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PREFACE

What follows is drawn from the first six chapters of J.K. Nariman’s Book Literary History of
Sanskrit Buddhism (Bombay 1919). For the chapters we are reproducing here Nariman was relying
mainly on Maurice Winternitz’ History of Indian Literature, Vol II, pp. 217-282. These chapters
concentrate on the early texts which have survived from the Early Buddhist Tradition, whereas the
following chapters in both Winternitz’ and Nariman’s book proceed to the Mahayana texts proper.

The work is now quite dated in terms of its scholarly references, and these have been relegated to
the footnotes. No attempt has been made to provide more up-to-date references, which would by
now require an encyclopedic essay in itself. Despite these deficiencies the work provides a just
overview of many of the main works that have survived from the earliest times, and still serves as
an good introduction to these works.

The original publication of Nariman’s text was in plain text and did not try to distinguish the
original sounds, except for ‘sh’ which was used to represent both ‘S* and ‘s’. Here I have inserted
the diacritics for the Indian languages, but have omitted the diacritics used for European languages
and have been unable to correct the transliteration (minor though it is) of the Chinese, Japanese
and Tibetan characters.

One problem I faced is that I do not have access to all the articles and books quoted by Nariman
and therefore I have sometimes been unsure whether diacritics were used by the authors in the
original titles. I have preferred to use them but it may be found that they were omitted in the
source work.

The formatting in other respects was also deficient and some attempt to impose consistency on the
presentation of the text has been attempted here, so that most foreign words are italicised, as are
book and journal titles. I have written out references in full, so that there is no need for a list of
abbreviations.

I have also occasionally inserted words that are needed to perfect the sense (they are placed in
square brackets in the text that follows), or corrected words that have been misspelt (this has been
done silently); and I have occasionally divided up long paragraphs to make them easier to read. I
hope that the presentation of this work will serve to introduce readers to the riches that are
available outside of the Pali texts.

I am very grateful to Ven. Gavesako and Upasika Lim Sze Wei for help in preparing this text for
publication.

Anandajoti Bhikkhu
September 2009



CHAPTER 1: Two ScHOOLS OF BUDDHISM

[3] However extraordinarily rich and extensive the Pali literature of India, Ceylon and Burma may
be, still it represents only the literature of one sect of the Buddhists.

Alongside of it in India itself and apart from the other countries where Buddhism is the dominant
religion, several sects have developed their own literary productions, the language of which is
partly Sanskrit and partly a dialect which we may call the mid-Indian and which is given the
designation of “mixed Sanskrit” by Senart. Of this Sanskrit literature there have remained to us
many voluminous books and fragments of several others while many are known to us only through
Tibetan and Chinese translations. The major portion of this literature, in pure and mixed Sanskrit,
which we for brevity’s sake call Buddhist Sanskrit literature, belongs either to the school known as
that of the Mahayana or has been more or less influenced by the latter. For an appreciation,
therefore, of this literature it is necessary in the first place to make a few observations on the
schism in Buddhism which divided it early into two schools, the Mahayana and the Hinayana.

The most ancient Buddhist school, the doctrine of which coincides with that of the Theravada, as
perpetuated in Pali tradition, sees in salvation or Nirvana the supreme bliss and in the conception
of Arhatship, which is already in this life a foretaste of the coming Nirvana, the end and goal of
all strivings - a goal which is attainable only by a few with the help of a knowledge which is to be
acquired only in ascetic life. This original objective of early Buddhism has not been rejected by the
adherents of the later or Mahayana school. On the other hand, it has been recognised as
originating with the Buddha himself. It is characterised as the Hinayana or the ‘inferior vehicle’
which does not suffice [4] to conduct all beings to cessation of sorrow. What the later doctrine
teaches is the Mahayana or the ‘great vehicle’ which is calculated to transport a larger number of
people, the whole community of humanity, over and beyond the sorrow of existence. This new
doctrine, as is claimed by its followers, rests upon a profounder understanding of the ancient texts
or upon later mystical revelation of the Buddha himself and it replaces the ideal of the Arhat by
that of the Bodhisattva. Not only the monk but every ordinary human being can place before
himself the goal to be re-born as a Bodhisattva, which means an enlightened being or one who may
receive supreme illumination and bring salvation to all mankind.

If this goal is to be made attainable by many there must be more efficient means for making it
accessible to all than are to be found in the Hinayana doctrine. Therefore, according to the
doctrine of the Mahayana, even the father of a family occupied with worldly life, the merchant,
the craftsman, the sovereign - nay, even the labourer and the pariah - can attain to salvation on the
one hand, by the practice of commiseration and goodwill for all creatures, by extraordinary
generosity and self-abnegation, and on the other, by means of a believing surrender to and
veneration of the Buddha, other Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas. In the Pali canon the Buddha is
already sometimes shown as a superman, but he becomes such only because of his attainment to
supreme illumination which enables him to perform miracles and finally to enter Nirvana. What
has remained for us as an object of veneration after his passing away is only his doctrine or at any
rate his relics. The school of the Lokottaravadis, which are a special sect of that Hinayana, go
further and decline to see in the Buddha an ordinary man. For the Buddha is a superhuman being
(lokottara) who comes down for a limited period of time for the succour of all mankind. [5]

ESSENCE OF MAHAYANA

In the Mahayana, on the other hand, the Buddhas from the first are nothing but divine beings and
their peregrinations on the earth and their entry into Nirvana no more than a freak or thoughtless
play. And if in the Hinayana there is the mention of a number of Buddhas, predecessors of
Sakyamuni in earlier acons, the Mahayana counts its Buddhas by the thousand, nay, by the million.



Two ScHooLs oF BUDDHISM

Moreover, innumerable millions of Bodhisattvas are worshipped as divine beings by the Mahayana
Buddhists. These Bodhisattvas who are provided with perfections (paramitas) and with
illumination, out of compassion for the world renounce their claim to Nirvana. Furthermore, there
are the Hindu gods and goddesses especially from the Siva cycle who are placed on a par with the
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who contribute to the amplification of the Buddhist pantheon. This
newly formed mythology, this new Bodhisattva ideal and the much more vigorously prominent
worship of the Buddha or Buddha-bhakti together form the popular phase of Mahayana. So far this
process was already extant in the Hinayana, it developed itself under the influence of Hinduism;
and similarly the philosophical side of Mahayana is only a further evolution of the doctrine of
Hinayana under the influence of Hinduism.

The ancient Buddhism denied the Ego and saw in the knowledge of the non-Ego a path to Nirvana,
to extinction of the Ego. The Mahayana schools went still further and taught that not only there
was no Ego, but that there was nothing at all - only a blank, sarvam Sinyam. They professed a
complete negativism or sunyavada which denied both Being and non-Being at the same time or
believed in idealistic negativism or Vijianavada which at least recognises a Being comprised in
consciousness. As Max Wallaser [6] has put it, negativism is a better characterisation of the
Mahayana philosophy than nihilism.

The Sanskrit literature in Buddhism, however, is by no means exclusively Mahayanist. Before all
the widely spread sect of the Sarvastivadis, which belonged to the Hinayana and which is indicated
by its designation of positivists, possessed a canon of its own and a rich literature in Sanskrit.
Literally the doctrine of Sarvastivada means the doctrine of All-Exists. [7]



CHAPTER 2: SANSKRIT BUDDHIST CANON

Of this Sanskrit canon no complete copy is to be found. We know it only from larger or smaller
fragments of its Udanavarga, Dharmapada, Ekottaragama and Madhyamagama which have been
discovered from the xylographs and manuscripts recovered from Eastern Turkistan by Stein,
Grunwedel and Le Coq, as well as from quotations in other Buddhist Sanskrit texts like the
Mahavastu, Divyavadana and Lalitavistara and finally from Chinese and Tibetan translations.

The literature of Central Asian discoveries has already assumed great proportions. The
more important references are: Pischel, Fragments of a Sanskrit Canon of the Buddhist from
Idykutsari in Chinese Turkistan, Sitzungsberichte der Weiner Akadamie der Wissenschaften
1904, p. 807. New Fragments, ibid p. 1138; The Turfan Recensions of the Dhammapada,
Sitzungsberichte der Weiner Akadamie der Wissenschaften 1908, p. 968. What, however,
Pischel regarded as the recensions of the Dhammapada are in reality fragments of the
Udanavarga of Dharmatrata, the Tibetan translation of which has been rendered into
English by Rockhill in 1883, and the Sanskrit original of which Luders is going to edit from
the Turfan finds. Vallee Poussin has discovered fragments of the same work in the
collection brought from Central Asia by Stein and there is found Udana [verses]
corresponding to [those in] the Pali Udana (Journale Asiatique, 1912, p. 10, vol. xix, p. 311).
Levi, Journale Asiatique, 1910, p. 10 vol. xvi, p. 444. On the other hand the ancient
Kharosth manuscript discovered in Khotan by Dutreuil de Rheins, important equally from
the standpoint of palaeography and literary history, represents an anthology prepared after
the model of the Dhammapada in Prakrit (Comptes rendus de I’Academie des inscriptions,
May 1895 and April 1898; Stein, Ancient Khotan, 1188; Senart Orientalistenkongresse XI,
Paris, 1897, i, i, seq. Journale Asiatique 1898, p. 9, vol XII, [8] 193, 545; Luders Nachrichten
von der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen 1899, p. 474; Rhys Davids Journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1899, p. 426, and Franke Zeitschrift der Deutschen
Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 60, 1906, p. 477).

Buddhist Satras in Sanskrit inscribed on bricks have been found by V. A. Smith and W.
Hoey in the ruins of Gopalpur along with inscriptions ranging between 250 and 400 A.D.
(Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal proceedings, 1896, p. 99). For translations into
Chinese and Tibetan, see Oldenberg Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft
52, pp. 654, 662; Anesaki Le Museon, new series xx, vi 1905, pp. 22-37. On a Chinese
translation of a “Nirvanasitra”, see Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1881, p. 66.

To the Vinayapitaka of the same canon belongs probably also the fragment of a ritual for the
initiation of monks written in Sanskrit which was found in Nepal by Bendal as well as the
Pratimoksasiitra which is inferred from one Tibetan and four Chinese translations.

Album Kern, p. 373, and Orientalistenkongresse xiii, Hamburg, 1902, p. 58. S. Levi
discovered the fragment of a Vinayapitaka of the Sarvastivadis in the Tokharian (Journale
Asiatique 1912, p. 10, vol. xix, p. 101, Oldenberg Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen
Gesellschaft 52, p. 645.)

The principal texts of the canon of the Miulasarvastivadis - this is the designation of the Sanskrit
canon according to tradition - were translated from Sanskrit into Chinese in 700-712 by the
Chinese pilgrim I-tsing.

J. Takakusu, a record of Buddhist religion by I-tsing, translated, Oxford 1896, p. XXXVII.
See Anesaki Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1901, p. 895; Ed. Huber in Bulletin de
I’Ecole Francaise d’Extreme Orient VI 1906, p. 1, Sylvain Levi in the Toung Pao, V. 1904,
p. 297; VIII, 110.



SANSKRIT BUDDHIST CANON

A sub-division of the Mulasarvastivadis are the Sarvastivadis who had a Vinaya of their own just
as the other three sub-divisions of the same school, viz., the Dharmaguptas, Mahisasakas and
Kasyapiyas (Levi ibid. p. 114, 1907). But the Chinese ‘Tripitaka’ does not mean the same [9] thing
as the Pali Tipitaka but contains also many non-canonical texts and even philosophical treatises of
Brahmanism (Takakusu, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1896, p. 415.)

Likewise in the Tibetan Kanjur which is also denominated ‘Tripitaka,’ there is much which has no
comparison with the Tipitaka of Pali and which doubtless does not belong to the ancient canon. As
in these so also in the Chinese and Tibetan, there are the sub-divisions into Vinaya, Sttra and
Abhidharma.

This Sanskrit canon in its Chinese rendering betrays in the texts and in the arrangements of its
component books many coincidences with the Pali canon and on the other hand many deviations
from it. This is to be explained by assuming that the Pali canon was first translated in some part of
India first from a common source, probably the lost Magadhi canon and later on in another
province the Sanskrit canon branched itself off.

According to Sylvain Levi (Toung Pao 1907, p. 116) the Vinaya of the Sanskrit canon was first
codified in the 3rd or 4th century after Christ. In the Sanskrit canon the Agamas correspond to the
Nikayas in Pali, the Dirghagama answering to the Dighanikaya, the Madhyamagama to the
Majjhimanikaya, the Ekottaragama to the Anguttaranikadya and the Samyuktagama to the
Samyuttanikaya. There was also a “Ksudraka” corresponding to the Khuddakanikaya. Whether in
this latter all those texts were included which in the Pali canon are embodied in this Nikaya we do
not know but we know that in the Sanskrit canon also there were corresponding to the Pali texts of
Suttanipata a Sutranipata, Udana corresponding to Udana, to Dhammapada a Dharmapada, to
Theragatha a Sthaviragatha, to Vimanavatthu a Vimanavastu and to Buddhavamsa a
Buddhavamsa. It is doubtful whether the collection of the “seven Abhidharmas” [10] which stands
translated in the Chinese Tripitaka was also derived from the ancient canon in as much as these
Abhidharmas have nothing in common with the Abhidhammapitaka of the Pali canon except the
numeral seven and a few titles.

J. Takakusu, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. 1905, p. 138 and Journal of the Pali Text
Society, 1905, p. 67,

Thus if the canon of the Milasarvastivadis has been preserved only incompletely, the other
Sanskrit Buddhist sects likewise give no closed canon, each having only one or more texts to which
was accorded special sanctity as a kind of Bible and which assimilated the older texts of a
Tripitaka recognised as such in principle and rejecting others. [11]



CHAPTER 3: MAHAVASTU

As belonging to the old school of Hinayana we have in the first place to mention the Mahavastu
“the Book of the Great Events.”

Le Mahavastu, Sanskrit text, was published for the first time with introduction by E. Senart
with a detailed conspectus of contents in the Introduction, Paris 1882-1897. A. Barth in
Revue de I’Histoire des Religions., 11, 1885, p. 160; 42, 1900, p. 51 and Journal des Savants
1899, p. 459, p. 517, p. 623. E. Windisch, the Composition of the Mahavastu, Leipzig 1909. A
conspectus of the contents is also given by Rajendralal Mitra in his Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, pp. 113-161.

The book gives itself the title of: “The Vinayapitaka according to the text of the Lokottaravadis
belonging to the Mahasanghikas.” These Mahasanghikas, that is, the adherents of the Mahasangha
or the Great Order are according to concurrent reports the most ancient Buddhist schismatics.

This is the only thing positive which we can ascertain regarding the rise of Buddhist sects from the
contradictory and confused accounts. (Compare Kern Manual of Buddhism, p. 105).

A sub-division of theirs was the Lokottaravadis, that is, those according to whose doctrine the
Buddhas are Supramundane or Lokottara and are only externally connected with worldly
existence.

“Nothing in the perfectly Awakened Ones is comparable to anything in the world but everything
connected with the great Rsis is exalted above the world.” They wash their feet although no dust
attaches to them, they sit under the shade although the heat of the sun does not oppress them, they
take nourishment although they are never troubled with hunger, they use medicine although they
have no diseases (Windisch loc. cit. p. 470). According to [12] the Mahavastu, the Lokottaravadis
belong to the MadhyadeSa or the 16 countries lying between the Himalaya and the Vindhya
mountains (Mahavastu V.1, p. 198.)

Entirely in keeping with this doctrine, the biography of the Buddha which forms the principal
contents of the Mahavastu is related as an “Avadana” or a miraculous history. It is clearly not
thereby differentiated much from the texts of the Pali canon which are devoted to the life of the
Buddha. Here in this Sanskrit text just as in the Pali counterpart we hear of miracles which
accompanied the conception, the birth, the illumination, and the first conversions brought about by
the Buddha.

The Mahavastu harmonizes with the Pali Nidanakatha in this that it treats of the life of Buddha in
three sections, of which the first starts with the life of the Bodhisattva in the time of the Buddha
Dipankara (V. 1, 193) and describes his life in the time of other and earlier Buddhas. The second
section (in V. 2, 1) takes us to the heaven of the Tusita gods, where the Bodhisattva who is re-born
there is determined to seek another birth in the womb of Queen Maya and relates the miracle of
conception and the birth of the prince, of his leaving the home, his conflict with Mara, and the
illumination which he succeeds in acquiring under the Bodhi Tree. The third section (V. 3), lastly
recounts, in harmony with the principal features of the Mahavagga of the Vinayapitaka, the
history of the first conversions and the rise of the monastic order. And this is also one reason why
the Mahavastu is described as belonging to the Vinayapitaka, although barring a few remarks on
the initiation of the Order it contains next to nothing about the Vinaya proper or the rules of the
Order.



MAHAVASTU

Note: The Mahavastu does not contain the Pali technical expressions, Direnidana,
Avidurenidana and Santikenidana [which are found in the late Jatakanidana]. See Windisch
loc. cit. p. 473, 476 ff. [13]

When we, however, say that the Mahavastu recounts the main outline of the life of the Buddha for
the Lokottaravadis, that by no means implies that this exhausts the contents of the work; nor does
it give an adequate idea of its composition. Far from being a literary work of art, the Mahavastu is
rather a labyrinth in which we can only with an effort discover the thread of a coherent account
of the life of the Buddha. This account is constantly interrupted by other material, specially by the
numerous Jatakas and Avadanas and also by dogmatic Sutras. We find no order. Sometimes an
attempt is made to put together in a loose fashion the various component parts of the work.
Moreover, the same story is frequently repeated whether it be an episode in the life of the Buddha
or a Jataka, being related twice one after another, first in prose and then in verse, although in a
more or less diverging version. But in several passages the same episodes recur with a trifling
difference. Thus the legend of the Buddha’s birth is recounted no less than four times (Windisch,
Buddha’s Birth, p. 106, 124 ff.). Again language is also not uniform. No doubt the whole work,
both the prose and verse, is written in what we call “mixed Sanskrit,” but this dialect makes a
varying approach to Sanskrit. The more disparate it is from Sanskrit, the more ancient it appears
(Oldenberg Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 52, 663).

IMPORTANCE OF MAHAVASTU

Despite this and not withstanding the circumstance that out of this book we learn hardly anything
new on the life of the Buddha or of the Lokottaravadis, it is [still] of the greatest importance
because it preserves for us many ancient traditions and old versions of texts which also occur in
the Pali canon. Thus the setting out of his home by the Prince Siddhartha, the celebrated
abhiniskramana of Sanskrit books, is related, as in the Pali Majjhimanikaya (26 and 36) in the most
archaic fashion (V. 2, 117).

As [14] an instance of the various strata of the book we may mention another version of the same
episode in the life of the Buddha and belonging to a later period which follows immediately after
the first and more ancient recital in Mahavastu. Similarly we find early versions of the celebrated
“Benares sermon” and presentments of the following well-known texts in the Pali canon:- The
Mahagovinda Sutta (Dighanikaya 19) the Dighanakhasutta (Majjhimanikaya, 74) the Sahassavagga
of the Dhammapada, the Khuddakapatha, the Pabajja, the Padhana and the Khaggavisana Suttas
belonging to the Suttanipata, and pieces from Vimanavatthu and the Buddhavamsa (Oldenberg
Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 52, 659 f. 665 f. Windisch Mara and
Buddha, 316 f, 322 f). There are poems, moreover, on the birth of the Buddha and vestiges of
ancient Buddhistic ballads which we so often come across.

ITs JATAKAS

Quite of special value is, however, the Mahavastu as a mine of Jatakas and other stories. These
have been separately treated by Serge d’Oldenberg (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1896, p.
335 f.) and by Barth (Journal des Savants 1889, p. 625 f.) Charpentier has discussed a few of the
Jatakas in the Mahavastu in his history of the Pacceka Buddhas (p. 2 f. 12 f, 25 f.) A good half of
the book consists of Jatakas which are related partly in prose with verses inserted, or first in prose
and then again in verse. Further we see the Bodhisattva now as a universal sovereign, now as the
son of a merchant, then as a Brahman, again as a Naga prince, as a lion, as an elephant, etc. Many
of the Jatakas are versions of the same story which we find in the Pali book of Jatakas. They
harmonize word for word with the Pali and many a time show more or less divergence. Thus, for
instance, the Syamakajataka (V. 2, p. 209 f.), the pathetic story of the Brahman’s son who is shot
dead with his arrow by King Peliyaksa is only a [15] version of the Samajataka [Pali No. 540] so
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well known to us. The Kinnarijataka (V. 2, p. 94 f.) corresponds in character, though not in
contents to the Kinnara legend in the Jataka book. KuSajataka appears once (V. 2, p. 420 f.) in a
recension which is tolerably divergent from Pali, a second time (V. 1, p. 3 f.) in metrical form
which betrays resemblances with the Pali garhas. The story of Amara, the smith’s daughter, (V. 2,
p. 836) answers to the Pali Jataka No. 387. The Markatajataka (V. 2, p. 246 f.) is the fable of the
monkey and the crocodile and is known to us as No. 208 of the Pali Jataka book. The history of
Nalini who is seduced by Eka égﬁga, grows into a highly developed legend in Mahavastu (V. 3, p.
143 f.). But it retains some of the more ancient features which have disappeared in the prose Pali
Jataka of Isisinga (Luders, Nachrichten von der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen
1901, p. 20 £.)

MAHAVASTU AND PURANAS

There are, however, many Jatakas and Avadanas in the Mahavastu which have nothing
corresponding to them in Pali. In these are especially glorified again and again the extraordinary
propensity to self-sacrifice and generosity on part of the Bodhisattva. Thus as King Arka, for
example, the Bodhisattva bestows upon the Buddha of the age 80,000 grottoes or cave temples
fashioned out of the seven kinds of precious stones (1, 54). On another occasion he surrenders his
wife and child only [in order] to learn a wise maxim (1, 91 f.) As a beggar he is more pious than
King Krki, for he kills no living being and places his pots on crossways in order that they may be
filled with rice and grain for the hungry; and when he hears that his parents in his absence have
given away to the Buddha the straw with which he had shortly before embellished his hut he
rejoices over it for a month (1,317 f.) [Despite what Nariman said above this last corresponds to
Ghatikara the potter’s story in Majjhimanikaya 81]. [16]

Many of the narratives bear the impress of a Brahmanic or Puranic character. Such is, for
instance, the history of Brahmadatta who is childless and betakes himself to the Rsis upon which
three birds are borne to him which speak with a human voice and utter many sapient proverbs.
This story reminds us of the beginning of the Markandeya Purana. And incidentally it may be
observed that portrayal of hell in the beginning of the Mahavastu has points of contact with the
same Purana. It is, however in the Pali tradition that we find the foundation of the visit of
Maudgalyayana to the 8th Inferno as well as his sojourn in the world of beasts and the world of
Pretas, the Asiiras, and various kinds of deities. For in the Pali tradition also Moggallana is a saint
who roams through heaven and hell and all the worlds. However, the Rajavamsa or the History of
the Kings to whose dynasty Sakyamuni belonged begins entirely after the fashion of the Puranas
with an account of the creation (1, 338 ff.) The sprit of the Puranas is also breathed by the Jataka
(1, 283 ff.), in which a Rsi named Raksita who is the Bodhisattva, attains to such miraculous
powers as an ascetic that he touches the sun and the moon with his hand. The spirit of the Puranas
is very similar to that of the Mahayana and many of the stories in the Mahavastu betray the same
partiality for the phantasmagorial - astounding sorcerers to perform the miracles of saints, so
peculiar to the Mahayana texts. To this class belongs “the Story of the Umbrella” (Chattravastu I,
253 ff.) After the Buddha had freed the city of Sravasti of a terrible plague caused by Yaksas, gods
or spirits hold up umbrellas over the Buddha to do him honour. The latter however with his usual
compassionateness makes one Buddha to appear under each umbrella by virtue of his supernatural
powers so that each god believes that the Buddha is seated under his own umbrella. [17]

MORE MAHAYANA AFFINITIES

And, although the Mahavastu belongs to the Hinayana and has contacts with much which may or
actually does occur in the Pali texts of the Theravadis, it embodies a good deal which makes an
approach to the Mahayana. Thus, for instance, we find in the first volume (1, 63-193) a large
section on the ten Bhiimis or places which a Bodhisattva has to go through and the description of
the virtues which he must possess in each of the ten stages. In this section has been interpolated a
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Buddhanusmrti (1, 163 ff.) that is, a hymn to the Buddha who in no way is here different from
Visnu or Siva in the stotras of the Puranas. It is also in keeping with the idea of the Mahayana
when it is said that the power of Buddha is so great that the adoration of the Exalted One alone
suffices for the attainment of Nirvana (II, 362 ff.) and that one earns for oneself infinite merit
when one only circumambulates a stipa and offers worship with flowers and so forth. That from
the smile of the Buddha proceed rays which illuminate the whole Buddha field (Buddhaksetra)
occurs innumerable times in the Mahayana texts (III, 137 ff). It is also a Mahayanist conception
when mention is made of a great number of Buddhas and when it is stated that the Bodhisattva is
not generated by father and mother, but springs directly from his own properties (Windisch, The
Buddha’s Birth, p. 97 Note, p. 100 f. and p. 193 {.)

ANTIQUITY OF MAHAVASTU

The nature of the composition of the Mahavastu entails the difficulty that the period when it was
composed is very hard to determine. Many circumstances point to a high antiquity, for instance,
the fact that it belongs to the Lokottaravada school and also its language. That the work is entirely
written in “mixed Sanskrit” while in the Mahayana texts this dialect alternates with Sanskrit, is a
mark [18] of its greater antiquity. For, as Barth said Sanskrit is in Buddhist texts only an interloper
(Journal des Savants, 1899,p. 459).

Certainly old are those numerous pieces which the Mahavastu has in common with the Pali canon
and which go back to ancient Pali sources. The gathas of the Khadgavisana Sutra (I. 357,) may be
even older than the corresponding Khaggavisana Sutta in the Pali Suttanipata. When, however, in
the Mahavastu these verses are sung by five hundred dying Pratyeka Buddhas then in their mouth
they refrain. “He wanders lonely like a unicorn” sounds peculiarly incongruous and it becomes
improbable that the prose portion should be as old as the gathas.

To the time of the first century after Christ likewise point the Mahayanist features already
indicated as well as a few passages which seem to have been influenced by the sculptors of the
Gandhara art. When for example, in the scene of the flower miracle, the lotus flowers in the form
of a circle fall round the halo of the Buddha, it may be noted that the halo was first introduced
into India by Greek artists (see A Foucher Journale Asiatique 1903, p. 10, part II, p. 208, and his
L’art grecobouddhique du Gandhara, vol. 1, p. 622; besides, the many Buddhas under the umbrellas
remind us of the sculptured monuments). The reference in the Mahavastu to the Yogacaras brings
us down to the fourth century (I, 120); and so do the allusions to the Huns and the most interesting
ones to the Chinese language and writing and the characterisation of astrologers as “Horapathaka”
(I, 178). But the core of the Mahavastu is old and probably was composed already two centuries
before Christ, although it has been expanded in the fourth century after Christ and perhaps even at
a later period. For it is only the embellishment that has been borrowed from the Mahayana, while
on the other hand, it is merely a feeble admixture of the Mahayana doctrine proper and not of the
Mahayana mythology which we find in the Mahavastu. [19]
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CHAPTER 4: LALITAVISTARA

The Mahavastu describes itself as a work belonging to Hinayana, although it has assimilated some
of the Mahayana features. The Lalitavistara on the contrary is regarded as one of the most sacred
Mahayana texts, as a Vaipulya Siitra. It is a text-book of voluminous contents and gives the usual
designation of a Mahayana Siutra and yet originally the work embodied a descriptive life of the
Buddha for the Sarvastivadi school attached to the Hinayana.

The Lalitavistara is edited by S. Lefmann who also brought out a translation of the first
chapters in Berlin in 1875. The great Bengali scholar Rajendralal Mitra prepared an English
translation for the Bibliotheca Indica of which 3 fasciculi have appeared. (Calcutta, 1881 to
1886). He has also brought out an incomplete text. A complete French translation by
Foucaux appeared in Paris in the Annals du Musee Guimet, vol. vi, xix, (Paris, 1887-1892.)
The Chinese tradition as to the Lalitavistara makes it a life of the Buddha representing the
Sarvastivadi school (Beal, the Romantic Legend of Sdkya Buddha from the Chinese Sanskrit,
London, 1875, Introduction. Also Foucaux’s French translation of Lalitavistara introduction,
vol. 11.) Beal’s Romantic Legend is an abbridged translation from the Chinese version of the
Abhiniskramana Sttra which has not been preserved in the original Sanskrit, but was
translated into Chinese so early as 587 A.D. It appears to have been a biography of the
Buddha representing the sect of the Dharmaguptas.

The Mahayana idea however corresponds already to the very title of the Lalitavistara which means
the “exhaustive narrative of the sport of the Buddha.” Thus the lifework of the Buddha on the
earth is characterised as the diversion (lalita) of a supernatural being.

In the introductory chapter the Buddha appears as an exalted divine being, although the chapter
starts after the mode of the ancient Pali Suttas with the words: “So have I heard. Once upon a time
the Master was sojourning at Sravastt in the Jeta Park in the garden of Anathapindada.” [20]

EXTRAVAGANT IMAGERY

But while in the Pali texts the Master is introduced with these or similar stereotyped initial phrases
and is surrounded by a few disciples or at the most his suite of “500 monks,” and then immediately
the Sutta proper begins, in the Lalitavistara, as in all the Vaipulya Siitras of the Mahayana, the
picture that is outlined of the Buddha is a grandiose one encircled by divine radiance. He is
surrounded by twelve thousand monks and by no less than thirty-two thousand Bodhisattvas, “all
still in the trammels of only one re-birth, all born with the perfections of a Bodhisattva, all
enjoying the knowledge of a Bodhisattva, all in the possession of an insight in magical charms”
and so forth.

While in the middle watch of the night the Buddha sits sunk in meditation, from his head issues
forth a stream of light which penetrates into the heavens and sets all the gods in commotion. These
latter forthwith chant a hymn of praise to the exalted Buddha and soon after appear ISvara and the
other divinities before the Master, [who] throw themselves at his feet and implore him to reveal
the excellent Vaipulya Siitra called the Lalitavistara for the salvation and blessing of the world.
While they panegyrize in extravagant terms the excellences of the text revealed by this and even
earlier Buddhas, the Buddha expresses his assent by silence. Only after these circumstantial
introductions, which fill a large chapter commences the biography proper of the Buddha which
forms the contents of the work. And it starts indeed just from where in the Pali Nidanakatha the
second section (aviditrenidana) begins.
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CONCEPTION AND BIRTH OF BUDDHA

The Bodhisattva abides in the heaven of the Gratified (7Tusifa) gods in a glorious celestial palace.
The Bodhisattva is the recipient of over a hundred honorific epithets and the celestial palace in
which he resides of over a dozen. Under the sound of eighty-four thousand drums he is called upon
to descend to the [21] earth to commence his work of salvation. After long consultations in which
the excellences and the deficiencies of a large number of princely families are weighed the
Bodhisattva finally decides to be re-born in the house of King Suddhodana in the womb of Queen
Maya. She alone possesses all the qualities of a Buddha’s mother. Perfect like her beauty, which is
described to minutest detail, are her virtue and chastity. Besides, of all the women of India she is
the only one in a position to bear the future Buddha since in her is united the strength of ten
thousand elephants. The conception proceeds with the assistance of the gods after the Bodhisattva
had determined to enter the womb of his mother in the form of an elephant. The gods prepare not
only a celestial residence for Maya during her lying in, but construct a palace of jewels in her
womb so that the Bodhisattva may not remain soiled there for ten months. In this palace of jewels
he sits in his marvellous tenderness. But his body shines in glorious sheen and a light expands itself
for miles from the womb of his mother. The sick come to Maya Devi and are cured of their
diseases as soon as the latter places her hand upon their head. And whenever she looks towards her
right she sees the Bodhisattva in her womb “just as a man beholds his own face in a clear mirror.”
The yet unborn Bodhisattva in his mother’s womb delights the celestials by pious sermons and the
god Brahma obeys his every suggestion.

This part is comprised in chapters 2 to 6. The beginning of the sixth chapter has been
translated by Windisch in his Buddha’s Geburt, p. 162 ff.

As the conception so also the Bodhisattva’s birth. It is accompanied by miracles and portents. In
the Lumbini Park he is born in the manner well known to us through numerous sculptures though
not like an ordinary human but as an omniscient Exalted Being, as a Mahapurusa, “The Great
Spirit.” Lotus flowers are strewn under every [22] step of his and the newborn child announcing
his greatness takes seven steps towards each of the six cardinal points.

The creator Prajapati is characterized as Purusa and Mahapurusa in the Brahmanas and Upanisads
and subsequently also Brahma and Visnu. The seven steps of the new born child Buddha are also to
be explained from the myth of the march of Visnu.

SIN OF UNBELIEF

Here the narrative [is] interrupted by a dialogue between Ananda and the Buddha in which
vehemence is shown towards every unbeliever who does not credit the miraculous birth of the
Buddha (chapter vii, p. 87 to 91). Faith in the Buddha is taught as an essential component of
religion. And we are reminded of Krsna in the Bhagavadgita when the Buddha says:

“To all who believe in me I do good. Like friends are they to me who seek refuge in me.
And many a friend the Tathagata has. And to those friends the Tathagata only speaks the
truth, not falsehood.... To believe Ananda should be thy endeavour. This I commend unto

bR

you.

Why this dialogue should appear just here is certainly not due to accident, but is based on the fact
that it is with reference to the legends relating to the conception and the birth of the Buddha that
the Lalitavistara diverges very strikingly from other Buddhist schools in its extravagance as to the
miraculous. It is no longer so in the future course of the narrative. Indeed there is here very often
an extraordinary harmony with the most ancient Pali account, e.g., that of the Mahavagga of the
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Vinayapitaka, although it may be noted incidentally that the Gathas of the Lalitavistara appear
more ancient than those in the corresponding Pali texts.

The relation of the Pali tradition to the Lalitavistara is treated of by Oldenberg in
Orientalistenkongresse, V 1882, vol. 2, [23] p. 1017 to 1022 and Windisch in Mara and
Buddha and Buddha’s Birth as well as by Kern in Sacred Books of the East, vol. 21, p. xi ff
and last but not least by Burnouf Lotus de la Bonne Loi, p. 864 f.

PALI AND SANSKRIT GO BACK TO AN OLDER SOURCE

The two texts in such cases are not dependent upon each other, but both go back to a common
older tradition. But even here the Lalitavistara has much that is wanting in the older accounts.
Two episodes in particular are noteworthy. One of these recounts (chapter 8) how the Bodhisattva
as a boy is brought by his foster mother to the temple and how all the images of the gods rise up
on their pedestals to prostrate themselves at his feet. The other episode (chapter 10) relates the first
experience of the Bodhisattva at school.

THE BUDDHA AT SCHOOL

With a suite of ten thousand boys with immense pomp in which the gods participate - eight
thousand heavenly damsels for instance scatter flowers before him - the small Bodhisattva
celebrates his admission into the writing school. The poor schoolmaster cannot bear the glory of
the divine incarnation and falls to the ground. A god raises him up and tranquillizes him with the
explanation that the Bodhisattvas are omniscient and need no learning, but that they come to
school only following the course of the world. Then the Bodhisattva amazes the schoolmaster with
the question as to which of the 64 scripts he was going to instruct him in. And he enumerates all
the sixty-four in which are included the Chinese symbols and the script of the Huns - alphabets of
which the teacher did not know even the names. Finally with the ten thousand boys he commences
his study of the alphabet. With every letter of the alphabet the Bodhisattva pronounces a wise
maxim. [24]

According to E. Kuhn, Gurupiija Kaumudi (p. 116 f.) these two legends of the child Buddha
may have served as models for the Gospels Apocrypha which relate similar stories of the
child Jesus. The chapter 12 and 13 also contain episodes which are wanting in the other
biographies of the Buddha (Winternitz WZKM 1912, p. 237 £.)

ACTS OF THE BUDDHA

On the other hand in its further course the Lalitavistara narrative (chapters 14-26) deviates only a
little from the legend known to us from other sources; the principal events in the life of the
Buddha being the four meetings from which the Bodhisattva learns of old age, disease, death and
renunciation; the flight from the palace; the encounter with King Bimbisara; Gautama’s years of
instruction and his futile ascetic practices; the struggle with Mara; the final illumination and the
enunciation of the doctrine to the world at large at the request of god Brahma. But even here the
Lalitavistara is remarkable for its exaggerations. While Gautama, for instance, passes the four
weeks after his illumination, in our most ancient account, in meditation under various trees
(Mahavagga 1, 1-4, Dutoit Life of the Buddha, p. 66), in the Lalitavistara (p. 377), in the second
week, he goes out for a long promenade through thousands of worlds and in the fourth week takes
a small walk, which stretches only from the eastern to the western ocean. The last chapter (27)
however is once again after the fashion of the Mahayana sitras, a glorification of the book of
Lalitavistara itself, and is devoted to the enumeration of the virtues and the advantages which a
man acquires by its propagation and reverence.
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COMPONENT ELEMENTS OF LALITAVISTARA

From all these it is quite probable that our Lalitavistara is a redaction of an older Hinayana text
expanded and embellished in the sense of the Mahayana - a biography of the Buddha representing
the Sarvastivada school. This assumption also explains the nature of the text which is by no means
the single work of [25] one author, but is an anonymous compilation in which very old and very
young fragments stand in juxtaposition. The book moreover consists, according to its form, of
unequal sections, a continuous narrative in Sanskrit prose and numerous, often extensive, metrical
pieces in “Mixed Sanskrit.” Only rarely these verses constitute a portion of the narrative. As a rule
they are recapitulations of prose narration in an abbreviated and simpler and sometimes also more
or less divergent form. Many of these metrical pieces are beautiful old ballads which go back to
the same ancient sources as the poems of the Pali Suttanipata mentioned above. The examples are
the birth legend and the Asita episode in chapter VII, the Bimbisara history in chapter XVI and the
dialogue with Mara in chapter XVIII. They, belong to the ancient religious ballad poesy of the first
centuries after the Buddha. But several prose passages also, like the sermon at Benares in the
XXVIth chapter, are assignable to the most ancient stratum of Buddhistic tradition. On the other
hand the younger components are to be found not only in the prose but also in the Gathas, many
of which are composed in highly artistic metres. Such are the Vasantatilaka and gﬁrdﬁlavikridita
which are tolerably frequent (see the index to metres in Lefmann’s edition VII, p. 227 f, and
Introduction, p. 19 ff).

TRANSLATION INTO CHINESE 