willing, as well as 



away. On the other hand images of the world serve a distinct 
poetic purpose in heightening the contrast between the world of 
becoming and the universe of cessation of becoming. It is in 
this sense that the images contained in these collections become 
interesting as they give us an insight into the sentiments and 
experiences of the early Buddhist elite. These images fall into · 
two natural groups. To the first belong those that concern them
selves with communication of ideas about the Buddha, the Dhamma 
and the Samgha and in these the element of stereotypes is often 
common. In the other fall all such images as are related to the 
world around and these, naturally, are marked by greater variety. 

The ideas on the nature and personality of the Buddha are 
such as to convey the concept of a being who had progressed 
beyond being just a great and extraordinary leader to being a 
mahapurisa and deviitideva. He is described as one who emits 
the brilliance of a primeval fire, the bestower of immortality, the 
kinsman of the sun, the great hero, the glorious, the supreme path
finder, preceptor of the ga1)a, the leader par excellence ( Viniiyaka, 
subsequently an epithet of Ga1)e8a), the great Niiga, the fearless, the 
Jina. His body is described as full (paripu1)1Ja}, charming (suruci), 
of golden hue (suvalJl.fOVal.flJa). His teeth ·are exceedingly white 
(susukkadiitha) and is endowed with all the signs of a superhuman 
(mahiipurisalakkha-,a). In this the Buddha has already emerged 
as the mahiipurisa (a transcendental being) whose role in the world 
is denoted by his two supreme characteristics of transcendental 
wisdom (paiiiid) and compassion (karul.fii). The cult of the 
former Buddhas already seems to be well established as a reference 
to the former Buddha KoQagamana shows. 7 

The impermanent and sorrowful nature of the phenomenal 
world is more assumed than explicated in detail. There are scattered 
references to it as the life of mortals evaporating like the water in 
shrinking rivers; humans falling like ripe fruits from a tree and the 
diverse things of the world which disturb one's spiritual resolution 
or the world being ablaze with the fire of passions. 8 The means to 
transcend this world is the Dhamma which is a mirror ( iidiisa) of 
reality and is of supreme flavour or functionality (rasa). It 
comprises of meditAtion on the nature of the khandha (factors) 
iiyatana (spheres), dhiitu (elements) through the structured medi
tational exercises (jhiina) which produce the potencies of knowledge 



(abhinM). The major aim is to cultivate the intellect which 
illumines the supreme reality making the mind effulgent 
( obhasajata) .9 The ultimate goal is nibbtina called the ultimate 
peace (parama santi} and the highest haven of safety (yogakkhe
mam anuttaram), yielding the bliss which accrues from the pacifica
tion of the factors (samkharilpasamam sukham), the undefiled 
(virajam) uncompounded (asamkhatam), the final release from 
bondage ( sabbakilesa-sodhanam, samyojanabandhanacchidam) .10 

Non-Buddhistic views are denounced as thickets (gahana) and 
comprise practices such as worship of fire, offering of sacrifices, 
bathing in "sacred" rivers, worship of moon, sun and assorted 
deities, shaving half the head, sleeping on the bare floor and not 
eating at night. The popular view of ascetics as idlers, living on 
the charity of others and fond of ease is also reflected in one of the 
verses.U 

Ideas from the Buddhist "mythology" of good and evil are 
mentioned in a routine manner. The Theri-gdtha has many 
references to Maro pdpimd (Mara, the Evil one) and his ability to 
disappear within a human body or stand betwixt the eye-brows.11 

The world of the gods i~ often. mentioned with its .Sakka Qr Inda, 
the Brahmakdyika gods, the Tavatirrrsa, Tusita and Nimmtinarati 
heavens and the heavenly abodes of beryl and other resplendent 
gems.11 Likewise there is the domain of the Asuras, animals. 
spirits and hells and these were fairly well-established parts of 
the Buddhist world-view.14 

The attitude toward the Samgha is twofold; while seclusion 
is praised as being conducive to the highest good, living in the 
Samgha is declared only to be the next best and living within the 
Samgha is often stressed as necessary for the training in the Vinaya, 
so essential for the higher spiritual discipline. 15 On the other 
hand a secluded dwelling on a mountain fastness or hidden in the 
confines of the great forests is often praised as the best means of 
securing the appropriate . environment for strenuous spiritual 
effort. The culmination of this trend in monastic thinking is 
seen in the dhutanga related to living in the forest. The single 
most used image is that of the hut (kuti) which occurs as many 
as 13 times in the two collections. The characteristics associated 
with it are that it is concealed ( channa) and well-protected against 
the storm (nivdta), something that encloses securely a well-defined 
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space from the vast expanse' of the world, in dichotomous relations 
as old and new (purd'l)a and nava), beautiful and peacefuJ.l6 Some 
of the lyrical verses are related to such secluded dwellings in the 
primeval forests surrounded by mountains across which sweep 
clouds, rainbows and the bright sunshine. 

IV 
The awareness of the vastness of the world is explicated through 

a few striking similes. The universe is enclosed in the ten directions 
and is filled with mighty mountains and oceans. An immense 
distance divides the earth from the sky and the oceans are a constant 
source of delight and mystery eventually becoming the stock image 
for existence itself. The restlessness and force of its waves are 
often emphasized but even the boundless ocean loses in comparison 
with the limitless good contained in the good DoctrineP There 
is only one reference to India ( Jambudlpa) by name and another 
to the major rivers such as Ganga, Yamuna, Sarassati. Of the 
regions mentioned there are the Arilga, Magadha, Vajji, Kasi and 
Kosala. The rich harvests of Magadha are specifically mentioned 
while the trade of Kasijanapada is worthy of note. Among towns 
and villages Mantavati, Varal}.asi, Nata. Mithila, Savatthi, Era
kaccha, Saketa, Ujjeni, Pli~aliputta, Rajagaha, are referred to.18 

Among the places associated with the life of the Buddha only 
two, the Jivakambavana rand the Giijhaku~a mountain, are 
mentioned.19 

Of the society at large our collections refer to the concept of 
the universal sovereign ( cakkavatti), the lord of men, with his 
own retinue of subordinate chiefs and officers, ruling over the 
realm stretching from sea to sea. He lives in a magnificent palace 
and his city is fortified with gates with spikes. He flies his own 
flag and has the "seven treasures" which are the inalienable attributes 
of such a ruler. There are only two references to names of kings, 
Mandhlitli and Anikaratta of Banaras, in the verses. The king is 
the dispenser of justice and resorts to punishments such as execution, 
imprisonment and cutting off of arms and legs.20 The territorial 
divisions were villages, market-towns ( niggma), cities and capital 
city.21 The distinction between market-town and city indicates a 
fairly well-developed urban organization. 

The four-fold social organization in terms of Khattiya, 
BrAhmaJ)a, Vessa and Sudda was well-known. There is one reference 
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to dvijtiti, twice-born, which may be taken to mean the first three 
groups. The Khattiyas are invariably associated with power 
(issariya) and are described as brave and heroic, and expert archers. 
The weapons most commonly used were the sword, the lance or 
spear and bows and arrows.22 The picture of the economy is 
that of a society based on pastoralism, agriculture and some forms 
of organized industry. The idea of wealth is often conveyed in 
terms of gold, silver, precious stones and pearls, cash and stores of 
grain, horses and elephants, slaves and servants, kine, houses and 
residential land, agricultural and pasture lands as well as wife, 
sons and daughters.23 The most immediate family ties related 
to mother, father, son, unmarried daughters and grand-parents. 
An idealised picture of family life is stated in terms of a wife adorned 
with ornaments of gold and silver, sitting happily with a son on her 
lap surrounded by slaves and servants.24 Household life is described 
in terms of efforts required to maintain a family involving work 
with the plough, sickle, spade, the mortar and pestle.23 Indeed, the 
pestle is often used as a symbol of domestic drudgery by some of 
the nuns and entrance to the Order comes as a relief from such 
drudgery. 

There ar'e some interesting glimpses of household life in these 
verses. Various parts of the dwelling used as a home are strikingly 
used in conveying some of the basic ideas of Buddhism. The 
idea of impermanence, thus, is brought out in the decaying process 
of a house, the image of a lamp illuminating the darkness around, 
the sharp edge of a knife or the cutting edge covered with honey, 
the red-hot ball of iron, the ·abandonment of all clothes related to 
household life, even the rags becoming a heavy burden for a tired 
person; such are some of the uses to which objects of household life 
are put.26 

The person and status of women are viewed in a variety 
of contexts. Woman is, first of all, an object of desire and as 
such a threat to the holy life. Her form, voice, touch and smell 
excite passions. Her natural beauty is further heightened by an 
artful arrangement of her hair, eyes touched with ointment, feet 
dyed red, face covered with powders, her arched eyebrows and 
the fragrance of flowers which she sports on her person in the form 
of garlands, all make her an alluring object. On the other hand, 
she also plays the vital roles of mother, wife and sister and is thus 



the symbol of some of the tenderest feelings. The most striking 
description of the beauty of the feminine form occurs in the verses 
of Ambapali. Her hair shines beautifully like the bee and has· 
the fragrance of a casket of perfume, her brows are sharp and 
arched as if drawn by an artist, her eyes are resplendent like jewels, 
her nose is dainty and prominent, her ear-lobes are delicate like 
bracelets fashioned by an expert goldsmith, her teeth gleam .like 
fresh buds, her throat has the colour of mother-of-pearl, her arms. 
are like slender columns, her hands are soft, her breasts are full 
and lovely, her thighs are like the trunk of an elephant, her feet are 
soft as though stuffed with cotton wool and her body shines like· 
burnished gold.17 Finally the courtesan appears as the ultimate 
in the loveliness and danger of the feminine form. She accentuates 
her beauty with artful ornaments, perfumes, flowers and colours 
and is often an accomplished musician or dancer. She stands at 
the door of her house like a hunter watching his trap. And woe 
unto the callow and unwary male who falls for her wiles.28 

But the verses of the Theri-gatha bring out poignantly some 
of the handicaps and hardships related to the status of women . 

. Her life is one of constant work and drudgery. If the husband 
takes another wife she suffers not only from neglect but also the 
hostile attention of the new wife. She suffers intense pain while 
giving birth to children. She is constantly at work tending the . 
kitchen and ·keeping the house clean and as an old widow her lot 
is one of disdain and humiliation. And, worst of all, her intelligence · 
is called "two-finger" ( dvaiagu/i), barely able to understand if the 
rice is cooked or not by crushing a cooked grain between her 
thumb and the index-finger.19 

Agricultural operations provide some of the most common 
similes and metaphors. Men bent over ploughs or planting seeds, 
bringing in the harvest, busy with weeding the farm or tending 
cattle are often described with constant familiarity. These occur 
as symbols of everyday life with all its exertions, hopes, fears, joys 
and sorrows.10 B\lt the social economy is not restricted to 
agriculture alone. There are the merchants who travel over land · 
and water carrying goods, to and fro, from distant lands and· 
amassing wealth. The caravan leader is a respected figure leading 
his long train of bullock-carts with skill across deserts, through. 
forests and over rivers and seas.11 Industrial development had 



reached a degree of maturity wherein various professions had 
become specialized as carpenters and ftetchers, irrigation engineers 
and medical personnel. Hired and slave labour is also known 
and certain occupations were regarded as degraded. There were 
the butchers, bird-catchers, hunters and trappers and fishermen. 
And then there were the gamblers, the cheats, thieves and the men 
offraudulent wit.32 The village was the basic unit of socio-economic 
organization and was the symbol of harmony and unity. It had 
its own roads and streets which were to be kept in good order by 
the inhabitants who also had to pay tolls and taxes. The villages 
were surrounded by farms and pastoral lands and outside the 
village was located the funeral ground where the bodies were 
either cremated or cast away to be devou~ed by ,wild birds or 
beasts. These places were guarded by special keepers. If the 
village stood by a river the river was often spanned by bridges 
made of bamboos which were sometimes washed away by floods 
and had to be constructed anew. 83 

There are but a few references to the arts and avenues of 
amusement. Among the musical instruments the lute with fi~e 

strings, the vl~;~ii and drums are mentioned and in one simile the 
Bu<fdha .is stated to· have preached the. DM.mma in the manner 
of a skilled player on the vl~;~ii. The custom of going on picnics 
to parks and gardens and participation in musical and dancing 
events related to such excursions are also referred to.14 

The two animals that occur most frequently in the similes 
in the two collections are the horse and the elephant. The horse 
is mentioned seven times and the elephant over seventeen times. 
The stock simile of the horse is that of the well-trained steed 
diligently obeying the commands of the rider without being 
distracted by anything around him. The elephant is more often 
mentioned as the tamed and domesticated animal useful in peaceful 
as well as warlike activities. The horse is the symbol of dignity, 
aristocracy and discipline; the elephant that of great strength, 
loyalty, wisdom, patience and wealth. The sight of a tamed 
elephant performing chores ordered by his rider is also used as 
an object lesson for the training of the human mind.3' Both 
these animals play a prominent role in the Theraviida Buddhist 
imagery. The elephant described as the "all white one" (sabbaseta) 
is used as a symbolical representation for the conception of the 
Bodhisatta while the riderless horse occurs as a symbol of the 
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mahiibhinikkhamana - the Great Renunciation - in early Buddhist 
art at Saiichi and Bharhut. These two animals also figure in 
the list of the seven treasures (salta ratandni) of the Righteous 
Universal Ruler (dhammiko dhammariijii cakkavatti).36 

v 
Some of the most lyrical parts of our two collections are 

associated with nature in its manifold aspects. Indeed, the love 
of nature and appreciation of its various moods lend a peculiar 
charm to many of these verses. The Early Buddhists had a very 
keen and incisive apperception of nature as an entity distinct and 
autonomous and ubiquitous in its influence. Nature is seldom 
regarded as hostile though the discomfort of the fleas, wild animals 
and mosquitoes is not forgotten. But these discomforts are minor 
in comparison with the great bliss nature is capable of bestowing 
on a person striving for his own freedom from the phenomenal 
world. The sun and the moon arouse feelings of awe and delight 
and the simile of the heat of the sun and fire is frequently used to 
qualify aspects of the world. The Adittapariyiiya with its brilliant 
imagery of a universe on fire has a pride of place in the literary 
masterpieces of Pali literature. The waxing and waning of the • 

. moQO, its emergence from the cover of clouds and its indescribable 
beauty on full moon nights, the star-studded night, the cold winter 
nights, all these come in for a tender articulation of simple delight.87 

The interplay of wind and cloud is one of the most charming 
aspects of the literary craftsmanship in many of our verses. The 
movement of the wind rustling through the branches and leaves 
of trees or a whole thicket of bamboos is so worded as to create 
almost an audible impression of gentle or forceful movement.81 

The phenomenon of rain excites incessant wonder with its patter 
on leaves on a forest floor, its cooling effect, its ability to bring new 
life to the forest and its birth from the vapour laden clouds are 
elements expressing great joy. The patter of rain is compared to a 
song well-rendered (sugltam), the roll of thunder is called the 
striking of great drums and the ability of the rain to still floating 
dust is especially noticed. The sight of water flowing from a higher 
to a lower level is used as an object for meditation. The force of 
water flowing through the channels of rivers such as the Ganges 
evokes wonder and there is a beautiful description of the course 
of a river winding down hill sides and coursing across low lands." 



The verses in the two collections are replete with loving 
references to the beauty and solace of the mountain and the 
statement-thOse mountains charm me (tese/aramayanti mam)-is 
almost a refrain in a mystic chant. The gentle murmur of a 
mountain stream over a rocky eminence, the carpet of moss and 
lichen over craggy surfaces and the march of colours reflected 
across a range of hills, evoke some of the most beautiful images in 
Pilli literature. The mountain appears as a symbol of steadfastness, 
of soaring hope and aspiration, of peace and solitude, of effort 
in seclusion, a kind of timeless and brooding presence with its 
own spirit of introspection and contemplation, able to encompass 
ceaseless time and transmute it into boundless life. In the Theri
gatha the rock is often used as a figure for a steadfast support 
acting as a witness to Citta's achievement in destroying the column 
of darkness.40 

Like the mountain the forest, too, provides a source of varied 
symbolism and beauty. One monk declares that though he is 
physically present in the village his mind is in the forest. The 
forest was never too far and the transition from haunts of men t<> 
the primeval JX:ace of the forest was both easy and essential. The 
sounds of the forests were articulated in the constant murmur of 
countless birds and the patter of stealthy paws of beasts. The 
forest was hailed by the Buddha himself(araiiiiamBuddha-vaMitam): 
loneliness of the forest was conducive to comfort and happiness 
for the forest was beautiful in itself. Like the mountain it preserved 
its own autonomy and one dwelt therein on its terms. It symbolized 
vastness, mystery, peace, timelessness and infinite charm.41 

The beauty of the forest is made manifest in its trees, shrubs, 
flowers, grasses and sounds of birds and beasts. The poetic eye 
delights in the blossoms on trees when the whole forest seems to 
be aflame, and the flowers are an eternal joy. The lotus is noticed 
several times in all its varieties, white, red and blue. It is a symbol 
of purity, of ability to be in several elements, earth, water, air, 
simultaneously. The carpet of grass on the forest floor produces 
a peculiarly charming effect and the spread of floating vegetation 
on the surface of waters in lakes and ponds gives a sense of boundless 
continuity. The unending creepers also serve as a symbol of 
endless passion and the fragile grass and twigs bring home the 
nature of the world itself.42 Among the birds of the forest the 



peacock has pride of place as a symbol of princely grandeur, 
dignity, beauty, and majestic presence. Then there are the cranes 
who eagerly await the advent of rain, stretching their gaze 
heavenward to sense its moods. The forest is filled with the 
warbling notes of numerous birds who sing its mighty glory and 
the heart is gladdened to be in the midst of such unceasing joy. 
Of the animals the boar stands for greed and laziness, the lion, the 
king of the wild, roars all into an awesome silence. The tiger 
and the leopard roam the forest, their footfalls hushed by the 
grass and leaves shed under the trees. In all of these the forest 
becomes an incomparable presence, mysterious, joyful, frightening, 
eager and timeless. 43 

The verses of the monks and nuns reflect both well-defined 
intellectual and spiritual attitudes and' mature literary values. 
They are the product of the Theravada Buddhist discipline in 
which vitality and evanescence, effort and quiescence, delight in 
the mind and effective control of its faculties, detachment from 
life and awareness of its beauty and mystery, become essential 
elements. The dominant impr_ession left by them is one of serenity 
punctuated by a heightened awareness of accomplishment. · They 
are the statements of cultivated minds that have risen above the 
ebb and flow of time and change, able to observe with a refined 
delicacy the infinite variety of life itself. Their spirituality is 
enlivened with a certain liveliness of attention and felicity of 
expression in some of its finest examples. Many of them are 
spontaneous expressions of joy that is everlasting, of wisdom 
tempered by sensitivity, of an ethical earnestness illumined by 
compassion. Their image-world is all-encompassing and covers 
with effortless ease the world of men and animals, of mountain 
and forest, of here and hereafter. The stern editorial hand is 
unable to suppress a sense of delight and often transforms it into a 
living testament of faith, hope and realization. 

S37 



NOTES 

1. See Mrs. C.A.F. Rhys Davids, Psalsm of the Early Buddhists 
I, p xvi; II, xxi. 

2. Ibid, II, p xxvii; for instance pancasatamatta, Theri-Gatha 
verses, 127-132. KhN, verses will be cited as Thag 
(Thera-Gatha) and Tnrg (Theri-Gatha). 

3. For the date and contents of the Paramatthadipani, see 
G.P. Malalasekera, Pali Literature of Ceylon, pp 114. 

4. For details of the background of monks and nuns see 
B.G. Gokhale, "The Early Buddhist Elite" in JIH, xliii/ii, (Aug.l965) 
pp 391-402. 

S. Thig, liS, 44S; 1. 

6. 'Thog,IS, 19, 39, 40, 161, 162; Thig, 8, 9, 21, 4S, 112, 117. 

7. 'Thog, 3, 21, 26, 47, 66, 94, 132, 289, SIO, 818-821; Thig, IS7-162. 

8. Thag, 14S, 674, 788, 790. 

9. Thag, 3, 25, 171, SSI, 673. 

10. 'Thog,· 3, il, 21, 26, 32, 47, 66, 94, 132, 227, l89, SIO, S21, 818-821; 
Thig, IS7-162. 

11. 'Thog, 219, 342, 70S; Thig, 88, 237, 273. 

12. Thig, 203, 231, 232. 

13. Thag, 749, 908, lOSS, 1187, 1199; Thig, 32, 121, 181, 197. 

14. 'Thog, 1131, 1196-1197; Thig, 313, 458, 477. 

IS. Thag, 142, 229, 248, 250. 

16. Thag, I, Sl-54, SS-56, 57, 58, 59, 60, 325, 577. 
17. Thag, 147, 267, 278, 360, 372, 412, 660, 681, 1012, 1136. 

18. Thag, 208, 1107; Thig, 25, S4, 110, 295, 318, 333, 336, 402, 407, 408, 437, 
450, 500. 

19. Thig, 48, 108, 368; Thag, 1111. 
20. Thag, 64,653, 663, 765, 777, 914, 1004, 1244; Thig, 191, 464, 488, 489. 

21. Thig, 305. 
22. 'Thog, 39, 40, 42, 177,253,487,495, 756, 939, 1169; Thig, S8, 152,432. 

23. 'Thog, 97, 187, 423, 512, 770, 842, 862-863, 934, 957, 1146; Thig, 18, 98, 
153, 284, 328, 341. 

24. 'Thog, 299, 335, 892; Thig, 1S9. 
25. 'Thog, 43, 443; Thig, 112, 175. 
26. Thag, 170, 199, 408, 431, 714, 733, 737, 937, 938; Thig, 1, 16, 115-116, 

245,283,303,392,413,424-425. 
27. Thag, 58, 169, 267, 738, 771, 773, 960, 1019-1022, 1161-1164; Thig, 12, 

14S, 252-270, 298-299, 383, 459. 
28. Thag, 939; Thig, 73, 267. 
29. Thig, 11, 17, 23, 27, 30, 60, 117, 216-217. 
30. Thag, 263, 381, 388, 391, 530, S31, 6S2; Thig, 112, 175, 443. 
31. Thag, 37, 9S, S30; Thig, 442, 446. 
32. Thag, 19, 29, 109, 13S, 390, 4S4, 606, 620-621, 6S4, 744, 749, 774-77S, 

786, 877, 939, 940, 1109, 1147, 1165-1166; Thig, 230-231, 242, 292, 300, 
368,437. 

33. 'Thog, lSI, 24S, 31S, 393, IIS8; Thig, 2S, 133-134, 39S, 402, 422, S78, 766. 
34. Tlrog, 398, 467, 638, 893, 911, 931, 1074; Thig, 139, 146. 



3S. Thang, 16, 31, 4S, 77, 173, 194, 197, 198, 20S, 244, 2S6, 3SS, 659, 684, 
692~97, 878, 1108, 1133, 1142, 1144, 1150, 1152, 1193; Thig; 48-50 
liS, 241, 304, 324, 326 

36. SEE J. MARSHALL, A Guide To Sanchi (Delhi. 19SS). p. 67; B. G. Gokhale, 
__ "Early~u~dhistKinRShip:·;__ in JA,S, ~ · l,pp.l920 

37. Thag. 39, 40, m. ~o1, 36t, 38s, 546, 102. 112, 872-873. 1122. 1261; 
Thig, 2, 3, 200, 292, 294 

38. Thag, 2, so, 104, 235, 416, 544, 154 

39. Thag, I, S1-S4, 189, 211, 307-310, 32S, 522, S23, S24, 591, 598, 675, 
1S8, 160, 927, 1105, 1138, 1140; Thig, 55, 88, 114-115, 127, 211, 17,8 
28S, 307 

40. Thq,l3,41, 110,113,115,189,191,192, S22, S24-S2S, 540, 601. 643~. 
6S1, 680, 999, 1062-1064, 1066, 1067-1068, 1094, 1126; Thig, 28 

41. Thag, 6, 14, 23, 31, 34, 49, SS, 62, 244, 3SO, 43S, 466, S24, S37, 538, 541, 
54S, S92, 602, 684, 691, 887, 925, 992, 1065; Thig, 31S 

42. Thag, 21, 12, 89, 197,208,217,233, 323-324, 399, 402, S21, 528, 700, 717, 
762, 997, 1071-1073, 1104-1124, 1189, Thig, 381, 384 

43. Thag, 17, 22, 92, 101, 177,211,307,367, 524, 1106, 1116, 1139. 



XXVI 

SOME OBSCURE CULTS 

The P.ili commentaries, though mainly devoted to the exposition qf the 
Canonical textJ, contain a good deal of information which is of great 1ntetest 
in the. understanding of th~ religio-philosophical milieu from which Buddhism 
arose. Suttas like the Brahma;ala and &imaflilaphala1 are deservedly well-known 
for tlteir. valuable information on the religious ideas of ·the times. Much 
ofthis.mrormation has already been collected and its significance pointed. out. 
There are, however, numerous cults· mehtio~ed· in ·the Pali ·texts, a study of 
whicl!: would furnish interesting results. An attempt has been made in the 
following lines to study some of these cults. 

. . . . 

The. Niddesa, a commentary on the Sutla Nipata and a part of the Pali 
Canon, has a curious list of obscure cults. This list purports to point out 
how some peop~e are devoted to strange religioos practices in the hope of 
realising salvation~ The passage . says : "Santelce samaf.lllbrahma':fli uatasu
ddhika; · Te kaUhiuatikii honti ~ .· ass a: . go . . kukkura • • kiika • • Vasudeva . . Baiadeua . . 
PuP,ab~da .. _Ma(libhadtfa .. aggi ... naga .. supaiJ.f.lll . . yakkha . . asura . . gan
dhabba · .. Maharaja . . cantlima . . suriya . . /nda . . Brahmti . ~deua . . disii vatikii 
honti.'' (There are some ascetics and Brahmins who are in pursuit ofptirity 
throug4 .vows. · They practise ~e elephant . . horse . . cow . . dog . . crow .. 
vasudeva •• Bal~deva .. }>uQ.Q.abhadda .. MaQ.ibhadda .. fi~e . . s~rperit .. 
supa:r,rQ.a . . yalda . . asura . . gandharva ... Maharaja . . moon .. sun .. 
Indra ... Brahma ; . god .. quarters .. vows).2 The Milinda Panha has a 
list of gapa.r.some of which are clearly religious in their institutional implica
tions. This list runs as follows: "Malia, atoQ.a, pabbata, dhammagiriyii, brah
magiriyti ~alak4 114Ccak4, lat,ghakti, pisticii, Ma(libhadda, Pu'J.I)Ilbltaddd, candimasuriy.i, 
kalideuatd, siva, vasudeva, ghanilcti, asipasa and bhaddiputtii.''3 This passage 
has been translated by Rhys Davids as: "And again, 0 King, just as there 
are several clas_8ec8 of people, known as distinct in the world-such as wr,estlers, 
tumblers,. jugg~ers; actors, ballet-dancers and followers of the .mystic cult of 
the sun and rnopn, of the goddess of fortune and other gods .. "• In the note 
on the passage under reference Rhys Davids observes; "'There are twenty 



cla.ues'ofthae·people mentioned in the text, and the meaning o~most of the 
naJIJSS ia- obacure. The SiJ:Dhalese simply repeats them all, adding only the 
wora hluzkti-· 'believers in' to the names of the various divinities. The classing =-'-' . . together of jugglers, ballet-dancers and followers of the numerous mystic 
cults, so numerous in India, is thoroughly Buddhistic, and quite in the 
nature of Gotama himself as, for instance, in the Maluisila .. • "1 The late 
Sir R. G.· Bhandarkar made a similar observation in his reference to the 
Kultlua list : "Here a Buddhist, who cannot but be expected to show scant 
courtesy .. to religious systems other than his own, places the worshippers of 
Visudeav and Baladeva on the same level with those of fire, moon, sun and 
Brahmj, and even elephants, crows, dogs etc."• But this juxtaposition 
seems to be due more to the commentator's idea of pointing out institutional 
similarities than to subject any sect to special redicule. The Kuidesa calls 
all these as fltZtas (vow) and though ultimately the point made is specifically 
favourable to Buddhism, it is emphasized that these MJtu are observed for the 
purpose of achieving suddhi (purity). Nagasena in the Milinda stresses that 
these cults are esoteric in their nature, the votaries scrupulously guarding their 
secret from the uninitiated and the outsider (lesaf?J lesaf?J rahassarp tesu tesu 
gal)ml "'IVff carati, avaseslinaf?J pihilat?J)· The secret so referred to may be a 

. trade secret in the case of the occupational groups but in the case of others 
like the Pu:Q.:Q.abhaddas, :who are clearly sectarian groups, the secret niuilt 
have been of a religious nature. A Brahma:Q.ical text has a somewhat similar 
list mentioning a number of supernatural beings "among whom Yak~a, Jam
bhaka, Viriipalda, Loliitalda, V aisrava:Q.a, Mahisena, Mahadeva and 
Maharaja are· included.7 

An examination of these lists of obscure cults reveals something of their 
peculiar nature. This large medley of names can be easily classified into 
five well-defined cult-groups : a) animal and mountain cults (hatthi, assa, go, 
kukkura, k4ka, pahbata, Dhamagiri, Brahmagiri), b) Demonic cults (ntiga, gand
hahba asura, pistica, Takkha, Maf!,ibhadda and Pup,'f.llhhadda), c) the ~nthro
pomorphic cults (candima, suriya, Maluirtija, disa, Brahmti), d) the VaiS1,1avite 
cult ( Vasruietla; Baladtva), and e) the Saivite cult (Siva, Kalidevata and per
haps asiptisti). or these the last three need little elaboration as they are 
familiar to us and of the demonic cult we need notice only Ma:Q.ibhadda and 
Pu:Q.:Q.abhadda. The first group deserves exami~ation in some detail. . 

The cult "animals mentioned in the lists are elephant, horse, cow, dog 
and crow. Of these we are practically in the dark concerning the precise 
nature of the horse and crow cults. We are better placed with regard to the 
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cow and the dog cults for they form the subject of the Kukkuravatika sutta of the 
Majjhima Nihiya.8 This sutta presexves for us the conversation between fu]):r;~.a 
Kopyaputta and Seniya Acela and the Buddha. Pu:r;~.:r;~.a is described as a 
gorJatika while Seniya is a kukliurarJatika and both of them end in becoming 
followers of the Buddha. Explaining the terms govata and kukkuravata Bud
dhaghosa in his. commentary says: "Govatiklco ti sam4dinnagovato, sise sitigtina1!' 
lkafHtv4 narigul/lza'Tp liatlliltihxl gllvihi saddlli1p ti(ltini khadanto viya carati" and 
"Kuklctrtaoatiko ti samtidin.nakukkura vaiD sabhaffl JT1111Jkhakiriya1p karoti.'"~ In 
the sutta itself Seniya is described as curling on· the ground like a· dog and 
eating off the ground like a dog also. It is pointed out in this account that 
a man observing such a vow actually behaves like the animal even to the point 
of effecting a physical resemblance by· using obvious aids like a.· pair of horns 
and a tail and crawling on all fours. The awwed object of such behaviour 
is attributed to the devotee's desire to be··rebom as a·!Od (detJo till bharJiss&mi 

. dtvailllalaro vd) •10 · 

The-·elephant is one of the. most celebrated animals ~ the literature of an
cient India. His· strength, majesty· and wisdom · and• also his terrible madness 
are of common reference in literary texts. In,·these references the elephant 
symbolises the benevolent as well as malevolmt. as~ts of his. activity. A 
.mtDJJra in a Vedic text {Taittiriyti Arargaka, X, 1.5) is quoted to relate the 
worship of-an elephant-faced god to great antiquity. This god was, it is 
argued by Getty, "worshipped exdusively by the lower classes" and for ..... 
~onsiderable time had not acquired the digriity of being a member of the 
Vedic pantheon.11 This is borne out by Manu when he sa}'s "Siva is the 
god of the BrahamaJ;~.as while Gat,teia is the god of the St2dras.''11 A Pali 
Jtitalca (No. 455) refers to an elephant festival where a stone image of the 
elephant was worshipped. The p-ali texts, unfortunately do not enlighten 
us about the nature of the hatthivata but if the descriptions of the govala and 
the kukkuravato. may be taken as a~ indication we may surmise that its nature 
was not dissimilar. That these vatas included the worship of the animal in 
its iconic form is clearly shown by the Jtitalca reference. 

It is clear from our Pali references that the Buddhist texts are claiming 
to describe the cults as were practised then, although the possibility of some 

. element of exaggeration ch- distortion in details cannot be ignored. The 
Buddha was opposed to these vatas and the Buddhist descriptions may be 
taken as characterised by contempt for practices contrary to the Noble Eight
fold Path. In this. category we may include the description of a gouatika or 
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a /cdkuravatika as actually behaving like the animal of his devotion all the time. 
Sut such exaggeration, if such be there, inspired by contempt, does not neces
sarily contradict the existence of animal cults like the cult of the cow, dog, 
elephant or horse. The animal cults were a wide-spread religious pheno
menon in primitive societies and are associated with certain aspects of 
totemism. The cults of the horse, cow and the dog may have arisen in 
pastoral and agricultural communities in which the economic and functional 
importance of the animals must have led to the development of the cult of 
worshipping th~se animals. 

Our suttg. tell us that these vows were practised in the hope of going to 
heaven or being reborn among the gods. (Rev. Fr. S. Fuchs informs me that 
similar practices are prevalent among the Gonds and the Baigas also.) This 
may be related to another equally wide-spread and primitive idea in which 
the duty of convoying souls of the dead to the other world is often assigned to 
some animals. The Indian literary evidence is not very helpful on this 
point but it is tempting to refer to the two dogs ofYama guiding the wandering 
souls. The cow plays a great part in Brahmal)ic religion and the association 
of the elephants with the quarters is well-known in Indian mythology. 
The worship of sacred mountains, likewise, is of frequent occuranc.e in many 
parts of the world.13 · · 

Among the demonic cults mentioned in our lists the cult of Mal)ibhadra 
and Piirl,l.abhadra deserves some notice. They figure as Yaksa leaders. The 
term Yakkha (Yaksa) is explained as a being who carries the oblation (balim 
upakarati) and is described as worthy of worship (pujaniya). 14 The most 
prominent Yakkhas are Vajirapal)i, K.haraloma, Siiciloma, Kharadathika 
and Silesaloma.15 The Yakkhas are servants of Yama1e who generally 
haun~ the lonely and remote parts of the forests and the females among them 
are shown to be more dreadful and cruel than their male counterparts.l7 
The Yakkhinis take possession of human beings, in which case the typical 
symptoms are of a twisting of the neck, falling to the ground, rolling eyes and 
a foaming mouth.18 

Besides being servants or messengers ( dutti) of Y ama, the Y akkhas are 
also in the retinue ofSakka (Sakra). Yamakoli, Uppala, Vajira, Vajirabahu, 
Kesakanda, Katattha and Disapamukha were the seven guardians at the 
seven gates ofthe palace built by Sakka for Jotika.19 The Jain texts infurnt 

us that Yaldas gifted with virtue live in the heavenly regions, situated one 
above the other, shining forth like great luminaries and hoping never to 
descend thence. They are intent on enjoying divine pleasures and change 
their form at will.1° Festivals in honour of the Yaldas are also referred to and 
monks and nuns are forbidden from accepting food at such festivals. 21 



The late Dr. Ananda Coomaraswamy saw similar characteristics in 
YakU. worship and the Bhakti cult and concluded that the cult could only be 
properly understood within the larger context of the rise of the Bhakti cult in 
the "centuries immediately preceding the beginning of the Christian era" .22 

The Valda and YaldiJ)i figures are well-known in early Indian sculpture and 
worship of the Yaldas in iconic forms also seems to have been widely practised. 
Like the elephant the Yak8a also has benevolent and malevolent aspects. 
The cult is associated with fertility, prosperity and wealth and prevention 
or cure of disease. Kubera is the lord of Yakias and the god of wealth while 
Hariti is a goddess who is supposed to ward off diseases of children. 

About MaJ)ibhadra and Piir:Q.abhadra we get some interesting information 
in the Buddhist and Jain texts. The Y akkha MaJ)ibhadda had his palace near 
the MaJ)imalaka cetiya in Magadha where he met the Buddha and the stanzas 
recited by him form a part of a vagga.28 The Uvasaga dasao describes 
Pu:Q.:Q.abhadda and Ma:Q.ibhadda as very powerful devas who appe\\r together 
to-those who practise certain austerities.2' · Theyare· described as brothers, 
obedient to V essava:Q.a. The Mahabhtirata mentions Piir:Q.abhadra as the 
father of Harike8a and also as a prominent n4ga14 and that thousands of 
Yaldas wielding diverse weapons waited upon their chief MaJ)ibhadra in the 
Mandira mountain region in Svetagiri.28 MaJ)ibhadra is described as a brother 
of Kubera who was married to Madananianjarl, the daughter of Dundubhi, · 
the king of the Yaldas.27 A shrine of MaJ)ibhadra is described as being 
established for people to come and pray and offer various gifts in order to 
obtain blessings. A curious custom of imprisoning a man suspected of adultery 
in the inner chamber of this Yaksa temple and handed over to the King's 
court the next morning is also alluded to in the Kathtisaritsagara.'l.8 The 
tWO Yaldasfigure as occupants of two petals on the lotus throne of Jambhala.21 

Incidentally, MaJ)imekhala who appears to be the tutelary deity of travell
ers and merchants has many similarities with MaJ)ibhadra who also acts in 
similar capacity. According to a Jataka story (IV, P. 11) Ma:Q.imekhala 
is associated with the sea and protects men who suffer from ship-wreck when 
commanded to do so by the four lords of the world, Vessava:Q.a, Dhatarattha, 
Virupakkha and ViruJha. Ma:Q.ibhadra is the brother of Kubera-V essava:Q.a 
and very probably Ma:Q.imekhali may be but another form of the same deity. 

That these cults were very old and widely practised is evident from the 
penistance of their appearance in later Brahmanical and :Buddhist religious 

' practices. The cow cult is a part and parcel of Bt:ahmaJ)ism, the elephant cult 
reappears in the form of Ga:Q.da and the Yakia cult becomes manifest in 
Tantric practices and beliefs. A late Tantric te1ttll0 contains· a prayer
formula in respect of Ma:Q.ibhadra which if repeated· man¥ times results in 
good fortune accruing to the devotee. This is ·also true in the case· ofP iir:Q.abha
dra. 11 Such references indicate that these cults were; more than. of passing 
interest in the history of religbus b·~lief~ and practices in India. 
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XXVII 

BHAKTI IN EARLY BUDDHISM 

One of the charges against the Buddha which 

critics among the ascetics of his time levelled was 

that "the ascetic Gotama teaches dhamma on (a system) 

of his own devising beaten out by reasoning and based 

on investigation."l What was implied was that the 

doctrine preached by the Buddha was based primarily 

on a logical analysis of empirical facts largely de

void of intuitive experience. In such a syste~the 

role of faith is of secondary importance and1 as such, 

the mediatising function of faith is of minor sig

nificance. Such a characterization may be true, 

more or less, of the intellectual comprehensiveness 

of Buddhism as a metaphysical system. But Buddhism, 

from its very inception, was not just a metaphysical 

exercise but was, primarily by intent and practice, 

a system of beliefs forming the basis of the creed 

accepted by both members of the order of monks and 

nuns and more especially by the laymen and laywomen 

(upasakas and upasikas). On the latter level Buddhism 

emerged, even during the lifetime of the Buddha, as 

a religion followed by a numerous group which lived 

an everyday lay life. A distinctive term--upasaka-

came to be used for this group which constituted the 
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third and fourth assemblies (parisa) of the Buddhist 

society. These lay devotees announced their special 

status in relation to the Buddha, his dhamma (doctrine) 

and the samgha (order), on the basis of their seeking 

shelter· (sarana) in the Three Jewels. 2 Such a 

"conversion" was an act of faith which is 'the major 

constituent of the attitude called bhakti. 

The Pali term generally translated as "faith" 

is saddha. In a general context it is defined as 

belief, trust, confidence, belief proceeding from 

reliance on tes.timony or authority, beliefs in truths, 

of religion; it is also "an act or attitude of in

tellectual assent to the traditional doctrine of one's 

religion," "a firm or unquestioning belief in some-

thing for which there is no proof," a system of 

"religious belief."3 Two separate though allied 

elements are involved in a religious system, namely 

faith and knowledge, where knowledge rests on "the 

sole basis of empirical, synthetical statements," 

whereas faith, in addition to being a cognitive con-

cept, has deep psychological and subjective impli

cations.4 There is no need for us to go into the 

detailed implications of the philosophical aspects 

of the theory of faith and knowledge since we are 



more concerned here with the development of the 

bhakti element in early Buddhism as a religious move

ment involving, primarily, the lay orders of the 

Buddhist society. Nor is there much need for us to 

discuss at length the origin and development of the 

term bhakti in Brahmanical literature and the con-

troversy about whether the movement, as implied by 

the term, originated first in Brahmanism and its 

Vasudeva-Krishna evolutions. In the existing state 

of our knowledge of the precise chronological posi

tions of the Brahmanical and Buddhistic texts, 

questions of chronological precedence and antecedence 

in the use of terms such as Bhagavan and bhakti must 

remain, at best, hypotheses. 5 For our purpose here, 

we will assume that bhakti means personal devotion 

to an exalted being who has within him the ability 

to promise the devotee well-being hereafter. As will 

be shown below, such an attitude or belief did not 

exist towards the Buddha among his lay-devotees. 

The time span covered, conveyed by the term "early" 

Buddhism, extends from the fifth to the first centur-

ies B.C., and it is to this period that the Pali texts 

used here may be attributed for their composition 

and collation. 



II 

The existing Buddhist canonical texts in Pali 

offer us two distinct perceptions of the personality 

of the Buddha. These seem to have existed contem

poraneously on two levels, monastic and lay, though 

it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate the 

two. One perception sees him as a human being, 

subject to the various conditions of the human frame. 

The other regards him as wondrous "great person (maha 

purisa)" approaching or exceeding the stature of 

the gods. It must be remembered that the religious 

mileau in which Buddhism arose and developed was a 

world peopled by various kinds of god, godlings, 

yakshas, nagas, asuras. There are constant references 

to these divine and semi-divine beings. They were 

the Brahmas (Sahampati and Sanankumara), gods of the 

various abodes (Tusita, Nimmanarati and parinimmama

vasavatti) of Sakka-Indra and of devatas. All of 

these became a part of the developing Buddhist re

ligion.6 Of particular significance to our subject 

were the cults of the Yakshas and Nagas. They had 

their own shrines (cetiyas and bhavanas) and 



inscriptional evidence shows that worship of these 

beings was a common practice among the merchants, 

artisans and plain common people throughout the 

regions where early Buddhism spread. The yakshas, 

Purnabhadra and Manibhadra, were iconically represent

ed in their own shrines to which worshippers resorted 

with suitable offerings. A.K. Coomaraswamy first 

pointed out the association of the bhakti cult with 

these deities. In the Jataka literature, the Future 

Buddha (Bodhisatta) is often spoken of as being born 

as one of the gods (deva or devati, even as Sakka). 7 

There were two elements which influenced the 

evolution of the perception of the personality of the 

Buddha as a mahapurisa. One was the theory of dham

mata which, among other meanings of the term, may be 

rendered as higher or cosmic law. The dhammata con

cept in relation to the birth and the mission of the 

Buddha is a major theme of the Mahapadana sutta of 

the Digha Nikaya. It is stated that according to 

this law, the Future Buddha descends from the Tusita 

heaven to be conceived by his mother, that four 

devaputtas (literally sons of gods) protect the em

bryo, that during pregnancy his mother remains unaf

fected by any passion or carnal desire, that she 
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dies seven days after the birth of the child, that 

the gods first receive him after the birth, that the 

birth is pure and unsullied, that the infant is 

washed by streams of hot and cold water from the 

heavens, that the entire world-system is illumined by 

the burst of an illimitable and brilliant burst of 

light, and that various miracles occur marking his 

birth. The association of miracles with the concep

tion, birth, enlightenment, first preaching and final 

passing away of the Buddhist is the second element. 

The Buddha's body possesses the thirty-two bodily 

marks of the Great Man, such as the marks of wheels 

on the soles of his feet, forty teeth, a mole between 

the eyebrows, a head shaped like a turban and ears 

extending up to his shoulders. Though the Buddha 

himself refused to perform miracles in response to the 

the demand made by the Licchavi Sunakkhatta, miracles 

did attend various events in his life, such as the 

conversion of the Kassapa brothers, and it is clear 

that the occurrence of miraculous events during the 

Buddha's ministry did form a part of traditions con

cerning his life at a fairly early stage in the de

velopment of perceptions about the Buddha's person

ality.8 At this stage the Buddha ceases to be an 



ordinary human being, and is elevated to the status 

of a person greater than some of the great gods of 

Vedic mythology, such as Brahma and Sakra-Indra. He 

is now endowed with the power of extending. pis earthly 

life indefinitely, and Ananda was later chided for 

not requesting the Buddha to do so when the opportun

ity presented itself through suggestions made by the 

Buddha himself.9 

Another element which influenced this emerging 

"Buddhalogy" was the theory of avat'ara which plays 

such a prominent role in Brahmanical theogeny. Al

ready this concept is used in one of the suttas of 

the Digha Nikaya,where mention is made of six former 

Buddhas who were predeccessors of GotamaJwho thus was 

reckoned as the seventh Buddha. This developed into 

the cult of the Former Buddhas, and inscriptional 

evidence indicates that the custom of worshipping 

the stupa of Konagamana was fairly common from the 

time of the great Asoka (C. 272-232 B.C.) if not 

before him. 10 In later literature, the number of 

Buddhas was increased to twenty-four with a Buddha 

called Metteyya yet to come. 

Alongside the development of the Buddha as a 

superhuman being, there was the identification of the 

Buddha as the dhamma. The dhamma pre-exists the 
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Buddha, for it is stated that whether the Tathagatas 

appears or not, the dharnma is always there. The 

Buddha simply incarnates or articulates the truth, 

though he does so through his own power (sayam 

abhinna). For the Tathigata is synonymous with 

dhamma and brahma, and he who sees the dhamma sees 

the Buddha and he who sees the Buddha sees the 
11 

dhamma. Truth is not only eternal but also has 

the power to save and even perform miracles. The Act 

of Truth (saccakiriya) 12 is often mentioned, especial

ly in the Jatakas. This aspect of the personality of 

the Buddha as dhamma or supreme truth incarnate gave 

it permanence going beyond his mortal body and a 

power whereby remembrance of the Buddha became an act 

of merit and even an act of truth. 

Overall, there prevailed, in the minds of his 

followers, monastic and lay, the magnificence of his 

personality. Even in the passages which purport to 

tell us of the historical events of his life, there 

are associations of miracles.l3 Such miracles were 

explained as being due to the Buddha's mastery over 

the element of tejas (heat and/or brillance) and his 

superhuman nature as the truth incarnate. 



This change in the perception of the personality 

of the Buddha is strikingly revealed in the kinds of 

adjectives used in the canonical Buddhist literature 

to describe the Buddha. A random search showed as 

many as forty-six different adjectives referring to 

the Buddha. These were used by the monks and nuns in 

their verses and also in ·the suttas of the different 

nikayas. Among these, the most prominent call him 

the Great Hero (Mahavrra), kinsman of the sun (adicca

bandhu), the knower of the entire world-system, the 

Lord of the world (Lokanatha), the best of men (Purisut

tama naruttama), the highly effulgent one (mahajuti), 

the best of charioteers (sarathinam varuttama), the 

caravan leader (satthavaha), the great Naga (mahanaga), 

and the Leader (viniyaka). In one short passage, 

the post-canonical Milinda-panha uses as many as fif

teen different adjectives to describe the Buddha.l4 

Above all, the two attributes constantly associated 

with the Buddha's personality are his all-enveloping 

intelligence (panna) and his all-embracing compassion 

(karuna) which later on, in the Bodhisattva doctrine, 

came to be associated with the Bodhisattva as the sav-

ior. Some passages in our texts almost approach the 

status of a stotra, which are such an important part 

of Hindu devotional literature. These passages are 



to be found in some of the verses attributed to pro-

minent monks and nuns, a good example being the verses 

attributed to Mahapajapati Gotami, the Buddha's auns 

with whose ordination began the institution of the 

order of nuns. She saya: "Hail to thee, Oh Buddha, 

the Hero ... for the good of the multitude did Maya 

give birth to you." The Upali sutta of the Majjhima 

Nikaya contains ten verses which may be called the -earliest Buddha Shatanama (hundred names). In the 

later phases of the Mahayana, Mahatmyas and Stotras 

became common.lS This sentiment of adoration of the 

person of the Buddha and the development of literature 

of the stotra genre clearly indicate the role of the 

bhakti movement in the evolution of Buddhism as a 

religion of the laity. 

Such an evolution became inevitable because of 

the increasing stress placed on the element of faith 

in the Buddha, the dhamma and the samgha as the very 

basis of Buddhism as a religion. Saddha, to which a 

reference has already been made above, may be rendered 

as "confidence" by some scholars, but for the common 

layman or laywoman the emotion is clearly that of 

devotion or bhakti. This is borne out by evidence 

from the canonical literature as well as from 



inscriptions.l6 The synonyms of term saddha are 

..... -nittha (to be complete in faith), garava (reverence), ... 
pasada, (faith), sappatissa (reverence), saddahana 

(trust, faith), okappana (putting of trust) and abhip-

pasada (having faith in), all of which must be 

regarded a& attributes of bhakti. Saddha is also 

called a bala (strength) and sampada (attainment, 

accomplishment) and there is also the concept of 

saddhavimutto (liberated through faith). B.M. Barua 

explains faith in early Buddhism as "the basic prin

ceple of human culture," "the guiding factor which 

precedes all charitable, moral, religious and spirit

ual functions, the basic principle of all virtuous 

deeds (pun~akiriyavatthuni), sanctioned by religion." 

N. Dutt argues that saddha "in Buddhism carries two 

distinct meanings: one is faith (pasada) and the other 

is self-confidence, producing viriya (energy)" and by 

faith, as far as the laity were concerned, it meant the 

the cultivation of faith in the Buddha, dhamma and 

samgha. 17 

The perception of the personality of the Buddha 

as the supreme object of faith and reverence (bhakti) 

is clearly indicated in some passages of the Mahapar

inibbana sutta of the nrgha Nikaya. In reply to 
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Ananda's question about the disposal of his mortal 

remains, the Buddha says that there are noble men and 

Brahmans who are "firm believers in the Tathagata" 

who will "do due honour to the remains of the Tatha

gata." The Buddha then suggests that his remains 

may be treated in the same way as are the remains of 

a king of kings (cakkavatti). The prevailing method 

was to wrap the body of the king "in a new cloth" 

and then in a "carded cotton wool" and then again 

"in a new cloth" and "so on till they have wrapped the 

body in five hundred successive layers of both kinds. 

Then they place the body in an oil vessel of iron, 

and cover that close up with another oil vessel of 

iron. Then they build a funeral pyre of all kinds of 

perfume, and burn the body of the king of kings. And 

then at the four cross roads they erect a cairn to the 

king of kings." The Buddha then adds that "whosoever 

shall place there garlands or perfumes or paint, or 

make salutation there, or become in its (cairn's) 

presence calm in heart--that shall long be to them for 

a profit and a joy." The benefit of such worship, the 

Buddha explains, is that such devotees will be reborn 

"in the happy realms of heaven." Earlier in the text 

the Buddha recommends that a man of faith should visit 

four places associated with the four major events of 
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his life, namely, the place he was born, the place 

he was Enlightened, the place where he first preached 

the dhamma and the place where he finally passed 

away. This pilgrimage was recommended both tothe 

monks and nuns and to laymen and laywomen, and the 

reward for such .an act was rebirth in heaven. After 

the cremation of the mortal remains of the Buddha, 

the relics of his body were distributed in eight parts 

over which -stupas were built by King Ajatasattu, the 

Licchavis, the Sakyas, the Bulis, the Koliyas, the 

Vethadipaka Brahman, the Mallas of Pava and Kusinara, 

and the Brahman Dona. 18 

The tradition of pilgrimages to the four holy 

places, erection of stupas over the bodily relics of 

-the Buddha and the building of stupas for former 

Buddhas such as Konagamana was firmly established by 

the time of Asoka. Asoka mentions that he visited 

the birth-place of the Buddha, the place where he was 

enlightened, and where he first preached and even ex

empted the village of Lumbini from the payment of 

customary taxes because the Buddha was born there. 

He also carried out a second distribution of the 

Buddha's relics over which, according to Buddhist 

t d . . h b '1 - 19 Th f 1 ra 1t1on, e u1 t stupas. e our great p aces 

are Lumbini, Bodh-Gaya, Sarnath and Kusinara. 
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III 

Saddha and its correlate bhakti play a vital 

role in lay Buddhism from the time of the emergence 

of Buddhism as a riligion to the present times. The 

ideal lay devotee is described as believing and vir

tuous. He seeks refuge (sarana) in the Buddha, dhamma 

and samgha, the three supreme jewels (ratanani). 

This formal act of taking refuge is explained by the 

traditional commentators as such an act of refuge 

that it "kills and destroys danger and fear, suffer

ing and defilements leading to evil destiny" for "the 

Buddha destroys fear in beings by promoting their 

happiness and by removing harm from them." This is 

reinforced by the devotee's taking in the dhamma and 

the samgha. The layman or woman must observe the 

five precepts (sikkhapadani), namely, abstention from 

taking life, abstention from taking what is not his 

o:r· hers (stealing), abstention from adultery, ab

stention from telling untruth, and abstention from 

the use of wines, liquors and intoxicating substances. 

On certain "holy" days the lay devotee may observe 

the three or five additional commandments which, 

all ten, ordinarily concern the monastic fraternity. 

Buddhism also bars the practice of five 
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professions to a lay person. These are dealing in 

weapons, slavery, meat and fish, liquors and poisons. 

On special occasions the devotee is urged to recite 

selected suttas with a pure mind and faith, to offer 

gifts of food and clothing to the order and to indi

gents, and to show kindness to the lower orders of 

creation. Indeed, charity (dana) is held as the high

est of virtues for a lay person, for it is the princi

pal means of merit-making (pun~a) which, along with an 

unshakable faith in the Buddha, dhamma and the samgha, 

secure a higher after-life. In later literature, 

faith in the Buddha is mentioned as the best means of 

winning heaven for the lay person.20 

For the Buddhism of the lay devotee, saddha and 

its intensified form of bhakti toward the Buddha is 

declared to be the seed (b!jam) and the very ground 

of a religious life. During his lifetime, the Buddha 

inspired this feeling of bhakti among a large group of 

the laity. The formost among these were Anathapindika, 

who was praised not only for his faith in the Buddha, 

but also for his knowledge of the dhatntna and his un

equalled gifts. Another such person was the celebrated 

physician and surgeon, Jivaka Komarabhacca. In two 

Anguttara passages, the Buddha makes a special mention 
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of ten laymen and an equal number of laywomen as ''fore ... 

most " (etadagga) among all his lay devotees (upasakas 

and upasikas). They are singled out for their excel~ 

lence in giving gifts to the samgha, spreading the 

dhamma unshakable faith, learning, meditative skills, 

service to the sick and trustworthiness in religious 

affairs. 21 

From its very inception, Buddhism as a religion 

stressed the importance of service to the Samgha as the 

basis of the devotee's saddha and bhakti. The devote-

ees responded to the Buddha and his disciples in the 

samgha in a magnificent manner. They provided food, 

clothing, medicaments and housing to the order and 

took an active interest in its affairs. The reward 

assured to them for this was accumulation of merit 

·-(punna), on the strength of which they could be reborn 

in the various heavens after their death. Later on, 

such merit also became the basis for the acquisition of 

Bodhisattva and Buddhahood. Inscriptional evidence 

from the widely scattered Buddhist monuments clearly 

reveals that such meritorious activities continued 

through the ages. Devotees set up statuettes, Bod

hisattva images, gave donations for the worship of 

all the Buddhas, set up images of the Sakyamuni, wor

shipped relics of outstanding monks such as Sariputta 



and Moggallana, also worshipped other symbols of their 

faith--the sacred wheel of righteousness, foot-prints 

of the Buddha, stupas of the historical Gotama and 

former Buddhas--and contributed to the building of 

t . d h . 22 monas er1es.an s r1nes. 

The development of the bhakti element in the 

religion of the Buddhist laity is reflected in the 

history of Buddhist architecture and sculpture in 

India and elsewhere. The st\lpas at Bharhut and Samchi 

owed their construction to the generosity of kings 

and commoners alike. In many cases, there were col

lective donations for which special committees were 

se~ up (dhammagothi). The transformation in the 
"' 

character of the stupa from being a simple memorial 

to an elaborate and gorgeously sculptured shrine is 

shown in the addition of the circumbulatory walk (prad

akshinapatha) and niches for candles and flowers. 
J 

Even at the pre-iconic stage in the development of 

Buddhist sculpture, the worship of the "non-image" as 

image was contrived through the use of five well-known 

symbols associated with the most important events in 

the life of the historical Buddha. These were the 

white elephant for conception, the riderless horse 

for the Great Departure (mahabhinikkhamana), the Bodhi 

tree for Enlightenment, the Wheel for the preaching 



and the stupa for the Final Passing Away (parinibbana). 

By the first century B.C., the Buddha story was not 

merely a tale of an outstanding life, but had acquired 

the character of almost a purana or mahatmya, with 

the representation of various historical scenes such 

as the visit by Ajatasattu and the miracles, and the 

Jataka stories on the railings and gateways of the 

- l"k Bharhut, Samchi, Amaravati and great stupas 1 e 

These had become shrines to which Nagarjunikonda. 

the pious paid regualr visits for the purpose of 
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The congruence of literary and archaeological 

evidence up to the first century B.C. lends support 

to the view that the element of bhakti had become an 

integral part of early Buddhism as a religion of the 

laity. This is not surprising, for it should be re

membered that such a development was a part of the 

growth of the bhakti movement in Hinduism during these 

centuries as indicated by the cult of Vasudeva-Krishna 

culminating in the emergence of Bhagavatism. E.J. 

Thomas states that the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas were 

now conceived as ''mighty beneficent beings'rivalling 

the gods of surrounding Hinduism. They may not have 

been conceived as gods in the sense of ultimate reality 



of things, but popular thought was not concerned 

with such problems. It sought objects of worship, 

and it found them in the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas 

who became little else than the gods of the old poly-

theism under other names. The element of devotion 

(bhakti) was thus introduced into Buddhism." 24 A 

Milinda passage stateH that numerous gods and house

holders obtained "penetration into the Truth" 

(dhammabhisamaya) just by listening to the preaching 

of the dhamma and the recitation of selected suttas 

such as the Parabhava and the Mangala, which became 

parts of the standard "ritual" worship.for Buddhist 

lay devotees through the centuries down to modern 

times. 25 In the same work the great Sariputta, the 

Captain of the Faith (dhammasenapati) is stated to 

have said that "There is but one Confession, one true 

Faith, one Adoration of clasped hands stretched forth-

That paid to Him who routs the Evil One, and helps us 

cross the ocean of our ills."26 This compares favor

ably with the passage in the BhagavadgTti which 

states that the devotee who offers me (Krishna) even 

a leaf, flower, fruit or water, with devotion to 
27 him I shall respond. From Sariputta's assertion 

concerning the ultimate benefit accruing to the 



devotee who performs salutation to the Buddha, to 

the development of bhakti as the way for a blissful 

hereafter as stated in the Mahasamghika text, the 

Mahavastu, was but an easy and short step. For the 

Mahasamghikas the Buddha was no mere mortal teacher. 

He was so pure and exalted that "reverence paid to 

him suffices to win Nirvana, while abundant merit 

can be attained by the mere circumambulation of a 

stupa, and the paying of homage by offering of 
28 

flowers.'' This trend, well established as early 

as the first century B.C. finally developed into the 

bhakti cult of the Mahayana where devotional worship 

of the Buddha and the Bodhisattvas became an accept

ed part of the religion of the laity. 

The Buddha, in the manifest

ation of the Truth-body (dharmakaya) became a savior, 

an aspect of Buddhist religion more particularly 

oriented toward the Bodhisattva as a savior. The 

Bodhisattva, by the fifth century A.D., was not only 

the savior of man in search of release from suffering, 

but also as a bestower of happiness in this very 

world. The latter aspect is reflected in the numer~ 

ous sculptural representations called the Litany of 



Avalokiteshwara in numerous excavated shrines in 

western India. The dangers are such as a traveller 

encounters, robbers, hipwreck, serpents, etc. 29 

IV 

We may now discuss the prevalence of bhakti in 

the religious practices of the Buddhist lay devotees 

in contemporary times. The general tendency among 

modern Buddhist intellectuals, monastic and lay alike, 

is to deny that there is anything like ritual wor

ship in Theravada Buddhism, much less any element of 

bhakti in such worship. Thus Ananda Pereira states: 

"Those who do not understand the Buddha Dhamma are 

sometimes misled by the religious practices of the 

Buddhist wordling. The offering of flowers at Bud

dhist shrines, the recurrent "taking" of the Five 

Precepts by the Buddhist layman, the chanting of 

pirith (recitations of protection), and the saluta

tion of Bhikkhus (monks), these and many other 

practices are pointed to as evidence." But, says 

Pereira, this is due "to a lack of understanding." 

But, he goes on to add for the wordling "rites and 

ceremonies have a value. Religious ritual is a means 
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to an end. In times of stress it can be an anchor. 

In times of grief it can be a solace. In time of 

temptation it can be a reminder that there are higher 

things than the physical appetites."30 These ideas, 

however, come close to the ideas and practices com

mon to theistic faith in other religions. In Burm~, 

as Winston L. King noticed, devotion to the Buddha, 

monastic and lay intellectuals notwithstanding, in a 

"warm and personalized" way is felt as an "emotional 

and conceptual need." The "human and personal 

features of the Buddha's life are treasured by the 

devout just as dearly as those of Jesus's life are 

by devoted Christians." King makes the point that 

in the everyday life the lay devotee in Burma "a 

very deeply devotional quality appears." King quotes 

passages from the article written by a Ceylonese monk 

in which the "language and mood" clearly parallel 

some of the medieval Christian mystical outpourings 

or modern revivalist devotionals. He asks: "Does 

it represent a repressed, or at least seldom-express

ed, Buddhist feeling which could be found in the 

heart of multitudes of pagoda-worshippers of the 

Buddha images." He adds: "The answer is probably, 

yes." When the Burmese Buddhist layman makes his 



offering before an image "there is clearly something 

of the "Buddha-presence" which is available here be

fore the image, and not elsewhere." The emotion 

present in this context "surely transforms the past 

tense of honoured memory into the present tense of 

petition and adoration."31 M.E. Spiro, in the course 

of his field work in Burma, also found the existence 

of an emotional attitude somewhat resembling bhakti 

among the Burmese lay Buddhists. The Burmese layman, 

he concludes, has faith in the Buddha, his power, or 

the power "inherent in his virtues" or the power "con

tained in His words" whose invocation in an attitude 

of devotion would help man find solutions to his 

problems. 32 R.F. Gombrich comes to a similar con

clusion from his studies in Ceylonese Buddhism. In 

Ceylon the adjective bhaktimanta and the noun sar

dhava refer "to a kind of faith, of loving trust, 

which is recommended by theistic religions, for all 

that according to some authorities this is supposed no 

not to exist in Theravada Buddhism. The sentiment in 

Sinhalese Buddhists is certainly a mild one compared 

to, for instance, the ecstasies of their Saivite 

neighbours, and its focus is rather diffuse: the 

devotion and trust are cheifly directed towards the 



Buddha, but ~ay include other religious characters 

such as the great disciples or good Buddhist gods li 

like Vishnu, venerable objects such as Bo trees or 

books of scripture, or even particular monks." 33 

The "ritual" of daily and special worship of 

sacred objects among devotees following the early 

Buddhist or Theravada tradition in Ceylon, Burma, 

Thailand and among the recent converts to Buddhism 

among the former untouchables or Mahar followers in 

western India unequivocally reflects an attitude 

which is not far from, if not identical with the 

attitude of bhakti. Narada Thera and Bhikkhu Kassapa 

have compiled a manual for everyday and special de

votions for the lay devotees. The work begins with 

the formal declaration of homage and the taking of 

the "three refuges (tisarana)," the five, eight 

and ten precepts, the salutation to the Buddha, dhamma 

and Samgha, the ceremonial offering of flowers, cam

phor, perfume, perfumed smoke and food, the worship 

of the Bodhi-tree and the asking of forgiveness of 

faults, the recitation of the suttas such as the 

Mangala and the Ratana, and then goes on to describe 

the various meditations. Anyone familiar with Hindu 

ritual in the home. and/or temple will at once be 
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struck with points of similarities not only in 

ritual actions but also in the emotional attitudes. 34 

Another Ceylonese Buddhist tract discusses the im

plications of the act of homage. It may be an 

"emotional reaction in gratitude, veneration and 

joy," preparing the disciple "emotionally for com

plete self-surrender." The entire process involving 

"refuge, the going for refuge, and the person who 

goes for refuge are three elements inseparably fused 

in a momentous religious experience." It is a 

"delicate transformation" creating a unique exper

ience.35 In the everyday life of the Buddhist lay 

devotee the act of worship plays a significant role. 

Every Buddhist home is expected either to have a 

separate shrine room with the image of the Buddha as 

the central object or a marked off and elevated 

place where the image of the Buddha is placed ... 

The daily worship involves the offering of flowers, 

and incense, fruits and the burning of an oil lamp, 

the chanting and recitation of selected texts and 

the observance of special precepts on certain days. 36 

On these special days (uposatha), the lay devotee is 

expected to visit the pagoda to listen to the ex

position of the dhamma by a monk who has specialized 
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in the preaching of dhannna (dhannnakathika). On 

especially holy days the lay devotees are enjoined 

upon to participate in processions carrying sacred 

objects such as the relics of Buddha or his out-

standing disciples. "A procession," declares one 

devout Buddhist, "is a sine qua non of Buddhist 

festivity." It expresses a "joyousness" and a 

"spirit of pure devotion to religion." On such 

occasions, "women clad in their best attire, boys in 

their holiday dress, singing beautiful songs in 

praise of the world's greatest Teacher, invariably 

form the majority in a religious procession." These 

processions are very similar in their ritual and 

emotional content to practices in Hinduism such as 

those undertaken by the Warkaris of Maharashtra. 37 

Ritual worship of Buddhist sacred objects and pro-

cessions also form an integral and important part of 

the Buddhism of the recent converts to that faith 

from among the former untouchable castes in India. 38 

Our survey of the history of the bhakti in early 

Buddhism reveals the philosophical, spiritual, emo-

tional and social roles played by bhakti in the 

emergence of Buddhism as a religion of the broad 

masses of people in Theravada Buddhist countries 



and more recently in India. It is this element which 

makes for the social cohesion and socialization of 

a creed which began as a way of deliverence for those 

who had left behind their home and family. But such 

a creed, in order to survive, had to transform itself 

into a religion in which the laity had to be accorded 

a position of relevance and importance. The person

ality of the Buddha and devotion to him secured a 

common focus both for the monastic and lay orders of 

the Buddhist society. Bhakti (saddha, payirupasana) 

provided a social bond for what was initally an a

social movement. The close relationship between the 

chetiya (shrine) and the vihara (monastery) reflects 

this social bond of bhakti. 
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XXVIII 

AESTHETIC IDEAS IN EARLY BUDDHISM 

One of the striking paradoxes of early Buddhist cultural 

history lies in the fact that so austere and anti-hedonistic 

a creed could inspire a great and sustained art tradition. 

Among the texts of early Buddhism the Suttanipata is 

generally assumed to be one of the oldest, both on account of 

the large number of archaicisms in its language;and the picture 

of Buddhism presented in its verses. The early Buddhist ideal 

of the lonely ascetic is, indeed, the subject of the Khagga

visana Sutta. The refrain -- he should wander alone like the 

horn of the rhinoceros (rhinoceros unicornis) -- echoes the 

dominant element in this early Buddhism. The ideal figure is 

that of the lonely ascetic wandering on the periphery of organ

ized society, living on the charity of the faithful,and devoting 



his time to spiritual endeavour. For him association leads to 

attachment and misery is the final outcome of all attachment. 

S77 

He regards passions as the constant challenge to spiritual 

greatness for they are of diverse and insidious origin and vex 

the human mind in a variety of ways. 1 Early Buddhism began with 

great renunciation of the Bodhisatt~and was formally established 

with the preaching of the First Sermon which denounced the two 

extremes of indulgence in the pleasures of the senses and the 

addiction of self-torture. 2 But the text that expresses the 

ethos of this creed in the most effective manner is the Fire 

Sermon with its vivid imagery of a universe in conflagration. 3 

The .Buddha, .constantly exhort.ed his disciples to ·bear in m'ind · 
. -

that all existence is characterized by the three signs, imper

manence, sorrow and "soullessness". 4 The basic attitude created 

by this thinking is well-illustrated by Buddha~hosa in his story 

of Mahatissathera of Cetiyapabbata who, when asked by a distraught 

husband if he had seen his runaway wife along the road the monk 

was travelling by, replied he did not know if it was a man or a 

woman for he saw only a skeleton of bones! 5 Whatever good there 



may be in the world is thus uevnlued. as ~tax Weber points out, 
6 by the ephemeral nature of its phenomena. 

II 

Early Buddhism, however, almost since its inception~was 

a co~plex movement operating on different levels of perception, 

comprehension and organization. The lonely ascetic acting in 

the tradition of the Great Renunciation and the Fire Sermon 

represented one level. The other level was indicated in the 

Buddha's command to the monks to wander forth in the world and 
7 preach the doctrine for the benefit of the many. The need to 

propag.ate the new doctri'!le and ~o o~ga~iz.e 11 society of mon~s 

and nuns to preserve and spread the faith, brought into being 

a monastic organization concerned with the world at large. The 

third level came into existence when the laymen and laywoMen 

were admitted to the membership of this nc~ society and the 

constitution of this new Buddhist society was laid down in the 
8 

theory of the four assemblies (monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen). 

The development of these three levels or phases meant emer· 

gence of new attitudes. The prcble~s confronting the order 

{Samgha) were generically Jifferent from the simple needs of the 

-lonely ascetic pictured in tho Suttanipata. The Samgha as an 

organized group of men and women had to come into sustained 
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contacts with laymen and laywomen who became the major supporters 

of the creed. The Samgha had to adjust itself to the wishes of 

the laity, as far as possible, without violating the fundamen· 

tal doctrines. The modification of may of the laws of the Vinaya 

indicates the process of such adjustments going on even during the 

lifetime of the Buddha. While the laity may not be permitted to 

modify the doctrine, its wishes could be 1 and were, influential 

in those areas of Buddhist life which operated somewhat beyond 

the strict and narrow confines of the doctrine. The Instituton 

of the vihara (monastic residence) is an instance in point. The 

inclusion of numerous gods and goddesses worshipped by the masses 

into the body of.th~·ev~lving Buddhist mythology is another in· 

stance. Finally the changing attitudes to the personality of the 

Buddha were profoundly influenced by the needs of the reli~ion 
9 

of the Buddhist laity. 

The most significant change rclateJ to the view of the 

phenomenal world and the values associated with it. This view 

came to be posited on two levels of perception, the metaphysical 

and the level of everyday living. On the metaphysical level the 

;.;orlJ w.As uuJouLt~uly ~vhcmentl, full of suf(uriug anc.l lacking in 

a continuing identity. But on the level of everyday life somewhat 

different assumptions came into play. The difference is reflect~d 

in the terms paramaftha and sammuti where the former related to 

lhe central subject of nibbaQa whereas the latter was concerned 



with the problem of everyday living. It is this differentiation 

that brought into bein~ a distinct and positive attitude to the 

world of the senses. 

III 

The~Buddhist aesthetic ideas have their origins 

in two different sets of circumstances. The attitude of Buddhist 

monks and nuns as reflected in the v•rses of the Thera and Ther1-

--gathas is related to a set of circumstances wherein the common 

monk and nun had begun to come to terms with the worlrl in order 

to surmount it. The image world of these collections has certain 

well-·defiiled and ar.chetypal ideas of beauty~ especially the be.•:.oty 

of nature. Nature and beauty of nature are now accepted as aids 

to spiritual effort rather than hindrances to it. The Buddha 

(and following him his prominent disciples) was a sensitive observer 

of the phenomenal world and loved the boauty of nature with a degree 

of intensity. The solitude of the forest was particularly welcome 

to him and the forest becomes a major image in early Bu~dhist lit· 

10 erature. The forest almost becomes a mysterious presence with 

its own identity auJ personality, solemn, majestic. fcarsomcs and 

attractive. The verses of the •onks and nunt fondly recall many 

an hour spent in the presence of the primeval forest, with its 

floors covered with flowers, resounding with the warbling of birds 

and thrilled with the dance of the peacock, the roll of thunder 

or the gentle rustling of leaves in the morning wind,
11 



Equally archetypal is the image of the mountain. The 

association of the Gijjhakuta with some of the memorable events 
' 

in the life of the Buddha gave the mountain a sanctity all its 

own. Like the forest the mountain too became a distinct pre-

sence. The verses of the monks an~ nuns are replete with loving 

references to the beauty and solace of the mountain and the 

statement - those mountains charm me - is al~ost a refrain in 

a mystic chant. The gentle murmuring of a mountai11 stream over 

a rocky eminence, the carpet of moss and lichen over craggy 

surfaces and the procession of colors reflected across a runge 

of hills evoke some of the most beautiful images in Pali litera-
12 

~uro. The mountain, then, comps. to ·symboliie a kind of a 

ti~eless and brooding presence with its own spirit of intro-

spection and contemplation, able to enco~pass ceaseless time 

and trans~ute it into boundless life. In the Therigath~ the 

rock is often used as a figure for a steadfast support which acts 
.... 

as a witness to Citta's achievement in destroying the column of 

darkncss. 13 And then there is the mountain of nountains, Meru, 

which is the center of the universe, the cosmic mountain which 

is the seat of power. The symbolism of the cosmic mountain 

becomes a part of the political theory of early Buddhism. 

The third archetypal image is that of water. Sometimes 

it is used to convey the sense of detachment and absorption 



in spiritual effort as in "quickly wash your feet and sit on 

one side. " 14 In a not her instance W;l ter flowing from a higher 

to a lower level becomes an object of meditation le3cing to 

tranquillity of the mind. 15 A hut by the riverside becomes a 

symbol of peace and contentment anrl the inportance of water is 

often indica~ed in its being one of the five basic elements • 

dhatu. 16 The simile of a pond filled with crystal clear and 

cool water is fairly frequently used in the Nikayas ~nd the use 

of the image of the ocean in its boundlessness, unity and purity 

as a symbol of the dhamma, as used in the Cullavav.~1a, is well 

known. 17 

·The wotld.of imas~s ~ls~·includes ani~al~ stich as.the ele· 

phant and the horse. two of the symbols used to portray the 

conception of the Sodhisatta and his renunciation. Both th~se 

animals have cosmic implications as shown in their inclusion in 

the list of the jewels of the RiRhtcous Ruler. The elephant is 

called Uposatho Nagaraja,;ls all white, sevenfold 5trong, of 

wonderous power and able to fly through the air. The horse, too, 

is all white, has a crow-black head 3nd a dark mane and is also 

able to fly throu~h the air. The well-tamed elephant or horse -is a stock simile in Pali literature and the two animals. there-

fore, become archetypal in the early Buddhist artistic ideas. 



The figure of the elephant (described as Gajatarne at Dhauli) 

and the portrayal of the Jataka. with the elephant as the hero 

as in the Chaddanta Jitaka at ~harhut 18 and Ajanta are well 

known examples of the use of the elephant fiaure in Buddhist 

art. 19 

The emergence of these archetypes in the imagery of early 

Buddhism indicated an attitude of 4cceptance and appreciation 

of beauty in nature and the animal world in the evolving Bud4· 

hist thought. Though this marked a change over the earlier 

attitude that change was no radical departure. The Ruddha had 

made statements concerning the nature of the mind anJ beauty 

which naturally·.led to intcrpret~tiGns f·n ~hich.appieciaiion · . . 

of beauty became a natural consequence. The Buddha had declared 

that the human mind, in itself, is clear and luminous but is 

defiled by external factors. Similarly beauty by itself is pure, 

it is only the attachment to some of its aspects, especially the 

sensual aspects, that makes it a hindrance to spiritual growth. 

The implication is that if the mind is properly attuned to beauty 

it can then benefit from its appreciation. 20 Buddhism, it is 

often assumed, was an anti-hedonistic movement which rejected 

the claims of the world and exhorted its followers to turn away 

from it. On the other hand Buddhism provided the inspiration for 
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the development of one of the great art traditions of the world, 

The paradox implicit in these two contradictory situations was 

more apparent than real and its resolution may be found in the 

Early Buddhist acceptance of beauty as an aid to spiritual dev-
o. 

elopment through an awareness of the intrinsic esthetic values 

" of certain archetypal images such as primeval forest, the moun-

tain, rivers and oceans, elephant and horse. This awareness of 

beauty and its useful role in spiritual growth was especially 

recognized during the phase when the various meditative exercises 

became standardized. The enumeration of primary colors, blue, 

yellow, white, brown and black, and the formulation of the various 

kasinas (meditations_) ·. acceRtuated the process of appreciation. of 

beauty and artistic effects. 21 

The transition from a theoretical acceptance of the necess• 

ity to appreciate beauty to the institutionalization of aesthe~ic 

norms in structural forms was both natural and easy. In this the 

influence of the needs of lay life became an important factor. 

The early Buddhists could not ignore the existence of art all 

around them. The Buddha has referred to it on several occasions. 

For instance the reference to a dyer or painter painting forms 

of men and women in red or yellow, blue or brown colors on boards 

or walls or cloth, indicates that such artistic examples were all 
22 around. In discussing the powers of the human mind Buddhaghosa 



has a very illusinating passage on tho technique of painting. 

He says, "There is no art in the world more varigated than the 

art of painting. In painting, the painter's masterpiece (carapa) 

is more artistic than the rest of his pictures. An arti5tic 

Jesi!(n occurs to the painters of n!asterpieces that such and such 

pictures should be drawn in such and such a way. Throuph this 

artistic design there srise operations of the ~ind (or artistic 

operations) accomplishing such things as sketchin~ the outline, 

puttinR on the paint, touchinR up, and embellishing. Then in 

the picture known as the !'!astcrpiece i~ effected ~ cP.rtnin (cen-

tral) artistic figure. Then the remaining portion of the picture 

is conploted by the work of planning' in mind as I 'Ahove this fig

ure let this be; underneath, this; on both sides, this'. Thus 

all cla~!e~ of art in this world. specific or generic, are achievoJ 

hy the miuJ. And owninr; tc its capacity thus to ;,roduce a variety 

or Jiver,ity of effects in action, the mind. which ~chieves all 
23 the,e nrts, is itself artistic like the arts themselves''. 

Buddhaghosa also refers to the practice of excavated monastic 

residences having murals, a practice that became common in India 
24 

perhaps ns early as the first century A.D. But the practice of 

nllowing murals on the walls on the viharas was much earlier. 

The Cullavagga narrates the circumstances under which the Buddha 



-allowed the walls of the viharas to be plastered and colored 

with various kinds of pigments and the whole section is very 

interesting as it gives us information on the technique of 

preparing the surface for painting. The section also nentions 

that the ~habbaaiyas had figures of men and women painted on the 

walls of the viharas. The Buddha denounced this practice but 

allowed representatives of wreathes and creepers wltich w~s but 

a first step in the development of art of murals in the subse

quent ages. 25 

The influence of the laymen and laywomen on the institut

ionalization of early Buddhist art and architecture is clearly 

se.en in several ep-isololes narrated ili the Vinaya·. One· of the 

earliest gifts to the Sa~gha was that of a park (arama) by the 

king Bimbisara and this may be placed soon after the Enlighten-
26 ment. The story of Anathapindika building the Jetavanarama 

for the Buddha became so famous as to be carved on one of the 

medallions at Bharhut. 27 The origin of the institution of the 

-vihara is ascribed to a gift by a Setthi of Rajagaha who, seeing 

that the monks were constrained to reside in makeshift residences 

such as under trees or in caverns, suggested that he build a 

vihara for them. This suggestion was accepted by the Buddha who 

then allowed the Sa~gJla to accept various kinds of buildings such 

as vihara, aU.J.hayoga, pasada, hammiya and guha- monastery, a gold· 



colored Bengal house"J long-storied l!lansion, mansion with "the 

upper chamber placed on the topmost stoTy" ano a "hut made of 
28 

bricks. or in a rock or of wood". The first building with 

capitals of elephant heads accepted by the S,am.g.ha was that 

given by the promineni laywoman, Visakha Migaramat~ and this 

opened the way for allowing builuings with all kinus of appur

tenances which would also incluJe decorative pieces. 29 One such 

decorative piece. a toraua,has been mentioned as acceptable in 

the Cullavagga section on dwelling~ indicating that the prac

tice of using decorated residen~es was already well-established 

during the lifetime of the Buddha. 30 

-
Once .the practice of accepting gifts ~£-buildings with 

their appurtenances by the Sa.Jl!sha was established) the influence 

of the lay devotees on their artistic nature was both natural 

and easy. The elephant motif and the ornamental archways have 

already been mentioned by name in the Vinaya and specimens of 

early Buddhist art give us numerous other items of decoration 

and ornamentation. These buildings, thus, were far from merely 

utilitarian but must have also possessed considerable artistic 

merit. Some of the richer lay devotees must have lavished their 

wealth in constructing imposing and beautiful buildings for the 



31 
use of the Samaha of the Four Quarters, a designatory usage 

which becallle comaon in the inscriptions of the cave temples 
32 

in later ages. Against the backp,round of the information 

that we have in the early Bud~hist scriptur~s, then, we are 

in a position to picture to ourselves the kinds of buil~ings 

tne Samr,ha h<ui he~un to use in all their imposinR construction 

and artistic qualities. They were either sin~le-storied or 

multi-storied, sporting cr,luu.ns surmounted with capitals and 

gateways, ornamented with figures of animals and mythical beings, 

with their walls well·plastercJ anJ with paintings of flowers, 

garlands and friezes anJ later, figures of men and women, animals 

a;~:l bir~s, scmi-di.vinc ·beings and symb.o'ls illustrating the m·ajor 

incidents in the life of the Buddha. Buddhist art haJ a~rived 

on the sccu6 with th~se edifices and it remained for the subse-

ctucnt cen"turies to develop the trenus alre::tdy establisht!d in the 

iuitial phase o£ tne history of Buddhism. 

A type of edifice directly related to the devotional needs 

of the lay-Jevotees was the stupa. The st7l'pa as n. funerary 

architectural form had existed even before the foun,ta tion of 

Budclhis "'. The Buddha is reported to have stated that a stupa 

w~s erected to enshrine the relics of the cakkavatti and that 
-3 

this may also be done for the remains of th~ Buddha'5 body.~ 

The location of such st~eas was to be close to much-frequented 

highways, a fact evidcnceci in -the sl tes o.f the great stuees of 



Barhut and Saachi. These stupas were offered garlands anJ per

fumes as a matter of faith and the custom of carving such friezes 

of garlands and flowers must be directly linked to this suggestion 

-- 34 in the Pali canon. The Mah'aparinibbapasutta tells us that the 

Buddha himself had recommended visits by the pious to the four 

places associated with his birth, enlightenment, first preaching 

~nd passing away as acts of piety and merit. The relics of the 

Buddha's body were distributed into eight parts over which stupas 

were built at Rajaaaha, Yesali, Kapilavatthu, Allakappa, Ramagama, 

Vcthadipa, Pava and Kusinara presumably soon after the parinib~pa. 

These must have become places of pilgrimage for the faithful and 

we ~ave e~i~enc~ oi Asoki b~ing responsible for a second Ji~tri

bution of these relics over which he may also have built imposing 

sttipas. These stupas started as memorials but soon became shrines 

and came to be decorated with sculptures depicting incidents from 

-the life of the Buddha ano tht Jatakas as we know frma the history 

of the monuments at Barhut and Samchi. The instit~tion of the 

stupa as an art-form, thus, o-..;es much to the initiative of the 

lay-devotees. 

The influence of the lay-Jevotees was also l"el t in another 

direction. Already in the Pali scriptures we have descriptions 

of the person of the Buddha and ~any of these contain the earliest 

elements of Buddhist iconography. The ascription of the signs of 

great men to the person of the Buddha is found 1n as olJ a text 
- 35 as th~ Suttanipata. These ideas were current in the prevailin£ 



.. 
anaavijja and were taken over by the Buddhists from pre-Budd-

histic sources. These were faithfully followed in later 

iconography. The Buddha is elsewhere descrihed as "golden

complexioned", of tranquil gaze, of refulgent countenan<..c, 

~rvcL and o; i~r&e frame, all of which cnaracteristlcs w~re 

faithfully transl~tcd into icono~raphic parti~ulars i11 ldler 

BuJJ~ist art. The eviJenco cldarly indicates the cmer~c~cc cf 

the: ~oncept or the Buuuha ss a ruahapurisa at a fairly early 

36 dntP.. Our available archaeological evidence, however, shows 

that the injuction against makin~ an image of the Buddha held 

until at least the middle of the first century B.C. when the 

earlie~t specimens begin ~o ap~ear~ . These balong to th~ G~nd

hara school. But the literary cviucnce conceptualizes th~ 8uuda 

icon at a much earlier date. 

-Pali literature also presents some very striking ideas on 

feminine beauty. The ideal female is portrayed as very young, 

no ~ore than 15 or 16 years of age, not too tall or short 1n 

stature, not too thin or stout and not too d~rk or li~ht in 

complexion. 37 The stock phrase for perfectly-formed fc~inin: 

breasts is timbarutthani (like the fruits of the Ti~baru vine -

Strychnos~ vomica or Diospyros), and the ideal hands and feet 

have the touch of soft cotton-down. 38 The ~ost complete des-

cription of an idealized feminine form is given in th(' verses 



of Amb;palr in the Ther!gath&". The hair of this most beautiful 

woman is shining and black like the bee and fragrant as a casket 

of perfume, her brows are well-pencilled as if drawn by 3n art· 

ist, her eyes are billiant like jewels, her nostrils are dainty 

and smooth in their curves, the lines of her ears are delicate 

like anklets fashioned by an expert goldsmith, her teeth are 

gleaain~ liktt Lhe ft·~sh buds of a plaiutain, her threat rcsc:::bles 

in its complexion the mother-of-pearl, her arms are like twin 

cylindrical slender columns, her hands are soft, full nnd lovely 

3re her breasts, her body shines lika a ~hield of wcll-bur~ished 

gold, her thiahs are like the coils of a snake ar.d her feet are 
39 

soft anJ downy. . An .. exa~in;J.tion of· ~culptur~l reJr.esentations 

and ~xamples of murals in Ajanta ~how~ how these iaeas bcc~me 

fixed thronuh the ages as c~1aracteristics !Jf all that was ide:tl 

in a woman, 

Beyond all such lncident3l descriptions conveying the sense 

of the beautiful the early Buddhists had also developed some 

fundar.tental concepts concernin~ the nature :1nd function of 

beauty in hu~an life. The startina point of all such theorizing, 

if these discursive ideas r;lilY be so dcscri hed' is t :l.1t DCJ.Uty is 

S']l 

the object of the senses and that enjoyment of be~uty is primarily 

sensuous. The object of beauty is to give pleasure anJ the best 

way of enjoying beauty 1~ to llo so without ntta.chment (_Cc:handa). 



Beauty is the product of human creativity (abhinimmita)and 

is a sy•bol of the astounding power of the human mind. 40 
A 

random search for terms used to designate or indicate the sense 

of beauty reveals as many as 37 different terms. These terms 

can be reduced to two major categories such as those rel~ting 

to qualities of an object that make it beautiful and the feel-

ings and eaotions evokeJ by a perception of beauty. A~ong th~ 

qualities those MOSt often stressed are varigatedness, nobility, 

effulgence, illumination and excellence, in the sense of an 

ideal form. Beauty produces a sonse of won~er, an emotion of 

pleasure, joy, agreeableness, enjoyment ~nd tTanquillity. In 

this line of reasoning beauty-emerges frO'!! the .existence of 

a beautiful fora anJ its perception by a mind which is in a 

state conducive to its perception and appreciation. This a~proxi

mates to the concepts of the existence of a ~ and also the 

rasika and the appropriate sensuous relationship between the 

two. Beauty and the human mind which perceives it are both pure 

in their inherent nature in terms of ethical qualities. It is 

only tlte influence of a state of consciousness characterized by 

Cchanda (att~chment) that leu~s to undesirable spiritual res~lts. 

If the eleEent of.Cb~anda is controlled, beuuty ~ay even assist 

the development of spirit ua 1 faculties and 1 i fe and it \t:\S in 

this sense that the early Buddhi.sts accepted the I'rest:nce of 

objects of beauty such as architectonic awl scu lptyral fonr:s 



and painting in their monastic life. The initial anti·hedon· 

istic attitude implicit in the thought-world of suttas such 

as the KhaggaviS~lJ3 Sutta was transformed not into :1. hedon

istic philosophy but a sense of rapport with the beauty of 

form, sound and color. rlhen this happened there wa:; no ,,,ore 

fear of bc.luty; on the co,t rnry, there begau ,._ prtn.;~ s s ·.J f 

cr~atin~ :t ticeper awareness of the sense uf •he bel.lut.i£1d 

whether in the mystery of the pri!')cval forest, the conto:.ns 

of a gigantic rock, the sound of rain on the gently swaying 

leaves, the m~jcsty o: an elephant or the ~r:tce ·:)f a ;ivrso;;, 

the l"'ajestic hea'.Ity of the person of the Buddha and e.vcn the 

c;:arni o.f the feminine form. This· could·. have led to· t!1e dev~lop

r.~ent of the subject offesthctics but this did not 11:1ppen~ The 
,;'( 

reason lay in t~e ~o&astic background of C3rly Buddhist learn· 

ing. The :non:utery co:lld accept a be1utir.nl h!&ildin~~ with fine 

sc~lptures and rnur~ls but that was as far as it could go. It 

could not be pt·eoccupied with the investigation or the philosophy 

and psychology of the beautiful, espt;cially in t!ll: physical and 

~lastic forffi as this could have ~ea~t a serious deviatiotl from 

the primary pur1:osc of ~onustic life ·.~hich \\a3 tc :r:n.scenG life 

and not get involveJ in its mysteries a~d ittricacies. But the 

rapport with the beautiful in i tsc 1 f .-.as n great ~~ai H as it al-

lowed extensive scope to the la)• ir:a1.in:1tion \o.'hich bcca:::e func-

tionally related to the sacred without sacrificing its o~~tn sense 

of the secularly beautiful. The synthesis of th~ secular in the 



sense of the beauti :fu1 wi ti1 ti•" sacred with its own ethos of 

spiritual greatness benefitted both the secular and the sacred 

in early 5uricinis~ lire by creating a splendid art tradition 

infused with a higher spiritual value. 



A!»PE~DLX 

Terms indicsting aspects of beauty as found in Pall literature : 

Term Meaning Source 

I. Abhikkanta Excellent, supreme MV, p. 28 ; SamN. I, p. 3 

2. Abhiriipa Perfect form, handsome, beautiful, lovely MV, pp. 26, 226 

3. .Abhii Splendour, lustre, light SamN, I, p. 44 

4. .Aloka Light, splendour VM,p. 89 

s. Obhiisa Light, shine KhN, I, p. 285 

6. U/iira Great, noble, eminent, excellent, superb, rich SamN, I, p. 72 

7. Kanta Pleasant, lovely, enjoyable Sumanga!avi/iisilli, I. p. 76 

8. Kamaniya Desirable DN, H, p. 131 

9. Khidda Pleasure, amusement KhN, I, p. 275 

10. Citra Varigated, resplendent SamN, I, p. 22 ; KhN, I. p. 

11. Jutl Brightness, splendour SamN, I, p. 120 

12. Tapat Shining, bright SamN, I, p. 63 

13. Dassaniya Beautiful, lovely, fair to behold MV,p. 226 

14. Nisabha Best SamN, I, p. 28. 

IS. Patftta H:gh, exalted, lofty, excellent MV,p. 28 

16. Pabhassara Resplendent, bright, shin!ng AngN, I, p. 10 

17. Patibhiinllka Inspirational, ~piring, ennobl:ng. DN~ I, pp. 16, 21, 23 

18. Patimii PicturesqUe Jataka, VI, p. 125 

19. Pasiidika Lovely, pleasing, pleasant MV,p. 226 

20. Bhadda Good, p!easant, Desirablo MV, II, p. 57 

21. Bhiisa Shining SamN, I, p. 63 

22. Manjuka Sweet, pleasant MV,p. 262 

23. Madaniya Intoxicating DN, II, p. 131 

24. Madluua Sweet, intoxicating Khn, I, p. 276 

25. Maniipa P!easant, charming SamN, I, p . 79 

26. Manuifila Pleasing, delightful Jataka, I, p .207. 

27. Manorama Charming, pleasing MV,p. 23 

28. Rajaniya Charming DN, II, p. 131 

29. Rati Delight, pleasure SamN, I, p. 86 

30. Ramaniya Pleasurable, pleasiq KhN, I, p. 26 

31. Vaggu Sweet DN, II, p. 131 

32. Va(I{IIJIIiblu.J Shining, Beautiful MV,p. 28 

33. Vibhiisaka Resplendent VM, p. 86 

34. Vimhayaka Surprising, dei:ghtful VM,p. 86 

35. Virocamdna Shining, resplaendent SamN, I, p. 63 

36. Sundara Beautiful, charming Jataka, II, p. 98 

37. Hadayanpma Ploasing •sumangalaYi/asini, 'I· p.75 
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1. KhN, pp 274-28 

2. MV, pp 13-16. 

3. Ibid, pp 34-35. 

4. Dhammapada, verses 277-279; KhN, pp 42-43. 

5. Visuddhimagga, Ed. by H. C. Warren and revised by Dharamananda 
Kosambi (Cambridge, Mass., 1950),p 17. 

6. Max Weber, The Religion of India (New York, 1967) p 208. 

7. MV, p 23. 

8. AngN, II, p 139. 

9. For the transformation in Buddhism see B.G. Gokhale, Buddhism 
Asoka, (Baroda, 1948) p 25 ff. 

10. Theragatha, verse 541. 

11. See Theragatha, verses 17, 65, 113, 145, 215, 540, 548; 
Therig4tha, verses 10 ff. 

12. Theragithi, verses 16, 116, 604, 1065-1073. 

13. Therigitha, verses 28, 30. 

14. Therigithi, verses 13, 113, 114, 118, 178. 

15. Therigitha, verse 114; also see the simile of water used by · 
the Buddha in preaching to Rahula in the Ambalatthikarahulovada 
sutta in MN, II, p 92. 

16. Theragathi, verse 130; sound of rain, verse 328; MN, II, p 102; 
for ipokasina see Visuddhimagga, p 89. 

17. cv, pp 354-355. 

18. See Alexander Cunningham, The Stupa of Bharhut (Varanasi, 1962) 
pp 61 ff; also see pp 52-53. 

19. For the simile of the tamed elephant see Therigatha, verses 48-50; 
MN, II, p 5; Dhamm!lada, verses 321-322, KhN, p 47; tJ~N, I, 
p-/2; for the hatth and Assa ratanas see-oN, II, p ff. 
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MN, I, p 49; Visuddhimagga, p 89. 

SamN, II, p 87. 
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Atthasalini, Pe Maung Tin & Rhys Davidas (Trans.), The Expositor 
(London, 1958) pp 85-86. 
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cv, p 248. 

cv, p 240. 

See Epigraphia Indica, VII, p 57. 

DN, II, p 110. 
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KhN, pp 356-357; also see DN, II, p 15 for the complete list. 

See Thera,atha, verses 291, 823, 824; Suttanipata, Selasutta, 
KhN, p 35 . 

MN, I, p 122. 

Suttanipata, verse 110, KhN, p 286; DN, II, p 134. 

Therigatha, verses 252-269. 

See MV, p 18, SamN, I, pp 22, 79, 107, II, pp 101-102. 



XXIX 

THE MITHUNA MOTIF IN BUDDHIST ART 

One of the most interesting motifs used in Buddhist 

art is that of the mithuna representing a male and a 

female in amatory dalliance. This motif occurs practi

cally in all Buddhist monuments, especially in western 

India, from Kanheri near Bombay in the west to the recently 

excavated stupa at Pauni (Bhandara district in Maharashtra 

state) in the east, and from Karhad in the south to Ajanta 

in the north. 'The representations J in their. s'ize J range 

from small rectangular panels tucked inconspicuously into 

the jambs of doorways, to large, over life-size compo

sitions boldly projecting themselves from the facades of 

chaityagrihas. Considering the purpose of these edifices, 

excavated and structural, namely residential complexes for 

the Buddhist monastic fraternity or shrines for worship by 

monks and nuns and the laity, these mithuna representations 

obviously seem out of place. The purpose of the present 

) 



paper is to discuss the origins of the motifs and 

their role in Buddhist art. 

The term mithuna is described as gamadhamma 

(vulgar practice) and is associated with kama (desire, 

passion) in the literature of the early Buddhists. 

The Khaggavisana sutta of the Sutta Nipata, one of 

the earliest of the early Buddhist texts, declares 

that passions are "varigated, sweet and charming; 

they distract the mind in various forms; perceiving 

the danger in passions, one should wander alone like 

the horn of the rhinocerous." Mithuna and abstention 

from it is pronounced as a very minor and basic virtue 

on the Brhamajala Sutta of the Digha Nikaya. 1 The 

Cullavagga of the Vinaya Pitaka refers to the practice 

indulged in by a group of trouble-making deviant monks 

known as the Chabbaggiyas of getting paintings of men 

and women painted on the walls of their monasteries. 

When the Buddha was informed of this he announced a decree 



forbidding such representations of amatory scenes and 

recom•ended in their place representations of garlands 

of flowers, shrubs and creepers, makaradantaka (teeth 

or head of a mytbical sea monster ?) and pancapatika 

(five?). The meaning of the last two terms are not 

clear and ~a\·e been translated as "bone-hooks" and 

"cupboards" ~hich are obviously conjectures. Makara

danta•has also been translated as "tooth of a sword fish" 

and panchapataka as a "design in painting" which also 

ooes .. not ad.d to "wr understaJidirig o( t-he two- ~erms·. 
. . . . 

t,oo 

Kama, the &od of lovo, is known as Makara-dhwaja, carry

ing a banner with a makara on it,while in Buddhist Sanskrit 

literature there is a Nnua king with the name of Makara 

and Makaradhwaja also occurs as the name of a Yaksa.
2

) 

It seems reasonable for us to assume that the Makaradanta 

and Panchapatika (paJika ?) of the Cullavas&a passage were 

well-known art motifs during the Buddha's times. The former 

j 



had associations with pleasure or lov~ and the latter 

may have been an imprint either of the foot with five 

toes an auspicious emblem in village India even today. 

But the passage in question apparently conveys the im· 

pre~sian that even the Buddha had no objection to rep• 

res~nt4tion of emblems with erotic or auspicious signif· 

icance, probably as a concession to popular beliefs of 

his <Jay. 

The meaning and role of the erotie in Inuian art, 

generally called the mithuna ~otif, have been discussed 

in' a number of \t(orks. 'rhe ·.explanations ra·nge "'Ero11 dis

missing it as a manifestation of obsession with sexuality 

to pictorial explic~tion of profound metaphysical ideas 

concerned with the mystery of the union of opposites. 31 

Many of these explanations being rather simplistic in 

nature become inadequate to explain configurations of 

thinking and artistic motifs rooted in folk-memory which 

I 

(po/ 

:. 



developed through centuries of experimentation in articu-

lation. The term "erotic" is explained as "of or pertaining 

to the passion of love; concerned with or treating of love; 

amatory"; "Of, devoted to or tending to arouse sexual love 

or desire" or "depicting sexual love (as by sensuous or 

voluptuuus description)", "amatory", "Tending to excite 

sexual pleasure or desire" or "directed toward sexual grati• 

f . . " 4) 1cat1on • 

Any discussion of s~mbol and meaning in the erotic 

element in traditional indian art.must,in.volve consideration 

·of·the artist',' his pn·trori and the cultural tradition to 

which both belonged in different ways. The traditional 

Indian artist was above all a "craftsman" and not a self· 

conscious artist in the modern sense of the term. As and 

when he worked he not only expressed his professional skill 

but also the prevailing ideas of the community within which 

he worked. fie worked for a patron who may be an individual 

making a pious donation as an act of religious merit, or 

a group of individuals who had banded together for the 

J 



construction and endowment of a shrine for worship or 

a complex of rooms and adjuncts for monastic residence 

as was the case with the Buddhists. It is in this 

junction of religious needs and their fulfilment through 

communal effort that brought together the two 
5 

traditions, hiearatic or "Great" and folk or "Little". 

Erotica, or to use a classical Sanskrit term Sringara. 

has always been a part of Indian folk life and religion 

through the centuries. But the Sanskirt term is not 

completely adequate to convey the full meaning of the 

s~emingly erotic motifs in the art trad!tions·. ·Hindu, 

Buddhist and Jain. Sringara means passion, and has 

overtly sexual nuances, whereas the folk erotic motifs 

are more associated with ideas of fertility and pros

perity conveyed by the term Mangala or "auspicious". 

The mithuna motif became a complex of hightened emotional 

sensibilities ranging from "play" to orgy and was intended 

to express the inner meaning of such activities in terms 

of their more obvious results such as a plentiful progeny 

and abundant wealth. The ideas were related 

J 



primarily to the activities of the "diet ies" of the 

folk tradition variously called :~agas and Yaks as, 

Gandharvas and Apsaras. 

The mithuna motif is an interesting example of 

the f~psion of classical metaphysical and theological 

ideas ~ith eelected elements of the folk cults. The 

motif acted as a "bridge" across which hieratic or 

"Great" tradition philosophies came to- terms with the 

demands and needs of the folk.tradition cultures. Tho 

representative$. o.£ ·this· fo"lk c·u·lture·, . .artisans and· 

their merchant patrons, and later royalty, were men 

and women active in this world of the senses, striving 

and aspirations covering the entire gamut of human de· 

sires ranging from the earthly (prosperity and its secur· 

ity) to transcendental concepts each as nirvana or moksa. 

The Cullavagga episode quoted above wherein the Buddha 

objects to representation of men and women through 

patibhanacitta ("inspired" or "imaginary" picture) but 

allowina symbols associated with love (makara) or auspic· 

iousness (pancapatika) is suggestive of the meeting of 

classical and folk cultures. The monasteries on whose 

walls such symbolism was permitted represented the striving 

) 



for nirvana on the part of the ~onks residing in them 

but the partrons, who paid for the construction of 

these monasteries, had their own beliefs and practices 

which had to be accommodated. This accommodation was 

brought about by the mithuna motif. 

Perhaps early Buddhist art in its use of the 

mithuna motif illustrated, more than any other single 

motif, the processes of mutual transmission, transi

tion and assimilation of classical and folk cultures 

and· their ·eme'f'gen~tt int9. a ·viable tinity. The· ·mofifs .. .. ., . . . . 

sele~ted for study here is the Yaksa-Yaksini mithuna 

moti~ which is interesting and significant as an ex

ample of the evolution of early Buddhism f~Gtm being 

an ascetical cult into a religion of the common people. 

II 

The motif discussed has an impressive range both 

in terms of its time-span and its extensio~ over a wide 

stretch of territory extending from Bihar in the north

east to Andhra Pradesh in the south and coastal 

Maharashtra in the west to Madhya Pradesh in the east, 

The earliest example may be ascribed to the second cen

tury B, C. while the latest belongs to the sixth century 

J 



A. D •• And, as will be noticed later, they represent two 

technical traditions. 

The figures represented in this motif are those 

of Yaksas and Yaksis or Yaksinis. In 1928 the late A. K. 

Coomaraswamy first ~pinted out the role of the Yaksa 

cult in the evolution cif ancient Indian religious and 

iconography. He relate~ the cult to the Bhakti movement 

which so profoundly influenced both Buddhism and Hinduism 

and the evolution of their iconographic ideas~ The rep• 

rescntations ~ccur in two formsJ on,e of which concerns 
'· 

th'e representation of a Yaksa or Yaksi as a' single· figure1 

while the other has a couple comprising a Yaksa and a 

Yaksi or couples of Yaksas and Yaksis shown in mithuna 

aspects. 

The Yaksa is a common figure in Indian mythology. The 

term Yaksa is used both in its generic senae and specific 

meaning. In tbe generic sense it is used for "person" or 

"individual" as in cttavata Yakkhhassa suddhi (in this far 

is the purification of a person).
7

) This seems to have been 
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an archaic usuage for soon the term is ueed to signify 

a super-human or quasi-divine being, The final stage 

in the transfor~ation of the meaning of the term occurs 

when the Yaksa is grouped along with Raksas anJ Pisacas, 

inhabitants of the wilds, canibals and generally evil, 

In the early Buddhist literature the Yaksa is generally 

described as of a hefty body but one that casts no 

:thadows and capable of working 111iracles-, The Yaksas 

are also described as constructive or artistic genii and 

.. ·ate. s.·peeifica·~ly .wo·rs~ipp~d by actor~, d1mcers•· r.ope . ..; 

walkers, wrestlers, jesters, acrobats, bards, ballard-

singers and story-tellers, But they were regarded as a 

special deity by the ~erchants a~d travelers and in this 

respect Yaksas such as Manibhadra and Purnabhadra were 

favorite deities, Some of the prominent Yaksas mentioned 

in the Pali books are Suciloma (Needte-hair), Alavaka 

(Forest-dweller), Kakudha (Kakudha or Terminalia Arjuna 

tree dweller), Gumbhiya (Thicket-dweller), Satagiri 

(Pleasant Mountain), Serisaka (Acacia dweller) and Ajakalapa 

(Goat-bundle), Inscriptional evidence indicates the prac• 

tice of erection of shrines dedicated to the Yaksa Manibhadra. 

Manibhadra seems to have been a special deity for merchants. 



T~e story of Saktimati in the Kathasaritsasara refers 

to the Manibhadra cult and his shrine being frequented 

by •erchants. The story ~oes on to state: "In our 

country in the city, there is . ~the shrine of a powerful 

Yaksa named Manibhwdra, established by our ancestors. 

The people there come and· make petitions at thi'!t shrine, 

offering various gifts, in order to obtain various 

blessings. Whenever a man is fouftd at night with another 

man's wife, he is placed with her within the inner cham• 

ber p£ th.e Yak$ a's. temple:. And tn the. mor.n.i,.ng .he. is . . . . ~. . . . 

taken away from thenc~ with the woman to the king's court, 

and his behavior being made known, he is punished; such 

is the custom''• Naming of persons after a Yaksa or Yaksi 

also seems to have been a fairly common practice presum• 

ably among the merchant and artisan classes. At Bharhut 

and Samchi there a~e representations of prominent Yaksas 

and Yaksis such as Supavasu, Virudhaka, Gangita, Suciloma, 

Kupira and Ajakalapa and Yaksis, Sudasana and Canda. Of 

these Virudhaka is the same as the Pali Virulha, guard:fan. 

of the southern quarter and Kupira is Kubera or Vcssavana, 

Lord of the northern ~uarter. These Yaksa figures are rep· 

resented in life-size proportions boldly projecting from the 



faces of the pillars at the different entrances to the 

courtyard of the Bharhut stupa. The association of 

Yaksas as hosts of Kubera, the god of wealth, is easily 

understandable for the Yaksas are commonly associated 

with wealth and treasure-troves. The practice of set-

ting u~ Yaksa images was also common in western India 

as an inscription from Nasik indicates. The Yaksa 

abodes are called bhavanas or ayatanas.and of these is 

called tankitamanca (a stone slab resting on four 

-ot·h·e.rs). ·These ·w·~te fo.l k cult $hTines. pTo~ably locate:d. . . 
along well traveled trade routes. Some of these Yaksas 

are also celebrated in early Buddhist and Brahmanical 

literature for asking kuta (intricate or tricky riddles) -
prasnas some of which are contained in the Sutta Nipata 

and the Mahabharata. 

The cult of Manibhadra reminds one of Manimekhala, 

the tutelary deity of seafarers and merchants. Similarly 

the litany of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteswara at Ellora 

and Ajanta shows at least some of its elements being ass• 

ociated with averting danr.ers to travelers and betrays 

rather close connections with the cult of ~anibhadra· 

Manimekhala. Coomaraswamy has already drawn our attention 

J 



to the association between the Bodhisattva Yajrapani 

and the Yaksa cult.B) 

The references to Yaksas and the Yaksa Cult 

quoted above give us enough indication of the importance 

of tho role of t~e cult in enrly Indian religious history 

and it~ influence on the evolution of Buddhist iconography. 

We need not discuss any further the Yaksa sculptures 

depicting some prominent Yaksas. Besides these 

single Yaksa figures there are also representations 
. . 

of Ya~sa groups 9f the Bacchanalian kind from Mathura 

and on the ceiling of Cave I at Ajanta. Bacchanalia 

was a part of sor.1e of the folk cults and the associa-

tion of Yaks as \d th music and dance r.1akes is more 

than proiJable that Bacchanalian elements also formed 

• part of the Yaksa cult. The representation of a 

female dancing figure at the entrance of the great 

chaitya at Karle seems to have been a part of this as

pect of the Yaksa cult accomodated in the evolving 

Buddhist scu~ptural repertoire. In one example of a 

Yaksa mithuna figure from Bodhgaya the Yaksa is shown 

holding a musical instrument in his right hand while 

his left hand is shown caressing his female companion. 
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III 

The iconographic predecessors of the Yaksa mithuna 

~otif in early Buddhist art are to be founo in terracotta 

examples. One example comes from the Sunga age (Znd-lst 

eenturies B. C.). Another example is now in the National 

Museum, New Delhi and is attributed to the second century 

A, 0. In both examples the feminity of the Yaksi is 

1 h · d g) Th d b d over y emp as1ze , esc examples are un au te ly 

indicative of the popularity of the Vaksa mithuna 

. motif in folk. rc.l.i8ious .~ult.s .. and ·.s~r-ved ~s ·prototypes. 

for the motif used in Buddhist art, 

The .:~dc;Jtion of the Yaksa mithuna motif in Buddhist 

art was a part of the process by whic:-t HudJhism, whiC;.i;l 

began as an ascetical movement, was finally transformed 

into a religion with a large lay following, While the 

BudJha considered concepts such as God or Creation of 

the universe as irrelevant to his basic philosophical 

tehets., he was not averse to m:1kin~ concessions to pop-

ular or folk theophanies involving some o~ the well 

known Vedic deities such as Brahma (two Brhamas are fre-

quently me"Qtioned in Pali literature, Sanankumara and 

Sahampati) or folk deities like the Nagas, Gandharvas, 
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Kinnaras, Apsaras and Yaksas. This evolution of Buddhism 

into a religion seems to have begun even during the life

time of the Buddha,for the inclusion of the "assemblies" 

(parisis) of laymen and laywomen along with the organiza

tion of monks and nuns in a stock phrase (cattasso 

parisa) occurs in some of the early sculptural compositions 

of the Buddhists. 10 

t 12 

The inclusion of the laity as a vital and indispensible 

part of the emerging Buddhist religion produced two distinct 

but inter-related results. The immediate result was that 

· ·th~ Buddhist ·monastic .fraternity was.able to secure.the 

patronage of the wealthy classes, merchants, bankers and 

royalty, as also the skills of the craftsmen and the artisans. 

The second result was the "price" which "primitive" Buddhism 

had to pay for it meant accommodation of popular cults even 

such as would be seemingly anachronistic to the monastic 
11 

style of the life of the Buddhist orders. But what the 



new Buddhisa lost in "orthodoxy" it gained in artistic 

en%ich•ent. The Buddha's permis•ion to represent 

floral designs an4 makaradanta was the proverbial thin 

end of the wedge or, more appropriately, a foot in the 

door of the monastery for popular concepts and their 

artistic representations. Figures of animals, elephants, 

horses, deer, bulls, lions, tigers or syabols explicating 

the major events in the life of the historic Buddha were 

soon followed by representations of Nagas, Apsaras, 

Ki.nnaras, Gan~hu•vas. and, mor·e. i•portant ly:l. Y.aksas·. The

patron, merchant, banker, caravan-leader, brouaht alona 

with his donations his folk cults involvina the Yaksas. 

As mentioned earlier there seem to be two distinct 

ways of representing the Yaksa mithuna. One is that of 

a small composition usu~lly set in a square or rectangular 

panel, as an adjunct to a larger architectural unit such 

as jambs of a doorway. Exaaples of this style occur 

throughout the period fro• circa second century ~. c. to 

tha Vll_th century A. D. and at most of the sites. The 

figures are carved in shallow relief. the aales are shown 

as well-built with broad shoulders and chests, muscular 

arms and leas, rather handsome in appearance and with an 
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obvious quality of male virility. The upper part 

of·their bodies is shown bare, but they wear an elab

orate turban, with bands of jew~lry tied into them. 

In a few examples they are shown holding a musical 

instru11ent, perhaps a "horn". In others they hold 

boquets of flowers. At Kuda they are shown in a 

dancing pose, whereas at Karle the female is shown 

dancina. The female has rounded shoulders, heavy 

breasts.and bulging hips, ob~iously to emphasize 

her feminine charm. and eexuel attr-action. She· has. 

slender arms and legs and the upper part is shown 

bare so as to throw the breasts into bold relief. 

Some of the• have elaborate head-dresses with jewels 

in them, the lower garment being shown diaphanous so 
the 

as to suggest ~ contours of the female organ. They 

wear heavy.· jewe·LJ.e.d airdles and sometimes are shown 

holding a bird or a flower in hand. Most compositions 

show the two fiaures, male and female, standing close 

to each other; in a few instances the male has one hand 

round the shoulder of the female or vice verse. The 

artist's intention of representing a love-scene is to 

obvious to be missed. Male virility and female sexual 
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attraction are the two elements emphasized. The facial 

expressions are pleasant, a slight smile, a wistful look 

or a passionate glance being always present. The treat

ment of lines and plasticity are remarkable,considering 

the small space into which these compositions are fitted, 

indicating wood and ivory carvings as technical precusors. 

The figures exude warmth, longing, desire and passion; 

they are completely wrapped in each other, obviously and 

deeply relishing the feel of each other~s bodies. They 

are absorbed in love, which is presented without the slight-
. ~ 

es·t hint of an apology, as· an emotion not· only· insi'stent 

in its demands for fulfillment, but also desirable in itself. 

Each seems to be trying to feel out the other in body and 

flesh, lovingly dwelling on the contours of the physically 

abundant frame. Unabashed indulgence is writ large into 

the composition; the muscles and breasts seem to heave and 

swell, calling out to be touched, felt, caressed, with 

emotions eager to reach a pitch of expectancy. There is 

nothing crude either in the posture of the composition as 

a whole, and the artistic touch is both sure and deft. These 

are quasi-divine beings radiating happiness and lost in each 

other's desires. Their passion has a wholesome quality about 



it proclaiming through their bodies and expressions 

the eminent desirability and joy of eathly passion. 

In their highly suggestive postures are contained im

plications of fullness and abundance, plenitude of the 

flesh in its promise of pleasure, sharply contrasting 

with the austerity of the stupa within or the images 

of the dhyani or preaching Buddhas who were,in some 

cases at least, added later on. They stand as the mer

chants patron's tribute to his special tutelary deities 

whom he must remember with as much joy as the deity with 

which he worshipped the stupa or the Buddha image. The . . , . 

two, though so different from each other in intent and 

spirit, belong together to complete the patron's world, 

projecting from here into the hereafter and returning 

therefrom. Most of the examples show a maturity of tech

nique and conception, indicating long familiarity with the 

art of making such images. 

The other group seen at Karle and Kanheri shows over 

life-size compositions in bold relief, almost approaching 

rotundity. Delicacy here is replaced by boldness, almost 

bordering on heaviness, perhaps betraying the influence of 

more "primitive" or "tribal" values. The stance is stiff and 



rather awkward and the limbs bulge with heaviness. 

The breasts and hips of the female figures are over

emphasized rivetting attention to them almost to the 

exclusion of other parts of the anatomy. The orna

ments are crudely worked and there is a touch of a 

vigorous roughness all around. The compositions are 

of two kinds. In one type the large Yaksa-Yaksini 

mithuna couples are shown standing in single pairs at 

either side of the doorway to the great chaitya at 

Karle. The other kind occurs at Kanheri in the so-called 

· "Durbar" 'cave where on e·ither side· of the eri.tranc·e are· 

large panels in which two couples standing in a line 

alongside of each other are shown in each panel. The 

males hold bouquets of flowers in hand,with the male on 

the extreme left of the left panel resting his hand on the 

shoulder of the female. The males wear elaborate turbans 

and garlands. The females wear heavy girdles. The bodies 

are robust and feminine sexuality seems to be stressed. 

This kind of an over life-size composition, however, is 

seen only at a few places such as Karle and Kanheri, 

whereas the smaller, almost "miniature" kind seems to have 

been a more wide-spread motif. It is possible that the larger 



variety is related to Yaksa sculptures in the round 

(wooden or stone) while the saaller ones are apparent• 

ly directly related to the terracotta prototype. 

Many aspects of the representation of the Yaksi 

fiaure·~ either singly as ·at Saachi, or ia the mithuna 

poso, re-.11 to our aind the prehistoric representations 

of the aother-aoddess. This is especially so in the 

representation of the torso which is shaped like an 

bour·alass ~ith the upper and lower bulaina ends beina 

the breasts and hips. Cooaaraswamy has. discussed at 

)•ngth the a~jbc~~tion of. the Yak~a and·Y•k~i .wit~ v~a

etation and water cosmologies and in the case of the 

Yaksa figures, their relation to Kubera and later icono· 

araphic -forms of soae Puranic deities. 12) The available 

evidence indicates that this motif, in its artistic foras, 

goes back at least to the third century B. c., if not 

earlier, and that it persists for aany centuries there• 

after and is coaaon in •any parts of the country. In the 



case of the la~a• coaposition at KanheTi it has been 

~uaaested that they are representations of donors 

but this does not seea probably. The aeneral practice 

was to identify the donor with an inscriptional label 

placed soaewhere in the coapositlon itself. No such 

labels are to be found and it is not probable that such 

labels were there but disappeared in the course of tiae. 

The whole coaposition is more in tune with the Yaksa• 

Yaks! aotif than a formal repTesentatiea.of donors. The 

t·.,o · i·ypes d.iscus.s·ed ·above, the ·~·raini~tu'Te'•· ana the ovei·· 

life size, are related to two d~~erent technical tTaditions. 

The "•iniatu1'e" ~teems to be related to a distinct saall 

wood•carvina or ivory carvina technique while the larger 

seems to have descended fro11 soae form of a "tribal" art 

requirina cult iaaaes hewen out of wood or stone in the 

round. 

It is po11ible to argue that there were three distinct 

cults involve4 in the evolution of the Yaksa motif in early 

luddbilt art. One was that of the worship of the Yaksi a1 

a survivof of·tbe prehistoric aother•goddess. Then there 

wa1 the cult of the wor1hip of Yak41a• s·uch as Manibhadra and 

lurnabhadra, especially popular with Merchants and artisan•• 

J 



Thirdly, alongside of these, there existed the cult of 

representing and venerating the Yaksa and Yaksi in the 

minthua aspect as a symbol of security, protection, 

wealth, prosperity; a mangala or auspicious symbolism 

signifying earthly bliss and pleasure and their enjoyment 

as manifested in the mithuna motif. 

Origistic elements may have been an integral part 

of some of these cults patronized by artisans, merchants 

and royalty. These beliefs were first ~ccommodated as 

symbols of the association of patrons with the evolving 

B~ddhism as ~. re~igion. The sma~ler ~in~ wa~ integrated 

as a decorative device while the larger figures were 

accepted as cult images of the lay adherents. By some 

process, not quite clear to us in the present state of 

our knowledge, the Yaksa and Yaksi became transformed into 

the Bodhisattva and his Sakti, while the mithuna itself 

emerged as a symbol of the later Mahasukha philosophy, 

finally culminating in the Vajrayana-Tantrayana and the 

Tibetan Yab-Yum representations. The concept of the 

Bodhisattva and his Sakti was the end product of a process 

which began rather inconspicuously with the appearance of 

the Yaksa mithuna. The motif discussed here is obviously 
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significant for our understanding of the evolution of 

Buddhist art from the early and simple adoption of 

folk cults to their final assimilation and transformation 

into Vajrayana-Tantrayana art. The motif and the tech

niques associated with it became integral parts of the 

changing Buddhist art traditions. 13 

J 
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XXX 

ANIMAL SYMBOLISM IN EARLY BUDDHIST LITERATURE AND ART 

The Early Buddhist C) imagery divides the universe into several inter-related though 
distinct categories of life. These are the realms of the gods and quasi-divine beings, the 
world of the humans, the animal kingdom, and vegetable life. These four categories are 
treated as segments in a vast spectrum of sentient life, one segment gradually and felici
tously blending into the other. The animals most frequently occurring in similes and meta
phors in Early Buddhist literature are the lion, the elephant, the horse, the bull, and the 
monkey. In the Asokan, Su.riga, and Satavahana art these animals are also conspicuous as 
symbolical and decorative motifs. The purpose of the present paper is to examine relevant 
literary and sculptural evidence from Early Buddhist literature and art, to raise and hope
fully to answer two questions: a) what is the rationale, if any, of the Early Buddhist p.reoc
cupation -with such animal symbolism and; b) is it· possibre to irii:erpret it s~tisfactorily a~d 
meaningfully as an integral part of. the thought-world of Early Buddhism? 

Perhaps the precise meaning of the term "symbol" may be discussed here at the outset. 
A symbol is defined as « something that stands for or suggests something else by reason of 
relationship, association, convention, or accidental but not intentional resemblance; esp., a 
visible sign of something (as a concept or an institution) that is invisible; an arbitrary or 
conventional sign, an object or act that represents a repressed complex through unconscious 
association rather than through objective resemblance or conscious substitution ... »C). It is 
also stated as « something that stands for, represents, or denotes something else (not by 
exact resemblance, but by vague suggestion, or by some accidental or conventional relation); 
esp., a material object representing or taken to represent something immaterial or abstract; 
au object representing something sacred ... » C) These definitions imply three distinct func
tions of a symbol namely: a) use of a material object (in this case an animal) to represent a 
concept or institution._ (Buddhistic ideas); b) arbitrary, conventional, and psychological asso
ciations between the tWo; and c) the sacrosanct nature of the symbol used through its asso
ciation with a sacred idea or institution or imputation of sanctity of the idea or institution 
through the deliberate use of an animal symbol that is already held as sacred. 



Among the four animals selected for analysis in this paper, three (elephant, horse, and 

bull) are domesticated, while one (lion) is wild. The elephant, bull, and horse commonly 

occur in the stock list of items of wealth and are included along with jewels, land, slaves, 
and servants as marks of prosperity (4

). Group::> of horses and elephants (hatthi.kiiya, as

sa.kaya) are described as the traditional elements among the distinguishing properties of a 

court and "elephant craft" and "horse craft" are among the recognized sciences (sippayata

nani) with their own bodies of knowledge concerning the training, treatment of ailments and 

upkeep of the respective animals C). The ox, bull and cows formed a major part of the 

productive apparatus in a pastoral-cum-agrarian economy and the bull is perhaps the com

monest of animals referred to in Pali literature (6
). 

But the importance of these animals trascended their purely economic role. They had 

already become a part of the contemporary folklore and had assumed some quasi-religious 

implications. The luring of a wild elephant through the use of a lute is a well-known motif 

in folklore as indicated by the story of Udena and Canddapajjota C). The Kusa J at aka 
refers to an elephant festival (hatthimangala) and the Miitiposaka Jataka indicates that the 

practice of setting up stone images of elephants for the purpose of religious worship e.x

isted (8
). The Vedic' literature ·abounds in the ~se· of the· horse· as· a cosmic symbol; Agni 

is often conceived of as a horse and Indra. as a bull though there is no evidence of the 

worship of horses or bulls as such in the Vedic age C). The V inaya rules forbid monks 

from eating the flesh of lion, elephant, and horse for the reason that elephants and horses 
are declared to be "royal" animals and in the case of the lion because of the possibility of 

the danger of being attacked by lions attracted by the smell of lion's flesh C0
). In the Vedic 

ritual Agni, Parjanya, and Soma are called the bull and in the Sakamedhas sacrifice in an 

offering to Indra a bull was invoked. In the epics the bull is often used as the svmbol of 
strength (11

). The Sanskrit term puru[ar!abha (bull among men) and the Pali asabhayhana 
(position of leadership) also indicate the role of the bull symbol in popular imagery c~). 

The elephant occurs in the interpretation of omens. A queen dreaming of sittir1g on the 



back of a white elephant is taken as a premonition of the king's death, while if she dreams 

of touching the moon while riding such an elephant it may presage hostile kings about to 

2ttack her husband C3
). In another Jataka a spotless white bull is declared to be a promise 

of the king's victory over his foes, while if he saw a perfectly black bull it meant his de

feat (14
). The elephant and the horse are mentioned among the jewels (ratanani) of a "uni

versal monarch" (cakkavatti). The elephant is described as all-white, seven-fold firm, won

derous in power and being able to fly through the air; while the horse is also all-white but 

with a crow-black head, a dark mane and also able to fly through the air C5
). 

The lion which figures so much among the fauna of the ~g Veda continues to be the 

most prominent wild animal in the Early Buddhist literature. This is surprising in the sense 

that the geographical background of the Early Buddhist movement was rather a tiger-terrain 

than a lion country C6
). This may have been due to the fact that the lion had already 

become fixed as the preeminent wild predatory beast, a position which the tiger was unable 

to secure for himself in spite of his greater ecclogical importance. The lion is invariably 

described as the king of wild animals, and the Jataka stories often relate how the lion was 

elected to this position. The lion is the symbol of majesty, his jaw is called his fifth paw, 

and the Buddha forbade his monks from using sandals made of lion-skin. We have already 

referred above to the interdiction of lion's flesh for {ood C7
). Ornaments with the lion

motif seem to have been in frequent use such as earrings with the face of a lion on them; 

and the sight of a fully-maned lion was taken as an omen for the foundation of the city 
of Sihapura ( 18

). 

But of particular interest and relevance to us here is the role of these animals in a 
specifically Buddhist context. The Bodhisatta, for instance, is shown~ as being born as an 

elephant in several Jataka stories of which the Chaddanta is the most celebrated C9
). The 

Buddha is compared to a tamer of elephants; his ability to suffer pain patiently is likened 
to that of an elephant; and the arahat too is described as the lonely one like the elephant 

disporting himself in the forest or not being frightened of lightning like the elephant C0
). 

The simile of the elephant's footprint (hatthipadopama) occurs in two of the famous suttas 
of the Majjhima Nikaya, and the Therigatha is replete with elephant symbo!ism in a variety 

of contexts. There is also the mention of an architectural motif called hatthinakhaka 
which seems to have been a pillar with the capital of elephant-heads. This motif existed 
during the time of the Buddha himself as the Buddha allowed the Samgha to accept a house 

with such pillars donated by the great laywoman Visakha Migaramata C1
). It is conceivable 

that the figures of lions may have also adorned capitals of pillars in contemporary wooden 
architecture. 



But it is in reference to the person of the Buddha that the use of the lion-symbol is 
most striking. The Buddha is called the Lion of the Sakyas (Sakyasimha), the front half 
of his body is described as that of a lion (sihapubbaddbakaya); his jaws are likened to that 
of a lion's (sihahanu); the posture he adopted when going to sleep was called the lion-pos
ture (sihaseyya} - sleeping on the right side with one foot resting on the other; he is also 
called the lion among those "who are not grasping" (sihosi anupadano), lonely like the lion; 
and his preaching is called the Lion's Roar (sihanada) C2

}. The use of the white elephant as 
a symbol either for the conception of the Bodhisatta in his final life on his way to Bud
dhahood or for the Buddha himself in Asokan epigraphy and art is well known and is dis

cussed below. 

The literary evidence cited above indicates that these four animals had become fixed 
in folk memory, literary usage and art much before Asoka used them on his own monu
ments. All of them had acquired distinct "personalities" and had quasi-divine associations 
rooted in both the Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions. Some of them such as the elephant 
had also acquired a cult-significance with their own distinct festivals. This symbolism was 
taken over by the Buddhists and invested with a specific and distinctive Buddhist signifi
cance as is revealed in the case of the use of the lion symbol in describing aspects of the 
-Buqdha's personalitr mentioned earlier. · The -elephant and the hors~ becam.e parts of the 
paraphernalia of the "universal monarch" and may have been used in Buddhist literature 
and art to invest the Buddha figure and mission with aspects of universal spiritual power. 
But it is in its use in art that the significance of this symbolism is most striking and we 
may now turn to an examination of such use. 

Asoka is said to have used some 30 pillars of which only 15 are extant now. Of these 
11 have inscriptions on them; and 8 either still have capitals on them or had capitals which 
have been recovered separately. N. R. Ray ha . .; suggested a chronology of the ASokan capi
tals. He believes that the Basarh-Bakhira lion is probably pre-Asokan and the Sankisya 
elephant the earliest in the Asokan series. Then follow the Rummindei (horse capital?), 
the Rampurva bull and lion, the Lauriya-Nandangarh lion, the Siirniith and Siiiichi _quadri
partite lions (in that order) and the Salempur quadripartite semi-bulls. Ray's chronology is 
based partly on inscriptional dates and partly on stylistic evidence e3

). 

An analysis of the frequency of representation of these animals reveals an interesting 
pattern. Of the 8 examples (Rampurva bull and lion, Lauriya-Nandangarh, Sankisya, Ba
siirh-Bakhira, Siirnath, Siiiichi and Salempur) the lion is represented in 5 (Basiirh-Bakhira, 
Rampurva, Lauriya-Nandangarh, Siirnath and Siiiichi). To these may be added the lion capital 
on the Sankisya pillar reported by Fa-hsien. Fa-hsien says that Asoka erected a « stone pillar 
thirty cubits high, and on the top placed the figure of a lion. Within the pillar on the four 



sides are figures of Buddha; both within and without it is shining and bright as glass». 
According to Fa-hsien Sankisya was the place where the Buddha performed the miracle of 
returning to earth after his visit to the Tavatimsa heaven to preach to his mother. The 
pointed reference to the glass-like polish on the pillar undoubtedly makes it an Asokan 
artifact though the figures of the Buddha on the four sides may have been added at a much 
later date. Fa-hsien also refers to the miracle of the lion on the capital roaring, which m~.y 
be a veiled reference to the Buddha's "Lion's Roar" (Simhanada). The extant Sankisya 
pillar has an elepha~t, however. If Fa-hsien's testimony is credible the lion was represented 
in 6 examples out of 9 - 4 of them as single figures (Basiirh-Bakhira, Rampurva,. Sankisya 
and Lauriya-Nandangarh) while there are two examples of the quadripartite variety (Siir
niith ·and Siiiichi). The lion, therefore, accounts for an overwhelming proportion of animal 
representation in Asokan art C4

). 

Next to the lion comes the bull, which is represented at two places, a single standing 
bull at Riimpurva and the quadripartite figure from Salempur. The elephant is represented 
but once on a pillar, that at Sankisya; but there is the Dhauli elephant and references to 
the "excell~nt. ~lephant" or "white. elephant" at Girniir and Kals~. It:l aU, ther~forf!, we have 
references to the elephant at 4 places .. The horse. does not figure singly in any of the extant 

examples, though it has been suggested that the Rummindei pillar was once surmounted by 
a horse. B. M. Barua questioned this interpretation and suggested instead that the term 
vigada means a young elephant. S. Paranavitana, on the other hand, argues that the phrase 
sila vigadabhica means a marker indicating the exact spot of the Buddha's birthplace ( 2~). 

An interpretation of the animal symbolism involves a consideration of the purpose 
behind the erection of these huge monoliths and the precise meaning of the animal figures 
themselves. The custom of erecting pillars was pre-Asokan since Asoka himself refers to 
the use of pre-existing columns for engraving his inscriptions C6

). These pillars (stambhas), 
presumably originally wooden, may have served three distinct purposes; namely, as flag
posts (dhva;a-stambhas) with heraldic devices of animal figures; or as lamp-posts (dipa
stambhas) in front of or by the side of sacred edifices; or as markers for specially signifi
cant spots such as the one at Rummindei or Sankisya. The Asokan contribution lay in the 
use of the peculiar variety of sandstone which substituted for wood and the excellence of 
the polish imparted to the surface. As he states it, Asoka used these pillars for inscribing 
his edicts though not all of the extant pillars have inscriptions. Those bearing such inscrip
tions number some 11 pillars of which only 6 have surviving capitals. It is possible that 
the others too were intended for the task of engraving inscriptions on them but this did 
not happen during Asoka's time or later. 



We have two varieties of such pillars surmounted with capitals. In one variety the 
animal stands or is shown "recouchant" singly (Rampurva bull and lion, Lauriya-Nandan

garh lion, Sankisya elephant, Basarh-Bakhira lion); while the other variety has a represen
tation of animals in a quadripartite posture (the Sarnath and Saiich:i lions and the Salem pur 

bulls). There is little doubt that the pillars set up by Asoka were used by him for the 
purpose of indicating either spots specially associated with events in the life of the Buddha 

or events in his own life such as his visit to the site of the stupa of the Buddha KoQ.iiga

mana as at Nigali Sagar. 

It is only at Sarnath that there is the extraordinary frieze on the abacus showing the 

four animals, elephant, bull, horse and lion, along with wheels intervening between the 

aruma! figures. 

Our literary evidence indicated above shows the vogue of animal capitals as early as 

the time of the Buddha (cf. hatthinakha above). These pillars surmounted by a group of 
animals such as the elephants were adjuncts to buildings and this vogue continued in the 

post-Asokan Buddhist architecture as seen at Karle. It is possible that pillars surmounted 
by groups of animals could have been free-standing. The closest archaeological parallel to 

sue~ columns surmounted qy animals shown sitti~g . back-to.back comes from the West· 
Asiatic Achaemenian art. It is possible that the inspiration for this concept may have come 

from Indian contacts with Achaemenian cultute, though an independent Indian source of 
inspiration cannot be entirely ruled out C7

). The concept of representing a group of animals 
sitting back-to-back was thus known much before the time of Asoka and the Asokan con
tribution in this respect seems to have been largely technical and stylistic. 

There is a great deal of divergence of opinion in the interpretation of the symbolism 
of the pillars and the animal figures on them. To take the symbolism of the pillars first, 
Benjamin Rowland argues that the shaft of the column (as at Sarniith) is an emblem of the 
world axis rising between heaven and earth C8

). B. M. Barua, on the other hand, felt 
that the Asokan pillar was the direct descendant of the ancient tribal ensigns or standards 

set up to mark a specially significant spot and this seems to be correct when we consider 

the pillars at Rampurva, Rummindei or Nigali Sagar which do not have a special set of 
animal figures such as the elephant, bull, horse, and lion in a row as at Sarnath. The cosmic 
symbolism assumed by Rowland, therefore, is not conclusively supported by the morphology 
oi the pillars in general. 

Rowland reads a cosmic significance for the pillar at Sarnath in association with the 
four animals shown on the plinth. Vincent Smith argued that the four animals stand for 
the four cardinal directions and cited the evidence of the symbolism of the mythical 



Anotatta lake with its four outlets shaped like the elephant, bull, horse and lion C9
). In 

Rowland's argument if the column at Sarnath is a cosmic symbol, that of the world axis, 

the four animals are attributes of the four directions and the wheel stands for the solar disc, 
a part of the magical directional symbolism of West Asiatic origin. He reinforces the argu
ment with a reference to the use of the symbolism of the four animals in the coronation 
ceremony of the 19th-century Thai king, Chulalangkorn. The late V. S. Agrawala saw in 
the four animals « the divinity in the various orders of social organizations and .the Dharma 
chakras illustrate its underlying unity as actually happened in the life of Asoka » C0

). Ray 

doubts the directional significance of the four animals and questions if any or all of them 
were specifically Buddhist. He points out that the elephant, bull, and lion, are animals 
common in early Brahmanical tradition though the elephant, when called the "excellent 
one" or the "white one" may have specifically Buddhist connotation. 

Ray feels that the Dhauli elephant « symbolizes His Imperial Majesty, King Asoka, pre
senting himself in quiet dignity before the people of Kalinga, while the Sarnath quadripartite 
is an exhibition of imperial pomp, power and authority » C1 

). B. M. Barna doubted if the 
elephant symbolism at Dhauli, Kalsi, and Girnar may be taken as specifically Buddhist and 
stared that « these ·elephants were 'obviously meant to draw attention to the spot ~h~re the 
set of edicts was. Nothing but the pop~lar notion of mangala (victory, safety, prosperity, 
auspiciousness) was associated with them ». e2

). 

The literary evidence cited above seems to suggest that the lion, elephant, horse 
and, to a lesser extent, the bull, had come to acquire specific Buddhist meanings in Early 
Buddhist thought. The argument that these animals also have a special symbolic meaning 
in Brahmanical tradition does not deprive them of the special meaning attached to them in 
the Early Buddhist tradition. The lion symbolized aspects of the Buddha's personality and 
preaching. The elephant stood for the conception of the Bodhisattva by Mayadevi and sym
bolized a miraculous-cum-historical event of great significance in the history of Buddhism. 
The horse was used as a symbol of the Bodhisattva's Great Departure in search of Nibbiina; 
while the bull signified in similes and metaphors the pre-eminent position of the Buddha 
among the teachers of his age C3

). The references to the •'White Elephant" at Dhauli and 
Girnar, as well as the phrase "best of elephants" undoubtedly have Buddhist connotations, 
though the elephant sculpture at Dhauli may signify, as Ray has pointed out, the imperial 
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majesty of Asoka. But if the elephant figure at one place is used to symbolize Asoka's 

power, how should we interpret the meaning of the single lion or bull figures at Rampurva 

and elsewhere? Do they also stand for the imperial majesty of Asoka? If such an assump

tion is valid the only conclusion which may reasonably be drawn is that Asoka deliberately 

used different animal symbols at different places to stand for his power and majesty. 

Such a conclusion is not wholly unwarranted. As far as the Asokan use of the animal 

symbolism under reference is concerned it seems to be used in a threefold sense. One is its 
decorative value and potential for arresting attention and directing it to the spot which the 

pillars are supposed to commemorate. The other use involves a deliberate move on the part 

of Asoka to signify his power, authority, might and earnestness. The third is its specific 

Buddhist associations. Asoka functioned in a twofold capacity during his career after the 

Kalmga war. He was conscious of the fact th:.1t he was the most powerful monarch of his 

time and desired that the fact be duly noticed by all his subjects. But he was not just a 

powerful ruler for he had decided to use his power to propagate and support a code of 
morals which he designated as dhamma. This dhamma, as it appears in many of his edicts, 

is not specifically Buddhist though the Buddhist inspiration is very apparent. Alongside 

his role as a powerful monarch Asoka w3:s also an- ardent .Buddhist, which fact too he _-~ever 
wa~ted his ~ubjects to forget. His . activity involving the setting up of pillars at spots speci

fically associated with the Buddha's life, such as Sarnath, Rummindei, and Sankisya, was 

inspired by his Buddhist piety. Most of his pillars were originally intended to mark these 
special "Buddhist"' spots and the king appropriately used symbols which had come to acquire 

specific meaning. Some of these like the lion and the elephant had also become symbols of 
prosperity and power in the public mind and a.; such served as suitable emblems of the 

powerful Magadhan empire and its ruler, Asoka. 

This line of reasoning becomes particularly pertinent when we consider the meaning of 

the symbolism on the Sarnath pillar. The four lions may be construed as signifying the 
Buddha's message (sihanada) spreading to the four directions as well as the sovereignty of 

Asoka established in all quarters of his world. The representation of the lion, elephant, 

horse, and bull with intervening wheels on the abacus may be interpreted in the following 
manner. These symbols have a double meaning. In a strictly Buddhist sense the animals 

may be taken to represent aspects of the Buddha's personality and position as a pre-eminent 
teacher; and the wheels stand for dhammacakka to especially mark the spot where the dham
macakkapavattana esetting into motion the Wheel of Law', Buddha's first sermon, took 
place. In another sense it may have been intended to convey that Asoka's sway extended 
to the north (horses of Sind were after all very well known in those days), the west (the 
Saurashtra peninsula, the major home of the lions in India), the east (where the elephant 
roamed and worked when tamed) and Magadha (conveniently symbolized here by the bull, 
the symbol par excellence of great agriculture and agrarian wealth). Incidentally by the time 
when the Sarnath pillar was set up by Asoka, his missionaries of dhamma and the mission
aries sent by the Samgha after the Third Buddhist Council were already at work all over 



India and the animal symbolism with the wheels may also have been indicated to convey 
the impression of the dhammacakka rolling in all directions from its original location at 
Sarnath. 

Considered in this light the Asokan use o£ the animal symbolism and the wheel seems 
to be an ingenious device deliberately contrived in a particular configuration and used by 
Asoka to indicate both his own imperial majesty spreading in all directions and the dhamma 
o£ the Buddha doing likewise. It was a subtle attempt to identify the rule of Asoka in 
its moral basis and values with the dhamma of the Buddha. Asoka wanted his subjects to 
think of him and remember him primarily as the dhammiko dhammara;a C4

). Nothing could 
be more appropriate in symbols than the animals which had already acquired a specific 
Buddhist connotation for conveying Asoka's message of his own dhamma and to indicate that 
it was also intimately connected with aspects of the Buddha's dhamma. In this line of rea
soning the use of the elephant figure at Dhauli was a brilliant expedient on the part of Asoka. 
It is possible, as Ray argues, that the elephant was used to present to the people of Kalinga 
the imperial majesty of Asoka. But that could have been done, if it was only meant to be 
just the imperial power of Asoka, by using a gigantic figure of a fighting peacock emerging 
ou.t ofthe rock instead.of the elephant. B.ut Asoka seems to have desired to· tone down the 
aspect of {,ower associated· with his rule, especially in Kaliilga where the experience of his 
power, by the people and the monarch, was so terrifying. It was in the Kalinga edict that 
Asoka declared that he was turning to dhammavijaya in the place of the old policy of 
sathhavijaya (armed victory); and the association of the elephant, already a sacred Buddhist 
symbol, was most appropriate to convey the idea of the transformation in the nature of 
Asoka's power and policy in Kalinga. The use of the dhammacakka could have been more 
specific in its meaning, but Asoka as a monarch could not overtly use what was in effect 
a specifically sectarian (Buddhist) symbol. He was not out to impose Buddhism but to 
pursue the policy of dhamma which, though afE.liated with the Buddhist ethos, was a politi
cal and not specifically a sectarian religious policy. 

These symbols in Asoka's hands, then, acquired two distinct though closely associated 
meanings. One was largely political while the other was pre-eminently Buddhist. Asoka 
was able to use them with dramatic effect because they had already acquired overtones of 
religious and moral meaning as indicated in the literary evidence quoted above. Some of them 
may have also become fixed as decorative symbols conveying a sense of prosperity and auspi
ciousness (mangala, to use Barua's phrase). As an ardent Buddhist Asoka could not have 
resisted the temptation of using such religious symbols when they so well suited his other, 
and more politically inspired, purposes. 

&.32 



Once the vogue of using the animals as special symbols of the Buddhist creed was 
firmly established it continued through succeeding centuries at Bharhut, Sanchi, Bhaja, Karle, 
Junnar, Nasik, and elsewhere where the structural and excavated edifices of the Buddhist 
faith - cetiyas (shrines) and viharas (monasteries) began to rise. The quasi-structural use 
of the quadripartite elephants at Karle is in the tradition of the hatthinakaha mentioned in 
the Mahavagga but now invested with an additional religious meaning. The wheel becomes 
the symbol of the Buddha and his dhamma until it is either replaced by the Buddha image 
o:: made to play a subordinate role in conveying a specific posture or act (mudra as at 
Ajat)~a) along with the Buddha image. The lion, the bull, the horse, and the elephant be
come auspicious signs when used in the decorotive friezes in architecture and sculpture 
without losing their specific Buddhist meaning. These animal symbols had become a part 
of the collective Buddhist "unconscious". They had also become convenient means as visible 
signs of something that was invisible but ever present, namely, the Buddha and his dhamma, 
as objects representing something generally and peculiarly sacred. In this manner they ful
filled some of the major functions of a symbol as indicated in the definitions of a symbol 
quoted at the outset of this paper. To dismiss them as merely decorative or not specifically 
Buddhist s_eems. to us to miss th.e e_s~ential point in the function of a symbol. ·The ·groV{th
ot these .symbols reflects the development of a Buddhist "mythology", an essential part of 
the process of the evolution of Buddhism from a mere monastic movement into a religion, 
with its own "pantheon", metaphysics, ethics and ritual. As pointed out elsewhere this 
evolution began even in the lifetime of the Buddha and had advanced rapidly during the 
time of Asoka. In the post-Asokan periods Buddhism had already become a religion visibly 
separate from the Brahmanical creeds and sects and its symbols, which grew along with it, 
had become something special in Buddhist imagery. These animals, then, were appropriated 
by the Buddhist and invested with their own special meaning quite different from the con
ventional meaning associated with them in Brahmanical mythology. They need to be inter
preted in the context of their Buddhist character which underlies their selection and use. 
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