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Preface
What follows is the first nine 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 a
section of Moriz Winternitz’ Geschichte der Indischen Literature,
before it was translated into English as History of Indian Literature.
These chapters begin with the early texts which have survived from
the Early Buddhist Tradition, and continue in the following chapters
in both Winternitz’ and Nariman’s book to the Mahāyāna texts
proper.
The work is now quite dated in terms of its scholarly references, and
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 Sanskrit tradition, 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 ‘ś’ and ‘ṣ’. 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
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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 Pāḷi
texts.
I am very grateful to Ven. Gavesako and Upasikā Lim Sze Wei for
help in preparing the first half of this text in 2009; and to Donny
Hacker who did most of the work for the second half in 2016.
Ānandajoti Bhikkhu
September 2016
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Chapter 1: Two Schools of Buddhism
[3] However extraordinarily rich and extensive the Pāḷi 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 midIndian 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 Mahāyāna 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 Mahāyāna and the Hīnayāna.
The most ancient Buddhist school, the doctrine of which coincides
with that of the Theravāda, as perpetuated in Pāḷi tradition, sees in
salvation or Nirvāṇa the supreme bliss and in the conception of
Arhatship, which is already in this life a foretaste of the coming
Nirvāṇa, 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
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only in ascetic life. This original objective of early Buddhism has not
been rejected by the adherents of the later or Mahāyāna school. On
the other hand, it has been recognised as originating with the
Buddha himself. It is characterised as the Hīnayāna or the ‘inferior
vehicle’ which does not suffice [4] to conduct all beings to cessation
of sorrow. What the later doctrine teaches is the Mahāyāna 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 Hīnayāna doctrine. Therefore, according to the doctrine of the
Mahāyāna, 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 Pāḷi 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 Nirvāṇa. What has
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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
Lokottaravādis, which are a special sect of that Hīnayāna, 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 Mahāyāna
In the Mahāyāna, on the other hand, the Buddhas from the first are
nothing but divine beings and their peregrinations on the earth and
their entry into Nirvāṇa no more than a freak or thoughtless play.
And if in the Hīnayāna there is the mention of a number of Buddhas,
predecessors of Śākyamuni in earlier aeons, the Mahāyāna counts its
Buddhas by the thousand, nay, by the million. Moreover,
innumerable millions of Bodhisattvas are worshipped as divine
beings by the Mahāyāna Buddhists. These Bodhisattvas who are
provided with perfections (pāramitās) and with illumination, out of
compassion for the world renounce their claim to Nirvāṇa.
Furthermore, there are the Hindu gods and goddesses especially
from the Śiva 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 Mahāyāna. So far
this process was already extant in the Hīnayāna, it developed itself
under the influence of Hinduism; and similarly the philosophical
side of Mahāyāna is only a further evolution of the doctrine of
Hīnayāna under the influence of Hinduism.
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The ancient Buddhism denied the Ego and saw in the knowledge of
the non-Ego a path to Nirvāṇa, to extinction of the Ego. The
Mahāyāna schools went still further and taught that not only there
was no Ego, but that there was nothing at all – only a blank, sārvam
śūnyam. They professed a complete negativism or śūnyavāda which
denied both Being and non-Being at the same time or believed in
idealistic negativism or Vijñānavāda which at least recognises a
Being comprised in consciousness. As Max Wallaser [6] has put it,
negativism is a better characterisation of the Mahāyāna philosophy
than nihilism.
The Sanskrit literature in Buddhism, however, is by no means
exclusively Mahāyānist. Before all the widely spread sect of the
Sarvāstivādis, which belonged to the Hīnayāna 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
Sarvāstivāda means the doctrine of All-Exists. [7]
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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 Udānavarga,
Dharmapada, Ekottarāgama and Madhyamāgama which have been
discovered from the xylographs and manuscripts recovered from
Eastern Turkistan by Stein, Grünwedel and Le Coq, as well as from
quotations in other Buddhist Sanskrit texts like the Mahāvastu,
Divyāvadāna 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 Udānavarga of Dharmatrāta, 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. Vallée-Poussin has discovered fragments of the
same work in the collection brought from Central Asia by Stein and
there is found Udāna [verses] corresponding to [those in] the Pāḷi
Udāna (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 Kharoṣṭhī manuscript discovered in Khotan by Dutreuil de
Rheins, important equally from the standpoint of palaeography and
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the Dhammapada in Prakrit (Comptes rendus de l’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 sūtras 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
“Nirvāṇasūtra”, see Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1881, p. 66.

To the Vinayapiṭaka 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 Prātimokṣasūtra
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 Vinayapiṭaka of the
Sarvāstivādis 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 MūlaSarvāstivādis – this is
the designation of the Sanskrit canon according to tradition – were
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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 l’Ecole Francaise
d’Extreme Orient VI 1906, p. 1, Sylvain Lévi in the T’oung Pao, V.
1904, p. 297; VIII, 110.

A sub-division of the MūlaSarvāstivādis are the Sarvāstivādis who
had a Vinaya of their own just as the other three sub-divisions of the
same school, viz., the Dharmaguptas, Mahīśāsakas and Kāśyapīyas
(Levi ibid. p. 114, 1907). But the Chinese ‘Tripiṭaka’ does not mean
the same [9] thing as the Pāḷi Tipiṭaka but contains also many noncanonical 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
‘Tripiṭaka,’ there is much which has no comparison with the Tipiṭaka
of Pāḷi and which doubtless does not belong to the ancient canon. As
in these so also in the Chinese and Tibetan, there are the subdivisions into Vinaya, Sūtra 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 Pāḷi canon and on the other hand many deviations from it. This
is to be explained by assuming that the Pāḷi canon was first
translated in some part of India first from a common source,
probably the lost Māgadhi canon and later on in another province
the Sanskrit canon branched itself off.
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According to Sylvain Lévi (T’oung 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 Āgamas correspond to the Nikāyas
in Pāḷi, the Dīrghāgama answering to the Dīghanikāya, the
Madhyamāgama to the Majjhimanikāya, the Ekottarāgama to the
Aṅguttaranikāya and the Saṁyuktāgama to the Samyuttanikāya.
There was also a “Kṣudraka” corresponding to the Khuddakanikāya.
Whether in this latter all those texts were included which in the Pāḷi
canon are embodied in this Nikāya we do not know but we know
that in the Sanskrit canon also there were corresponding to the Pāḷi
texts of Suttanipāta a Sūtranipāta, Udāna corresponding to Udāna, to
Dhammapada a Dharmapada, to Theragāthā a Sthaviragāthā, to
Vimānavatthu a Vimānavaṣṭu and to Buddhavaṁsa a Buddhavaṁśa.
It is doubtful whether the collection of the “seven Abhidharmas”
[10] which stands translated in the Chinese Tripiṭaka was also
derived from the ancient canon in as much as these Abhidharmas
have nothing in common with the Abhidhammapiṭaka of the Pāḷi
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 MūlaSarvāstivādis 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 Tripiṭaka recognised as such in principle and
rejecting others. [11]
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Chapter 3: Mahāvastu
As belonging to the old school of Hīnayāna we have in the first place
to mention the Mahāvastu “the Book of the Great Events.”
Le Mahāvastu, 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 l’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 Mahāvastu, 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 Vinayapiṭaka according to the
text of the Lokottaravādis belonging to the Mahāsaṅghikas.” These
Mahāsaṅghikas, that is, the adherents of the Mahāsaṅgha 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 Lokottaravādis, that is, those
according to whose doctrine the Buddhas are Supramundane or
Lokottara and are only externally connected with worldly existence.
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“Nothing in the perfectly Awakened Ones is comparable to anything
in the world but everything connected with the great Ṛṣis 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 Mahāvastu,
the Lokottaravādis belong to the Madhyadeśa or the 16 countries
lying between the Himālaya and the Vindhya mountains (Mahāvastu
V.1, p. 198.)
Entirely in keeping with this doctrine, the biography of the Buddha
which forms the principal contents of the Mahāvastu is related as an
“Avadāna” or a miraculous history. It is clearly not thereby
differentiated much from the texts of the Pāḷi canon which are
devoted to the life of the Buddha. Here in this Sanskrit text just as in
the Pāḷi counterpart we hear of miracles which accompanied the
conception, the birth, the illumination, and the first conversions
brought about by the Buddha.
The Mahāvastu harmonizes with the Pāḷi Nidānakathā 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 Dīpaṅkara
(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
Tuṣita gods, where the Bodhisattva who is re-born there is
determined to seek another birth in the womb of Queen Māyā and
relates the miracle of conception and the birth of the prince, of his
leaving the home, his conflict with Māra, and the illumination which
he succeeds in acquiring under the Bodhi Tree. The third section (V.
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3), lastly recounts, in harmony with the principal features of the
Mahāvagga of the Vinayapiṭaka, the history of the first conversions
and the rise of the monastic order. And this is also one reason why
the Mahāvastu is described as belonging to the Vinayapiṭaka,
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.
Note: The Mahāvastu does not contain the Pāḷi technical expressions,
Dūrenidāna, Avidūrenidāna and Santikenidāna [which are found in
the late Jātakanidāna]. See Windisch loc. cit. p. 473, 476 ff. [13]

When we, however, say that the Mahāvastu recounts the main
outline of the life of the Buddha for the Lokottaravādis, 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 Mahāvastu 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 Jātakas and Avadānas and also
by dogmatic Sūtras. 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 Jātaka, 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
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“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 Mahāvastu
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 Lokottaravādis, 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 Pāḷi canon. Thus the setting out of his home
by the Prince Siddhārtha, the celebrated abhiniṣkramaṇa of Sanskrit
books, is related, as in the Pāḷi Majjhimanikāya (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 Mahāvastu. Similarly we find early
versions of the celebrated “Benares sermon” and presentments of the
following well-known texts in the Pāḷi canon:- The Mahāgovinda
Sutta (Dīghanikāya 19) the Dīghanakhasutta (Majjhimanikāya, 74)
the Sahassavagga of the Dhammapada, the Khuddakapāṭha, the
Pabajjā, the Padhāna and the Khaggavisāṇa Suttas belonging to the
Suttanipāta, and pieces from Vimānavatthu and the Buddhavaṁsa
(Oldenberg Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft
52, 659 f. 665 f. Windisch Māra 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.
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Its Jātakas
Quite of special value is, however, the Mahāvastu as a mine of
Jātakas 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 Jātakas in the Mahāvastu in his history of the
Pacceka Buddhas (p. 2 f. 12 f, 25 f.) A good half of the book consists
of Jātakas 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 Nāga prince, as a lion, as an elephant, etc. Many
of the Jātakas are versions of the same story which we find in the
Pāḷi book of Jātakas. They harmonize word for word with the Pāḷi
and many a time show more or less divergence. Thus, for instance,
the Śyāmakajātaka (V. 2, p. 209 f.), the pathetic story of the
Brahman’s son who is shot dead with his arrow by King Peliyakṣa is
only a [15] version of the Sāmajātaka [Pāḷi No. 540] so well known
to us. The Kinnarījātaka (V. 2, p. 94 f.) corresponds in character,
though not in contents to the Kinnara legend in the Jātaka book.
Kuśajātaka appears once (V. 2, p. 420 f.) in a recension which is
tolerably divergent from Pāḷi, a second time (V. 1, p. 3 f.) in metrical
form which betrays resemblances with the Pāḷi gāthās. The story of
Amara, the smith’s daughter, (V. 2, p. 836) answers to the Pāḷi Jātaka
No. 387. The Markatajātaka (V. 2, p. 246 f.) is the fable of the
monkey and the crocodile and is known to us as No. 208 of the Pāḷi
grows into a highly developed legend in Mahāvastu (V. 3, p. 143 f.).
But it retains some of the more ancient features which have
disappeared in the prose Pāḷi Jātaka of Isisiṅga (Luders, Nachrichten
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von der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen 1901, p. 20
f.)
Mahāvastu and Purāṇas
There are, however, many Jātakas and Avadānas in the Mahāvastu
which have nothing corresponding to them in Pāḷi. 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
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
Ghaṭikāra the potter’s story in Majjhimanikāya 81]. [16]
Many of the narratives bear the impress of a Brahmanic or Purāṇic
character. Such is, for instance, the history of Brahmadatta who is
childless and betakes himself to the Ṛṣis 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
Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa. And incidentally it may be observed that
portrayal of hell in the beginning of the Mahāvastu has points of
contact with the same Purāṇa. It is, however in the Pāḷi tradition that
we find the foundation of the visit of Maudgalyayāna to the 8th
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Inferno as well as his sojourn in the world of beasts and the world of
Pretas, the Asūras, and various kinds of deities. For in the Pāḷi
tradition also Moggallāna is a saint who roams through heaven and
hell and all the worlds. However, the Rājavaṁśa or the History of
the Kings to whose dynasty Śākyamuni belonged begins entirely
after the fashion of the Purāṇas with an account of the creation (1,
338 ff.) The sprit of the Purāṇas is also breathed by the Jātaka (1, 283
ff.), in which a Ṛṣi named Rakṣita 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 Purāṇas is very similar to that
of the Mahāyāna and many of the stories in the Mahāvastu betray
the same partiality for the phantasmagorial – astounding sorcerers to
perform the miracles of saints, so peculiar to the Mahāyāna texts. To
this class belongs “the Story of the Umbrella” (Chattravastu I, 253
ff.) After the Buddha had freed the city of Śrāvastī of a terrible
plague caused by Yakṣas, 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 Mahāyāna Affinities
And, although the Mahāvastu belongs to the Hīnayāna and has
contacts with much which may or actually does occur in the Pāḷi
texts of the Theravādis, it embodies a good deal which makes an
approach to the Mahāyāna. Thus, for instance, we find in the first
volume (1, 63-193) a large section on the ten Bhūmis 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
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Buddha who in no way is here different from Viṣṇu or Śiva in the
stotras of the Purāṇas. It is also in keeping with the idea of the
Mahāyāna 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
Nirvāṇa (II, 362 ff.) and that one earns for oneself infinite merit
when one only circumambulates a stūpa and offers worship with
flowers and so forth. That from the smile of the Buddha proceed
rays which illuminate the whole Buddha field (Buddhakṣetra) occurs
innumerable times in the Mahāyāna texts (III, 137 ff). It is also a
Mahāyānist 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 f.)
Antiquity of Mahāvastu
The nature of the composition of the Mahāvastu 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 Lokottaravāda school and also its language.
That the work is entirely written in “mixed Sanskrit” while in the
Mahāyāna 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 Mahāvastu has in
common with the Pāḷi canon and which go back to ancient Pāḷi
sources. The gāthās of the Khadgaviśāṇa Sūtra (I. 357,) may be even
older than the corresponding Khaggavisāṇa Sutta in the Pāḷi
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Suttanipāta. When, however, in the Mahāvastu 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 gāthās.
To the time of the first century after Christ likewise point the
Mahāyānist features already indicated as well as a few passages
which seem to have been influenced by the sculptors of the
Gandhāra 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 Gandhāra, vol. I, p. 622;
besides, the many Buddhas under the umbrellas remind us of the
sculptured monuments). The reference in the Mahāvastu to the
Yogācāras 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
“Horāpāṭhaka” (III, 178). But the core of the Mahāvastu 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 Mahāyāna, while on the other hand, it is
merely a feeble admixture of the Mahāyāna doctrine proper and not
of the Mahāyāna mythology which we find in the Mahāvastu. [19]

28

Chapter 4: Lalitavistara
The Mahāvastu describes itself as a work belonging to Hīnayāna,
although it has assimilated some of the Mahāyāna features. The
Lalitavistara on the contrary is regarded as one of the most sacred
Mahāyāna texts, as a Vaipulya Sūtra. It is a text-book of voluminous
contents and gives the usual designation of a Mahāyāna Sūtra and
yet originally the work embodied a descriptive life of the Buddha for
the Sarvāstivādi school attached to the Hīnayāna.
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 Sarvāstivādi school (Beal, The Romantic Legend of
Śākya Buddha from the Chinese Sanskrit, London, 1875,
Introduction. Also Foucaux’s French translation of Lalitavistara
introduction, vol. 11.) Beal’s Romantic Legend is an abridged
translation from the Chinese version of the Abhiniṣkramaṇa Sūtra
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 Mahāyāna idea however corresponds already to the very title of
the Lalitavistara which means the “exhaustive narrative of the sport
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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 Pāḷi
Suttas with the words: “So have I heard. Once upon a time the
Master was sojourning at Śrāvastī in the Jeta Park in the garden of
Anāthapiṇḍada.” [20]
Extravagant Imagery
But while in the Pāḷi 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 sūtras of the Mahāyāna, 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 Iśvara and the other divinities before the
Master, [who] throw themselves at his feet and implore him to reveal
the excellent Vaipulya Sūtra called the Lalitavistara for the salvation
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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 Pāḷi Nidānakathā
the second section (avidūrenidāna) begins.
Conception and Birth of Buddha
The Bodhisattva abides in the heaven of the Gratified (Tuṣita) 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 Śuddhodana in the womb of Queen Māyā. 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 Māyā 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
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light expands itself for miles from the womb of his mother. The sick
come to Māyā Devī 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 Brahmā 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
Mahāpuruṣa, “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 Prajāpati is characterized as Puruṣa and Mahāpuruṣa in
the Brāhmaṇas and Upaniṣads and subsequently also Brahmā and
Viṣṇu. The seven steps of the new born child Buddha are also to be
explained from the myth of the march of Viṣṇu.
Sin of Unbelief
Here the narrative [is] interrupted by a dialogue between Ānanda
and the Buddha in which vehemence is shown towards every
unbeliever who does not credit the miraculous birth of the Buddha
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(chapter vii, p. 87 to 91). Faith in the Buddha is taught as an essential
the
Bhagavadgīta 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 Tathāgata has. And to
those friends the Tathāgata only speaks the truth, not falsehood.... To
believe Ānanda should be thy endeavour. This I commend unto 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 Pāḷi account, e.g., that
of the Mahāvagga of the Vinayapiṭaka, although it may be noted
incidentally that the Gāthās of the Lalitavistara appear more ancient
than those in the corresponding Pāḷi texts.
The relation of the Pāḷi tradition to the Lalitavistara is treated of by
Oldenberg in Orientalistenkongresse, V 1882, vol. 2, [23] p. 1017 to
1022 and Windisch in Māra 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.

Pāḷi 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
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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, Gurupūjā 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 Wiener Zeitschrift fur
die Kunde des Morgenlandes 1912, p. 237 f.)
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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 Bimbisāra; Gautama’s years of instruction and
his futile ascetic practices; the struggle with Māra; the final
illumination and the enunciation of the doctrine to the world at large
at the request of god Brahmā. 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 Mahāyāna sūtras, 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.
Component Elements of Lalitavistara
From all these it is quite probable that our Lalitavistara is a
redaction of an older Hīnayāna text expanded and embellished in the
sense of the Mahāyāna – a biography of the Buddha representing the
Sarvāstivāda school. This assumption also explains the nature of the
text which is by no means the single work of [25] one author, but is
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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 Pāḷi
Suttanipāta mentioned above. The examples are the birth legend and
the Asita episode in chapter VII, the Bimbisāra history in chapter
XVI and the dialogue with Māra 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 Gāthās, many of
which are composed in highly artistic metres. Such are the
Vasantatilaka and Śārdūlavikrīḍita 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 and Tibetan
We do not know when the final redaction of the Lalitavistara took
place. It was formerly erroneously asserted that the work had
already been translated into Chinese in the first Christian century.
As a matter of fact we do not at all know whether the Chinese
biography of the Buddha called the Phuyau-king which was
published in about 300 A.D., the alleged “second translation of the
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Lalitavistara,” is really a translation of our text (Winternitz, Wiener
Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes 1912, p. 241 f.) A precise
rendering of the Sanskrit text is in the Tibetan, which was only [26]
produced in the 5th century. It has been edited and translated into
French by Foucaux. It may be taken for certain that a version little
different from our Lalitavistara was known to the artists who about
850-900 decorated with images the celebrated temple of Borobudur
in Java. For these magnificent scriptures represent scenes in the
legend of the Buddha in a manner as if the artists were working with
the text of the Lalitavistara in the hand. And Pleyte has simply
recapitulated the entire contents of the Lalitavistara as an
explanation of the sculptures (The Buddha legend in the sculpture in
the temple of Borobudur, Amsterdam, 1901. See also Speyer La
Museon 1903, p. 124 ff).
Relation to Buddhist Art
But the artists who embellished the Greco-Buddhistic monuments of
Northern India with scenes from the life of the Buddha are also
already familiar with the Buddha legend as related in the
Lalitavistara. They worked no doubt not after the text, but in
accordance with living oral tradition. The harmony, nevertheless,
between the sculptures and the Sanskrit text is not rarely of such a
character that we must assume that the literary tradition was at times
influenced by the artist. Upon art and literature there was mutual
influence.
The authorities to be consulted here are L’art Greco-bouddhique du
Gandhāra, part I, 324 f. 666 ff; Grunwendel Buddhist Art in lndia,
p.94, 04 f, 134; Senart Orientalistenkongresse XIV, 1905, 1,121 ff;
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62, p. 370 ff.

No Image in Primitive Buddhism
While the ancient Buddhistic art in the time of Aśoka, in the reliefs
of Bharhut, Sañchi, etc., knows of no image of the Buddha but only a
symbol (e.g., the wheel) for the person of the Founder of the
religion, a representation of the Buddha is the principal object of the
Gandhāra art. Can it not be connected with this that in the
intervening centuries the Buddha became an object of Bhakti and the
adoration of the Buddha was pushed into the central point of his
religion? Thus there is [27] concurrent testimony that the age of the
Gandhāra art, the floruit of which falls in the second century after
Christ, was also the period of Mahāyāna texts which treat of the
Buddha legend.
“On the grounds of style derived in the first instance from GrecoRoman art the period of the development can only be the period
from the birth of Christ to the fourth century.” Grunwendel Buddhist
Art in India, p. 81. According to Foucher L’art Greco-bouddhique du
Gandhāra, part 1. p.40 ff. the flourishing period of the Gandhāra art
coincides with the second half of the second century A.D.

General Estimate of Lalitavistara
It is, therefore, but natural that we should have preserved in the
Lalitavistara both the very old tradition, and accounts younger by
centuries, of the legend of the Buddha. An important source of old
Buddhism it is only there, where it coincides with the Pāḷi texts and
other Sanskrit texts like the Mahāvastu. But it is erroneous to regard
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the Lalitavistara in its entirety as a good old source for our
knowledge of Buddhism as does Senart in his ingenious and
unsuccessful Essai sur la legende du Buddha, (p. 31 f., 456 f.). Nor
does the Lalitavistara give us a clue “to popular Buddhism” of older
times as is claimed by Vallée-Poussin. It is rather a key to the
development of the Buddha legend in its earliest beginnings, in
which only the principal events of the life of the great founder of the
religion have been adorned with miracles, down to the final
apotheosis of the Master in which from start to finish his career
appears more like that of a god, above all the other gods. But from
the standpoint of literary history the Lalitavistara is one of the most
important works in Buddhist literature. It is not indeed a Buddha
epic proper, but it embodies all the germs of one. It was from the
ballads and episodes which have been preserved in the oldest
elements of the Lalitavistara, if probably not from the Lalitavistara
itself, that the greatest poet of Buddhism, Aśvaghoṣa, created his
magnificent epic called Buddhacarita or Life of the Buddha. [28]
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Chapter 5: Aśvaghoṣa and his School
Authorities: Sylvain Lévi, Le Buddhacarita d’Aśvaghoṣa, Journale
Asiatique 1892 p. 8, vol. XIX, p. 201 ff. When Levi at p. 202
characterises the Buddhacarita as “a substantial abridgment of the
Lalitavistara” he is in the wrong. At least the Lalitavistra in its
present redaction could not have been the model of Aśvaghoṣa. The
Buddhacarita has been edited by Cowell, Oxford 1893, and
translated by him in Sacred Books of the East, vol. XLIX. On
Aśvaghoṣa and his importance to Indian literature, Sylvain Lévi
deals in his comprehensive study Aśvaghoṣa le Sūtralankra et ses
sources in Journale Asiatique 1908, p. 10, vol. XII, p. 77. ff. Anesaki
in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics vol. II 159 f. We now know
from the discoveries of Luders that Aśvaghoṣa was also a dramatic
poet, as the author of the Śāriputraprakaraṇa see Sitzungsberichte
der Weiner Akadamie der Wissenschaften, 1911, p. 388 ff. A
biography of Aśvaghoṣa by Kumārajīva was translated into Chinese
between 401 and 409 A.D. It is given as an excerpt by Wassiljew in
his Buddhism though it is a wholly legendary account.

Down to the year 1892 when the French scholar Sylvain Lévi
published the first chapter of the Buddhacarita, people in Europe
knew little of Aśvaghoṣa beyond his name. To-day he is known to us
as one of the most eminent poets of Sanskrit literature, as the
masterly model of Kālidāsa and as the author of epic, dramatic and
lyrical poems. Unfortunately, however, we know very little of his
life. All tradition agrees that he was a contemporary of king Kaniṣka
(about 100 A.D.) and that he was one the leaders, if not the founder,
of the Mahāyāna doctrine of Buddhism.

Aśvaghoṣa and his School – 40
On the uncertainty of the age of Kaniṣka see above vol. I, p. 437;
Franke and Fleete independently come to the conclusion that
Kaniṣka came to power in 5253 B.C. On the contrary, R. G.
Bhandarkar (Journal of the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic
Society, XX ff 19,385 ff) is of opinion that Kaniṣka lived in the third
century A.D. Boyer in Journale Asiatique 1900, V. XV. p.526 ff.
makes it probable that he lived at the end of the first and the
beginning of the second century A.D. In his latest investigation on
the era of Kaniṣka, Oldenberg comes to the conclusion that he is to
be assigned to the close of the first century A.D. (Nachrichten von
der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen 1911, p. 421427). To the same result arrives on other grounds Pandit
Haraprasada Shastri (Sundaranandam Kāvyam, p.427). He would also
identify the poet with Aśvaghoṣa Rājā occurring in an inscription of

[29] the times of Kaniṣka. (Ep. Ind, VIII, 171 f.) which however
Vogel considers to be an unsuccessful attempt.

Life of Aśvaghoṣa
Quite positively Aśvaghoṣa came of a Brahman family and had a
sound Brahmanic education before he went over to Buddhism. As a
Buddhist he joined, we may surmise, at first the Sarvāstivāda school
but laid great stress on Buddha Bhakti and thus prepared for the
Mahāyāna. As his birthplace or home is mostly mentioned Sāketa or
Ayodhya, modern Oudh. But Benares and Patna are also mentioned
in this connection. His mother’s name was Suvarṇakṣī. The Tibetan
life of Aśvaghoṣa says of him: “There was no question that he could
not solve, there was no objection which he would not remove; he
threw down his opponents as fast as a strong wind breaks down
decayed trees.”
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According to the same account he was a distinguished musician who
himself composed music and with his troupe of minstrels, male and
female, roamed through market towns. There he played and sang
with his choir melancholy ditties on the nullity of existence and the
crowd stood charmed with his entrancing melody. In this way he
won many over to his religion. According to Vasubandhu he assisted
Kātyāyaniputra in the preparation of his commentary on the
Abhidharma.
The Chinese pilgrim I-tsing, who journied through India in 671-695
speaks of the learned monks who successfully combated the heretics,
furthered the religion of the Buddha and were consequently
esteemed higher than gods and men by the people. And he adds that
in each generation there are only a couple of such men – men like
“Nagārjuna, [Āryā-]Deva and Aśvaghoṣa of antiquity.” [30]
Hiuen-tsiang calls Aśvaghoṣa, Deva, Nāgārjuna and Kumāralabdha
“the four suns which illuminate the world” (Sacred Books of the East
Vol. 49, p. 9). The same I-tsing relates how in his time in India was
read in front of Buddhist shrines inter alia a manual of sacred texts
prepared by Aśvaghoṣa. He also knows him as the author of hymns,
of Sūtrālaṁkāra and of the Buddhacarita (I-tsing Record translated
by Takakusu, p. 152, f. 165, 181).
Aśvaghoṣa’s Great Work: the Buddha’s Biography
Of the Buddhacarita I-tsing says that it was a voluminous poem
which recounted the life and the work of the Buddha “from the time
when he was still living in the royal palace till his last hour in the
park of the sal trees.” He adds: “It is extensively read in all the five
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parts of India and in the countries of the South Sea (Sumātra, Jāva
and the neighbouring islands). He clothed manifold notions and
ideas in a few words which so delighted the heart of his reader that
he never wearied of perusing the poem. Moreover it was regarded as
a virtue to read it in as much as it contained the noble doctrine in a
neat compact form” (I-tsing p. 165 f.). From what I-tsing says it
follows that he knew the Buddhacarita in the form of its Chinese
translation in which the epic consists of 28 cantos and the narrative
is brought down to the Nirvāṇa of the Buddha.
It is the Fo-sho-hing-t-tsan translated from Sanskrit into Chinese
between 414 and 421 by Dharmarakṣa and by Beal from Chinese into
English in Sacred Books of the East XIX, Rhys Davids (Journal of
the Royal Asiatic Society 1901, p.405 f.) has rightly emphasized that
this Chinese work is no translation in our sense. Much more accurate
is the rendering of the 7th or 8th century into Tibetan (Leumann,
Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes 7,1893, p, 193
ff.).

Now since the Tibetan translation also contains 28 cantos we must
indeed suppose that in the Sanskrit text which comprises only 17
cantos and terminates with the [31] conversions in Benares we have
only a torso; and in fact it is but a torso. For out of these 17 cantos
only the first 13 are old and genuine. The concluding portion was
of the 19th century, because he himself admits he could find no
complete manuscript. Even the manuscript of the Buddhacarita
discovered by Haraprasada Shastri reaches down only to the middle
of the 14th canto (Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal Vol. 5 p.
47 ff.).
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And what the Chinese pilgrim says in eulogy of the Buddhacarita we
can completely substantiate on the basis of the torso we possess. Here
we have in reality for the first time a proper Buddha epic created by
a true poet – a poet who, permeated with love and reverence for the
exalted person of the Buddha and profound reverence for the verity
of the doctrine of the Buddha, represents the life and the teaching of
the master in noble language of art which is not artificial. The
Buddhacarita is technically called a Mahākāvya or great poem – a
courtly epic in art and it is composed in the style appropriate to
Kāvya, the beginnings of which we find in the Rāmāyana. Vālmīki
and his immediate followers were the predecessors of Aśvaghoṣa just
as the latter himself was a forerunner of Kālidāsa. All the three
great poets, however, agree in this that in the employment of
Alaṁkāras or poetic embellishment they are throughout moderate.
And moderate as to language and style is Aśvaghoṣa also in the
presentment of the miraculous in the Buddha legend. He eschews the
extravagance such as we find for example in the Lalitavistara.
In contrast with the chaotic disorder of the text of the Mahāvastu
and the Lalitavistara we find in the Buddhacarita a considered and
artistic arrangement of the material. And although the poet is at
home with the older sacred texts he stands independent of them. Not
that he has in any way [32] altered the tradition; he understands how
to invest with a new poetic garb the legend known of old and to lend
originality of expression to the doctrine of the primitive Buddhistic
sūtras. Always is Aśvaghoṣa more of a poet than a monk – at least in
his Buddhacarita. As Windisch observes, Aśvaghoṣa seems to have
diligently avoided the ring of the phraseology of the older texts
(Māra and Buddha, p. 205).
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Buddhacarita and Kālidāsa
Quite differently poetical for instance from that of the Lalitavistara
is the picture of the young prince going out for a walk in cantos 3
and 4.
Here in a charming way is depicted how when the news arrives that
the prince had gone out the ladies of the city in their curiosity hasten
from their chambers to the roofs of the houses and to the windows,
hindered by their girdles which fall off, and rush forward with the
greatest haste pressing on and pushing each other, frightening by the
clank of their waistbands and the ring of their ornaments the birds
on the roofs. The faces of the beauties, charming as lotus, gleaming
out of the windows appear, as if the walls of the houses were really
decorated with lotus flowers. As Cowell has already noticed in the
preface to his edition the Buddhacarita, Kālidāsa has imitated this
scene from Aśvaghoṣa (Buddhacarita, iii 13/24) in his Raghuvaṁśa
(vii, 5/12). The meeting with the old man whom the gods cause to
appear before the prince is charmingly described. In his
astonishment the prince asks:
“Who is the man coming this side, oh charioteer?
With white hair, eyes sunk deep in their socket,
Bending over his staff, his limbs quavering?
Is that Nature’s course or a sport of Chance?” [33]

To this the charioteer replies:
“Old age it is that has broken him – age,
The thief of beauty and the destroyer or strength,
The source of sorrow and the end of joy,
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The foe of intelligence and the disappearance of memory.
He too sucked at his mother’s breast,
As a child learnt to walk in course of time.
Slowly he grew big and strong – a youth,
By degrees has old age crept on him.”

After the prince had on his three walks out of his palace learnt of old
age, disease and death, no more could he find any joy in life. It is in
vain that the family priest by order of the king calls upon the women
and maidens of the palace to bend their energies on their seductive
art to soothe the prince and turn him from his distressing thoughts.
The prince remains untouched by the soft distractions. He only
thinks of the unthinking ways of these women and cries out (iv 60
f.):
“How senseless the man appears to me whose neighbour ill and old
and dead he
Sees and yet holds fast to the good things of this life and is not
thrilled with anxiety.
It is as if a tree divested of all flower and fruit must fall or be pulled
down –
Unaffected remaining the neighbouring trees.”

Statecraft, Erotic Art and Warfare
The presentment of the love scenes belongs to the indispensable
element in the poetic are as an appanage to the court. And the poet
satisfies this demand in depicting the sports of the lovely maidens
who endeavour to draw the prince towards themselves (iv, 24/53) just
as well as in the vivid portrayal of the [34] night scene in the ladies’
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chamber which causes the prince to fly from the palace. These
themes give Aśvaghoṣa the opportunity for the display of his erotic
art. It may be noted that the description (v, 48/62) in its primitive
shape is recounted by the young Yasa in the Pāḷi Vinayapiṭaka. We
have already had occasion to remark that a similar scene in the
Rāmāyana (v, 9/11) has been copied from this Buddhist poet
Aśvaghoṣa. The court poet, however, must also be familiar with the
doctrine of the nītiśāstras or statecraft. And the world-wide
principles are unfolded to the prince by the priest attached to the
royal household in order to divert his mind from his meditations (iv,
62/82). Finally, belonging to the same species of court poetry is the
delineation of the battle scene. Here our poet rises to the occasion in
that in the thirteenth canto he conjures up a vivid scene of the
struggle of the Buddha with Māra and his hordes.
Love and Religion
Aśvaghoṣa was the author of another poem to be classed in the
category of court poetry viz., Saundaranandakāvya. The lucky
discoverer and editor of this poem is Pandit Haraprasada Shastri (A.
Bastion, Journale Asiatique 1902, vol. xix, p. 79 ff and F. W. Thomas
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1911 p. 1125). It also turns round
the history of the Buddha’s life, but limns especially those scenes and
episodes which have been either lightly touched upon or not treated
at all in the Buddhacarita. Thus in the first canto is exhaustively
described the history of the finding of the city of Kapilavastu. The
actual content of this poem, however, is constituted by the history of
the loves of Sundarī and Nanda, the half-brother of the Buddha who
is initiated into the Order against his will by the latter: [35]
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Just as Sundarī, the lovely bride of Nanda, weeps and wails over her
lost husband so does Nanda suffer for his beloved. Vain are the
attempts of the brother monks to tranquilize him. Even the word of
the Buddha is impotent to reconcile him. Then the Master takes him
by the hand and rises with him to heaven. On their way they see in
the Himālayas a hideous one-eyed female monkey and the Buddha
asks Nanda if Sundarī was more charming than she and Nanda
naturally says ‘Yes’ with energy. Soon after, however, they see in the
heaven the apsaras or celestial nymphs and Nanda finds that the
difference between them and his wife is as great as that between the
latter and the one-eyed ape. From this moment onwards he is
possessed with a passionate longing for the fairies and returning on
earth gives himself up to serious ascetic practices in order to be able
to attain to the paradise.
Thereupon Ānanda, the favourite disciple of the Buddha, teaches
him that even the joys of paradise are vain and nugatory. Nanda is
finally convinced and goes to the Buddha to say that he had no
longer a desire for the beauties of heaven. The Buddha is greatly
pleased and preaches to him in several cantos the cardinals of his
doctrine. Nanda now retires into the forest, practises the four great
meditations and becomes an arhat. Gratefully he betakes himself to
the Buddha and does him reverence but the Master calls upon him
now that he has attained his object, out of compassion for others to
preach the doctrine of salvation and conduct others to emancipation.
The reference to the forcible conversion of Nanda occurs also in our
older sources: Mahāvagga, i. 54; Nidānakathā p. 91; Rhys Davids
Buddhist Birth Stories, p. 128. As is pointed out by Haraprasada
Shastri (p. xiii) a strongly divergent version of this legend is to be
found in the Pāḷi commentary on the Dhammapada. See also Spence
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Hardy, Manual of Buddhism; Kern, History of Buddhism. i, 155;
Foucher, Greco-Buddhist Art (i, 464). [36]

Synthesis of Schools
Whilst in the Buddhacarita there is no express doctrine emanating
from the Mahāyāna school the concluding portion of the
Saundaranandakāvya already begins to betray a leaning towards the
Mahāyāna. lt is not sufficient for it that Nanda himself should
become a saint who attains to Nirvāṇa. He must also be an apostle of
the faith, although it must not be forgotten that even in the Hīnayāna
the obligation of the propagation of the faith and proselytism is
highly praised, as in a Sūtra in the Aṅguttaranikāya. Besides in the
third great work of Aśvaghoṣa entitled the Sūtrālaṁkāra, which we
up to now knew only from a French translation of the Chinese
version belonging to about 405 B.C., many of the semi-legendary
stories are based on a Hīnayānic foundation.
From this Sūtrālaṁkāra translated into French from the Chinese
version of Kumārajīva, Huber was able to trace three stories to the
Divyāvadāna (Bulletin de l’Ecole Francaise d’Extreme Orient, 1904,
pp. 709-726) but fragments of the Sanskrit original have more
recently been discovered at Turfan and studied by Luders in an old
palm leaf manuscript (see Fragments of Buddhist Drama, Berlin,
1911, and Vallée-Poussin Le Museon, 1909, p. 86.)

Sūtrālaṁkāra
Sūtrālaṁkāra or “Sūtra-Ornament” is a collection of pious legends
after the model of the Jātakas and Avadānas which are narrated in
prose and verse in the style of Indian poetic art. Many of these
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legends are known to us of old e.g., that of Dīrghāyus or prince
Long-Life and of king Śibi. Others already show more of the spirit
of the Mahāyāna or at least a reverence for the Buddha which is
more Mahāyānistic in its tendency. An illustration is furnished by
story No. 57, which happens also to be one of the most charming in
the collection. [37]
A man comes to the monastery and desires to be initiated into the
Order. The disciple Śāriputra examines him and finds that the
candidate in none of his previous existences for aeons had done the
smallest good deed and pronounces him unworthy of admittance.
The man leaves the monastery in tears. Then the Buddha himself
meets him and the Buddha’s heart being full of compassion he strives
to convert all mankind with the love that a mother bears to her son.
He lays his hand on the head of the rejected one and asks “Why dost
thou cry”? And the latter relates to him how Śāriputra had dismissed
him. Thereupon the Buddha consoles him “in a voice that resounded
like distant thunder” and adds that Śāriputra was not omniscient.
The Buddha himself then brings the man back to the monastery and
relates before all the monks the karma, which was a good act
whereby the man had acquired right to emancipation. Once upon a
time in his previous birth this person was a poor man who was
wandering in a hill forest to collect wood, when a tiger rushed at
him. Filled with terror he cried out “adoration to the Buddha”. On
account of these words the man must partake of deliverance from
sorrow. The Buddha himself initiated him and presently he became
an Arhat.
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An example of a real Mahāyānistic Buddha-bhakti is also furnished
by No. 68, where Gautamī, the foster mother of the Buddha, attains
to Nirvāṇa through the grace of the Buddha.
That the Sūtrālaṁkāra is of later origin than the Buddhacarita is
proved by the fact that the latter is quoted in the former (Huber,
page 192, 222). Since in two of the stories of the Sūtrālaṁkāra a part
is played by king Kaniṣka, Aśvaghoṣa must have lived at the time of
the composition of the book as an old man at the court of the king.
But it is much to be deplored that up to now we [38] have only
Chinese translations of the Sūtrālaṁkāra. The Sanskrit text so far
has never been discovered. Not only is it in itself a literary work of
importance the merits of which impress themselves upon us through
two translations, first Chinese and then French, as has been
appropriately observed by Levi, but it is not of trifling significance
for the history of Indian literature and culture inasmuch as it
mentions the epics of the Mahābhārata and Rāmāyana, it combats
the philosophical doctrine of the Saṁkhyā and Vaiśeṣika schools just
as forcibly as it opposes the religious views of the Brahmans and the
Jains and refers in a variety of ways to the scripts, to the arts and to
painting. Still more is uncertainty a matter for regret with reference
to a few other books which are attributed to Aśvaghoṣa. It is a
question whether they really belong to him. This applies especially to
the Vajrasūci or Diamond Needle which is in any case an interesting
little book in which there is a vehement polemic against the caste
system of the Brahmans.
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Vajrasūci : Polemic against Caste
The Vajrasūci or refutation of the Arguments upon which the
Brahmanical institution of the caste is founded by the learned
Buddhist Aśvaghoṣa (edited by Lancelot Wilkinson) also the Tunku
by Soobajee Bapoo, being a reply to the Wujra Soochi, l839. A
Weber, Uber die Vajrasūci (Abdhandlungen der Preuss Akademie
der Wissenschaften phil. hist. Kl. 1859, S. 295 ff. and Indische
Streifesn 1, 116 ff.) B. H. Hodgson Essays on the Languages,
Literature and Religion of Nepal and Tibet, London 1874, p 126 ff.
and S. Levi A. 1908, s· 10 t, XII p. 70 f.
Here the author very effectively takes up the Brahmanic standpoint
and demonstrates on the authority of Brahmanic texts and citations
from the Veda, the Mahābhārata and Manu the invalidity of the
claims of caste as recognised by Brahmans. When in 1829 Hodgson
published a translation of the books and Wilkinson in 1839 published
an edition they astonished scholars by the democratic spirit of
Europe displayed in the book. In this tract the doctrine of equality
[39] of mankind has been advocated; for all human beings are “in
respect of joy and sorrow, love, insight, manners and ways, death,
fear and life, all equal.” Did we but know more about the author and
the time when the book was composed it would be of much greater
importance for the literary history of India on account of the
quotations from Brahmanic texts. It speaks for the authorship of
Aśvaghoṣa that in Sūtrālaṁkāra No. 77 the Brahmanic institutions
are arraigned with the help of quotations from Manu’s law book just
as in the Vajrasūci. On the other hand the Vajrasūci is enumerated
neither in the Tibetan Tanjur nor among the works of Aśvaghoṣa by
I-tsing; and further in the Chinese Tripiṭaka Catalogue the Vajrasūci,
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which is said to contain “a refutation of the four vedas,” is described
as translated into Chinese between 973 and 981 and is ascribed to a
Dharmakīrti (Bunyo Nanjio, Catalogue of the Chinese translation of
the Buddhist Tripiṭaka, No. 1303). The Chinese term “fa-shang” is
the translation of the Sanskrit proper name Dharmakīrti.
Other Works of Aśvaghoṣa
It is altogether undecided whether other books the authorship of
which is assigned to Aśvaghoṣa by Chinese, Japanese and Tibetan
writers were actually composed by him. The fame of Aśvaghoṣa as a
teacher of the Mahāyāna is founded on his Mahāyāna Śraddhotpada
or the Rise of the Mahāyāna Faith, a philosophical treatise studied in
the monasteries of Japan as the basis of the Mahāyāna doctrine. “The
poet of the Buddhacarita,” says Levi “shows him[self] here as a
profound metaphysician, as an intrepid reviver of a doctrine which
was destined to regenerate Buddhism.” However it is anything but
certain or rather highly improbable that it is in reality the product of
Aśvaghoṣa since it embodies teaching which is assignable to a later
date. So long, however, as the Sanskrit [40] text of the book is denied
us a final judgment regarding the age of the author is impossible.
The Śraddhotpada was translated first in 534 and then in 710 A.D.
into Chinese. From the second Chinese translation T. Suzuki
prepared an English version, “Discourse on the Awakening of Faith
in the Mahāyāna.” Suzuki holds Aśvaghoṣa the poet to be the author
and asserts on the basis of the book itself, the Mahāyāna
Śraddhotpada, that he was the actual founder of the Mahāyāna sect.
The doctrine which the book incorporates is, however, that of
Vijñānavāda as taught by Asaṅga and the teaching of
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Tathāgatagarbha and the Tathatā which occurs in Laṅkāvatāra.
Professor Takakusu, who holds the authorship of the poet Aśvaghoṣa
as altogether out of question, says that the older catalogue of the
Chinese texts does not contain the name of Aśvaghoṣa as the author.
In the Tibetan Tanjur Aśvaghoṣa is also described as the composer of
the Śatapañcāśatikastotra, the panegyric in 150 verses, which
according to I-tsing
cannot
all events belongs to the same school as Aśvaghoṣa and is
accordingly confused with him.

name of Aśvaghoṣa, (F.W., Thomas Orientalistenkongresse XIII,

Indian Antiquities, 1903, p. 345 ff. and S. C. Vidyabhushana Journal
of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1910, p. 477 ff.) “It is entrancing,”
says I-tsing, “in the congregation of the monks to hear recited the
hymn in 150 verses or the hymn in 400 verses. These fascinating
poems are like heavenly flowers in their [41] beauty and the exalted
principles which they contain emulate in dignity the height of
mountain summits. Therefore all the composers of hymns in India
imitate his style regarding him as the father of literature. Even men
like the Bodhisattva Asaṅga and Vasubandhu greatly admire him.
Throughout India every monk, as soon as he is able to recite the five
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The legend would have it that in a previous birth he was a
nightingale which eulogised the Buddha in charming melody. I-tsing
himself translated from Sanskrit into Chinese the hymn of 150 verses
(Record, p. 156, 666). Now, however, most fortunately we have
discovered in Central Asia fragments of the Sanskrit originals of the
and from the mutilated manuscripts discovered
at Turfan, to which we already owe so much, Siegling has succeeded
in reconstructing almost two-thirds of the text. The verses are in the
artistic, but not the extravagant Kāvya, style. Besides Dr. Siegling
who has been preparing an edition for the press similar fragments
discovered in Central Asia have been published by Levi (Journale
Asiatique 1910, page 455, and Vallée-Poussin 1911, page 764) F. W.
Varṇanārthavarṇanā, from the Tibetan rendering into English
(Indian Antiquities vol. 34, p. 145).
Buddhist Poet Śūra
Better known is the poet Śūra or Āryaśūra, probably issuing from the
same school, although of a considerably younger date whose
Jātakamālā strongly resembles the Sūtrālaṁkāra in style. The
Jātakamālā or the Garland of Jātakas is, however, only the name of
a species of composition. Several poets have written jātakamālās that
is, they have treated with a free hand in an original poetic speech in
mixed verse and prose selections of the Jātakas. It was also not
Āryaśūra’s business to discover [42] new stories but to reproduce
ancient legends in artistic and elegant idiom. His diction in prose as
well as verse is of the kāvya class, but noble and elevated, more
artistic than artificial.
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So far as the jātakas are designed to be employed by the monks in
their sermons, the Jātakamālā also serves this purpose for the
preacher. Only the poet who was probably himself a preacher at the
court, has none but monks before his eyes, who held their religious
discourses in courtly circles where Sanskrit poesy was understood
and appreciated. The book contains 34 jātakas which, like the 35
jātakas of the Pāḷi Cariyapiṭakā illustrate the Pāramitās or the
excellences of the Bodhisattva. Nearly all the stories appear also in
the Pāḷi Book of Jātaka and twelve are to be found likewise in the
Cariyapiṭaka. Many of the Sanskrit verses harmonise with the Pāḷi
jātakas. (See Speyer’s translation, p. 337.) To the few stories which
are wanting in the Pāḷi collection belongs the first in which is related
how the Bodhisattva sees a hungry tigress about to devour its young
and sacrifices himself to be her nourishment. It is a highly
characteristic story and may be reproduced here as an example of
the anecdotal literature designed to convey the Mahāyāna doctrine
of universal compassion.
Master’s Selfless Love
This most characteristic story runs as follows:- “Already in his
earlier births the Master displayed a selfless love for all creatures
and allowed himself to be absorbed into other beings. Therefore
must men cherish for the Buddha, the Lord, supreme attachment. For
the following miracle on the part of the Lord in one of his previous
births is recounted – a deed which was celebrated by my venerable
teacher one of the adorers of Three Jewels who gave satisfaction to
his preceptor by his insight and truth and became himself an eminent
master in the search for virtue. [43]
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In those days the Bodhisattva, who is now the Lord, in keeping with
his extraordinary promises by virtue of his charity, love, succour to
the poor conferred grace on the world out of compassion issuing
from the immaculate stream of insight and love was born in a
Brahman family devoted to their duties and pre-eminent for
character, learned and powerful.” As he grew up he presently
acquired mastery over all the arts and sciences. He obtained much
wealth and honour. However he found no pleasure in worldly life
and soon withdrew into retirement. As a pious ascetic he lived in the
forest. One day he was wandering accompanied by a single disciple
in the mountains. He saw in a cave a young tigress exhausted with
hunger and about to devour her own young, trustfully approaching
her to feed on her milk.
“As the Bodhisattva saw her
Trembled he, brave as he was,
Filled with compassion for the sorrow of the nearest,
Like the prince of mountains in an earthquake.
How strange! The compassionate remain intrepid even under great
personal grief.
But when a stranger is smitten, however small, they quail.”

He sent out his disciple to fetch meat. But this was only a pretext in
order to be left alone. He was already determined to hurl himself
down the precipice in order to save the life of the creature and to
serve as food to the mother tiger. He based his resolve on this that
this futile earthly life has no value except as an offering for others.
Moreover, he would give a heartening example unto those who
would benefit the world, put to shame the self-seekers, [44] point the
path of heaven to the benevolent and himself attain to supreme
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illumination. Nothing else he desired:- “Not out of covetousness, nor
in search of renown, nor joys of Heaven or kingly rule to acquire;
not for the sake of my eternal weal; but only to do good to my
neighbour, do I act thus. As surely as this is truth, so may it be
granted unto me to remove the tribulation of the world and to bring
salvation to it, even as the sun brings it light when darkness swallows
it up.”
With these words he hurls himself down the cliff. The tigress has her
attention called by the noise, leaves her young, and throws herself
upon the body of the Bodhisattva to devour it. When the disciple
comes back and beholds the spectacle, he is profoundly moved and
utters a few verses of veneration for the exalted Master. Men, demigods, and gods express their admiration for the Lord by strewing
garlands of flowers and precious stones over what is left of his
bones.
The inexhaustible sympathy of the Bodhisattva has also been
glorified in most other stories. I-tsing extols the Jātakamālā or
Jātakamālās among the works which in his time were great
favourites and were much read in India. Among the frescoes in the
caves of Ajanta there are scenes from the Jātakamālā with inscribed
stophes from Āryaśūra. The inscriptions belong palaeographically to
the sixth century A.D. and since another work of Āryaśūra had
already been translated into Chinese in 434, the poet must have lived
in the fourth century.
I-tsing, Tr. Takakusu, p.166 f.; H. Luders, Nachrichten von der K.
Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen 1902, p. 758 ff B.
Nanjio, Catalogue of the Chinese Tripiṭaka, No. 1349; The Zachariae
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GGA, 1888, p. 850, F. W. Thomas in Album, Kern, p. 405, ff. The
Chinese translation of the Jātakamālā mentions Āryaśūra as the
author. It has only 14 stories, see Ivanovski in Revue de l’Histoire des
Religions, 1903 V. 47, p. 298 ff. [45]
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Chapter 6: Avadāna
The Jātakamālā is also called Bodhisattva Avadānamālā, for
Bodhisattva Avadāna is synonymous with Jātaka. The Jātakas are
consequently nothing but Avadānas having the Bodhisattva for their
hero. Connsequently works like the Sūtrālaṁkāra and the
Jātakamālā have much in common with the texts of the Avadāna
literature. On the other hand numerous Jātakas are to be found in the
collections of Avadānas.
On the Avadāna literature in general see Burnouf, Introduction to the
History of Buddhism, p. 207; Feer in the introduction to his
translation, and Speyer, Foreword to his edition of the
Avadānaśataka.

Veneration for the Buddha
Like both books of Buddhist story literature, the avadāna texts also
stand, so to say, with one foot in the Hīnayāna and the other in the
Mahāyāna literature. And I-tsing (Takakusu, p. xxii f. and 14 f.) lets
us know that the line of demarcation between the Hīnayāna and the
Mahāyāna was often anything but rigid. The older works belong
entirely to the Hīnayāna and yet they display the same veneration
for the Buddha which is not wanting likewise in the Pāḷi jātakas and
apadānas; but they eschew the hyperbole and the mythology of the
Mahāyāna, while the latest avadāna books are permeated with the
Mahāyāna.
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What is Avadāna?
The word avadāna signifies a great religious or moral achievement,
as well as the history of a great achievement. Such a great act may
consist in sacrifice of one’s own life, but also may be confined to the
founding of an institution for the supply of incense, flowers, gold
and jewels to, or the building of, sanctuaries – stūpas, caityas, and so
forth. Since these stories as a rule are designed to inculcate [46] that
dark deeds bear dark fruits, white acts beget fair fruit, they are at
the same time tales of karma which demonstrate how the actions of
one life are intimately connected with those in the past or future
existences. They are to be regarded as legends only from our modern
standpoint. To the Buddhist they are actualities. They have indeed
been related by the Buddha himself and are warranted to be the
words of the Buddha – Buddhavacana – like a Sūtra.
Like the jātakas the avadānas also are a species of sermons. It is
accordingly usually related by way of an introduction where and on
what occasion the Buddha narrated the story of the past and at the
close the Buddha draws from the story the moral of his doctrine.
Hence a regular avadāna consists of a story of the present, a story of
the past and a moral. If the hero of the story of the past is a
Bodhisattva the avadāna can also be designated a jātaka.
A particular species of avadānas are those in which the Buddha
instead of a story of the past relates a prognostication of the future.
These prophetic anecdotes serve like the stories of the past to explain
the present karma. There are besides avadānas in which both the
parties of the stories are united and finally there is a class in which a
karma shows good or evil consequence in the present existence. All
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these species of avadānas occur sporadically also in the Vinaya and
the Sūtra piṭakas. They however, are grouped in large collections
with the object of edification or for more ambitious literary motives.
A work of the first variety is the Avadānaśataka which is most
probably the most ancient of its kind. It is a collection of a hundred
avadāna legends. Since it was already rendered into Chinese in the
first half of the 3rd century and since it makes mention of the dinara
we may with tolerable certainty assign it to the second Christian
century. That it belongs to the Hīnayāna is indicated already by the
character [47] of the anecdotes; but this is likewise corroborated by
the circumstances that in the stories relating to the present there are
fragments embodied from the Sanskrit canon of the Sarvāstivādis
relating to the Parinirvāṇa and other sūtras. In these legends the
worship of the Buddha plays a great part. There is no trace in them,
however, of the Bodhisattva cult or of any Mahāyānistic mythology.
Avadānaśātaka
The Avadānaśataka consists of ten decades, each treating of a
different theme. The first four contain stories designed to show the
nature of acts, the performance of which enables a man to become a
Buddha or a Pratyeka Buddha. The division into vargas (Pāḷi: vagga)
of ten components each is a favourite with Pāḷi texts and accordingly
would appear to date from the older Buddhist period. All the tales of
the first and nearly all of the third decade are of a prophetic nature.
Here an act of piety is related by which a person – a Brahman, a
princess, the son of an usurer, a wealthy merchant, a gardener, a
king, a ferry man, a young maiden and so forth – makes adoration to
the Buddha which usually leads to the occurrence of some kind of

Avadāna – 62

miracle, and then the Buddha with a smile reveals that the particular
person in a future age will become a Buddha or (in the Third book) a
Pratyeka Buddha. On the other hand the histories in the Second and
in the Fourth decades are Jātakas. With regard to the saintly virtues
and astounding acts, it is explained that the hero of these tales was
no other than the Buddha himself in one of his earlier births.
A kind of Pretavastu, corresponding to the Pāḷi Petavatthu, is
represented by the Fifth book. A saint – usually it is Maudgalyayāna
– proceeds to the world of spirits and observes the sorrows of one of
its denizens, (pretas) male or [48] female. He questions the spirit
regarding the cause of his tribulation. The spirit refers him to the
Buddha, and the latter then narrates the history of the “black deed” –
the refusal to give alms, offence to a saint, etc. – which this creature
perpetrated in his previous birth.
The Sixth book relates histories of men and beasts that through some
pious act are born as deities in heaven. The last four decades narrate
stories purporting to show the nature of acts which lead to
Arhatship. The Arhats of the Seventh book are all derived from the
Śākya clan; those of the Eighth book are all women; those of the
Ninth are persons of irreproachable conduct; and those of the Tenth
are men who in former days committed evil deeds and suffered in
consequence and subsequently owing to an act of virtue attained to
the state of an Arhat.
The Fixed Model
Now these stories in our collection have not only been arranged after
a definite plan and system, but are related according to a set model.
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This process of working according to a pattern is carried to the
extent of perpetual reiteration of phrases and descriptions of
situations in unaltered strings of words. Thus following the rigid
pattern every one of our tales begins with the protracted formula:
“The Buddha, the Lord, venerated, highly respected, held in
honour, and lauded by kings, ministers, men of wealth, citizens,
artisans, leaders of caravans, Devas, Nāgas, Yakṣas, Asuras,
Garuḍas. Kinnaras and gigantic snakes, adored by Devas, Nāgas,
Yakṣas, Asuras, Garuḍas, Kinnaras and gigantic snakes, the
Buddha, the Lord, the Renowned, the Served, betook himself,
accompanied by his disciples and provided with all the
necessaries in clothing, food, bedding, covering, refreshments and
medicaments in the shape of alms to .... and was sojourning at ....
“ [49]
Similarly everyone of these tales ends with:
“Thus spake the Lord and with ecstasy in their hearts the monks
applauded the speech of the Master.”
Finally when the moral of the story is pointed out the process is
invariably described in these words:
“Therefore, oh monks, is the fruit of wholly dark deeds wholly
dark; that of wholly white deeds is wholly white; that of mixed
deeds is mixed, wherefore, oh monks, you shall abandon the dark
and the mixed deeds and take your pleasure only in fair acts.”
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Culture Evidences
A pious man, an opulent personage, a mighty sovereign, a happy
wedding, the up-bringing of a young man, the appearance of an
earlier Buddha and similar recurring phenomena are ever described
in stereotyped terms. Nor is this applicable only to a few brief
sentences. It holds good for extensive pieces covering several pages
of print. One of the longest of these fixture pieces describes the smile
of the Buddha with which the latter lays down that every one can
attain to the state of a Buddha. The Buddha always is moved to a
smile before he prophesies the future. When he smiles from his
mouth issue rays of blue, yellow, red and white. One of these beams
of light go down to the depths of inferno the others are darted
heavenwards. After encircling thousands and thousands of worlds
they return back to the Buddha and disappear into some one or the
other of the parts of the Buddha’s body according to the nature of
the vaticination; and all this is delineated to the minutest particular.
This circumstantiality and the minutiae are characteristic of the
narrative mode of the Avadānaśataka. However together with much
that is banal and wearisome we always get edifying stories and many
valuable anecdotes and noteworthy variants to other stories
accessible to us from other portions of Buddhist narrative literature.
[50] We can cite only a few examples in order to give an idea of the
character of this remarkable collection of Buddhist folklore. Here
are some characteristic stories in which the true social life of India is
mirrored.
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Maiden Disciple: Story 28
A poor girl smears the feet of the Buddha with sandal paste. This
fills the whole city with the fragrance of sandal. At this miracle the
maiden is exceedingly delighted, falls at the feet of the Buddha and
prays that in her future birth she may be born a Pratyeka-Buddha.
The Buddha smiles and prophesies that she shall be a PratyekaBuddha named Gandhamadana (Fragrance-Delight).
Extreme Compassion: Story 34
This story is a version of the tale of King Śibi who has given away
all his goods and possessions in charity. He, however, is not content
with merely making men happy; he would show kindness to the
smallest creature. He cuts off his skin with a knife and exposes
himself in such a manner that flies feast on his blood. This is seen by
Śakra (Indra) in his heaven and he comes forward to put king Śibi to
a further test, appearing before him in the form of a vulture ready to
pounce upon him. The king looks at the bird only with benevolence
and says, “Take, my friend, what you like of my body; I present it to
you.” Thereupon the god metamorphoses himself into a Brahman
and asks of the king both his eyes. Śibi says “Take, Great Brahman,
what thou wouldst; I will not hinder thee.” Next Śakra reassumes his
true form and promises to Śibi that he shall attain to perfect
enlightenment.
Disinterested Pity: Story 36
This is the legend of Maitrakanyaka representing the Sanskrit
version of the Pāḷi Jātaka of “Mittavindaka”. But the story here
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takes quite a different turn from the Pāḷi in as much as the hero is
the Bodhisattva. He gets here also his penalty for offending his
mother and [51] undergoes the hot wheel torture. But while he is
subjected to the fearful torment he is informed that he will have to
suffer it for sixty-six thousand years till another man guilty of a
similar sin appears. He feels compassion for the creature and
resolves to bear the wheel on his head for all eternity so that no
other being may have to endure the agony. In consequence of this
thought of compassion the wheel disappears from on his head.
Princess Devout: Story 54
At the suggestion of his princess, king Bimbisāra set up a Stūpa in his
seraglio over some hair and nails presented to him by the Buddha.
The Stūpa was worshipped by the women with incense, lamps,
flowers, etc. But when prince Ajātaśatru assassinated his father
Bimbisāra and himself ascended the throne, he gave strict orders that
no lady of of his harem should, on pain of death, venerate the shrine.
Śrimatī, however, who was one of the ladies in the harem, did not
obey the command and laid a garland of lights round the Stūpa. The
infuriated king put her to death. She died with the thought of the
Buddha in her mind and was immediately translated to heaven as a
divinity.
Guerdon of Service to Buddha: Story 100
While the heroes of all the Avadānas are the Buddha’s
contemporaries, the hero of this last story is a person who lived in
the times of king Aśoka. The connection with the time of the Buddha
is established by the insertion of an account of the decease of the
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Buddha. This narrative piece is extracted from a Parinirvāṇasūtra
and is in tolerable accord with the celebrated Pāḷi
Mahaparinibbānasutta (another passage from the Parinirvāṇasūtra
serves as an introduction to Story No. 40).
A hundred years after the passing of the Buddha lived king Aśoka.
He had a son named Kuṇāla who was so [52] charming that the king
thought he had no equal in the world. One day, however, he learnt
from merchants from Gandhāra that there were still more handsome
young men than the prince in their country. According to the
merchants there was living a youth called Sundara who was not only
of irreproachable beauty, but wherever he turned, there sprang up a
lotus-pond and a garden. The astonished king Aśoka sent a
messenger and invited Sundara and satisfied himself about this
wonder. The king asked to what karma the youth owed his
excellence and the Elder Upagupta gave the explanation. At the time
that the Buddha had just attained to complete Nirvāṇa the present
Sundara was an impoverished peasant who prepared a refreshing
bath and revived with food Mahakāśyapa and his suite of 500 monks
who had performed the obsequies of the Master, who were depressed
with sorrow at the passing of the Lord and who had been exhausted
with the long journey. Sundara was now enjoying the fruit of this his
good deed.
Avadānaśātaka and Cognate Tales
A number of the stories in our Avadānaśataka turn up in other
Avadāna anthologies and a few also in the Pāḷi Apadānas. Thus the
legend of Raṣṭrapāla which is No. 90 in our collection corresponds
partly to the Raṭṭhapālasutta of the Pāḷi Majjhimanikāya and partly
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the Raṭṭhapāla Apadāna. But the correspondence stops short of the
titles in the Sanskrit and the Pāḷi and the Pāḷi Apadāna displays great
divergence (Feer, Avadānaśataka, pp. 240 f., 313 f., 335, 340 ff., 354
f., 360 f., 372 f, 439 f.)
Tibetan and Chinese Analogues
An old work which bears a great resemblance to Avadānaśataka and
has a number of stories in common with it is the Karmaśataka or
Hundred Karma Stories. This work, however, is unfortunately
preserved to us only in a Tibetan translation (Feer pp. XXIX f., 442
ff; V. V, 382 ff., 404 ff. and Journale Asiatique 1901 V. [53] XVII,
pp. 50 ff., 257 ff., 410 ff.; Speyer p. XIX f.). Translated from Sanskrit
but no longer preserved in the original language is also the Tibetan
collection of Avadānas now celebrated in the literature of the world
as the story book of Dsanglun under the title of The Wise Man and
the Fool. It has been translated into German by J. Schmidt. Takakusu
points to a Chinese version of this work (Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 1901, p. 447 ff.).
Divyāvadāna
A collection younger than the Avadānaśataka but one which has
incorporated in it exceedingly old texts is the Divyāvadāna or the
Divine Avadāna. The original Sanskrit has been edited by Cowell
and Neil of Cambridge. Large extracts from it had already been
translated by Burnouf (Introduction to the History of Indian
Buddhism). The title of the work is not certain; it is only found in the
chapter headings of some manuscripts. Rajendralal Mitra described a
manuscript entitled Divyāvadānamālā which greatly deviates from
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our printed edition (Nepalese Buddhist Literature, pp. 304-316). Also
a Paris manuscript which is described in the Cambridge edition (p.
663 ff.) harmonizes only partially with our Divyāvadāna.
Characteristics
This collection of stories, of great importance for the history of
Indian sociology, begins with the Mahāyānistic benediction, “Oh,
reverence to all the exalted Buddhas and Bodhisattvas” and contains
a few obviously later accretions in the Mahāyānistic sense. As a
whole, however, the book decidedly belongs to the Hīnayāna school.
As the example of the Mahāyānistic interpolation we may mention
chapter XXXIV which is noted in the collection itself as a
Mahāyānasūtra (p. 483). In chapter XXX there occurs the
ṣadakṣaravidya or the well-known Tibetan formula of [54] om mani
padme hum (Poussin, Boudhisme p. 381). The Sanskrit canon of
Buddhism is repeatedly mentioned and individual canonic texts are
quoted such as Dīrghāgama, Udāna, Sthaviragāthā (Oldenberg,
Zeitschift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 52,1891, pp.
653, 655 f., 658, 665). It mentions the four Āgamas (p. 333). Many of
the stories commence and terminate exactly as in the
Avadānaśataka. And finally a number of stereotyped phrases and
descriptions, so characteristic, appear again in self-same words in the
Divyāvadāna. In all probability they are derived from the common
source – the Vinayapiṭaka of the Sarvāstivādis. As a matter of fact,
more than half of the anecdotes have been borrowed from the latter
but several have been loans from the Sūtrālaṁkāra of Aśvaghoṣa
which we discussed above (Huber Bulletin de l’Ecole Francaise
d’Extreme Orient IV, 1904, 709 ff.; VI, 1906, 1 ff.; Sylvain Lévi
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T’oung Pao, V.VII, 1907, 105 ff., and Speyer Avadānaśataka II,
preface p. XVI f.).
Analysis of Components
The Divyāvadāna is composed of very varied materials. It has no
principle of division, nor is it uniform with regard to language and
style. Most of the legends are written in good simple Sanskrit prose
which is only here and there interrupted by gāthās. But in some
passages we find also elaborate poetry of genuine Kāvya style with
long compounds. The editor of this collection of legends appears,
therefore, to have simply pieced together a variety of stories from
other texts. From this also follows that the several component
elements of the work are assignable to different periods of time. If
our collection, as has been alleged, was already translated into
Chinese in the third Christian century it could not have been
published in the original long before that date. At the same time we
have to bear in mind that because some of the Avadānas in the
Divyāvadāna were translated into Chinese in the third century
(Cowell Neil, p. 655,), therefore it does not necessarily follow that
the work as a whole was rendered into Chinese (Kern Manual, p. 10;
Barth, Revue de l’Histoire des Religions 889, V. 19, p. 260). Not only
there is the mention of the successors of Aśoka, the kings of the
Śuṅga dynasty down to the [55] Puśyamitra (178 B.C.) but there is
the repeated occurrence of the dinara, which brings us down to the
second century. And some period after Aśvaghoṣa must have elapsed
before a compiler could take extracts from his Sūtrālaṁkāra for his
own anthology. The Divyāvadāna, therefore, was redacted rather in
the third than in the second century. Nevertheless it is remarkable
that just one of the most interesting legends in the Divyāvadāna, the
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story of Śārdūlakarṇa, was translated into Chinese in 265 A.D. The
contents of this Avadāna noteworthy in many respects, are as
follows:Śārdūlakarṇa: Love of the Untouchable
The Master was sojourning in Śrāvastī and Ānanda was wont daily to
repair to the town on his begging round. Once upon a time, as he was
returning from the town, he became thirsty and [met] a caṇḍāla
he to her, “giv
caṇḍāla girl, revered Ānanda.” “Sister,” said Ānanda, “I do not ask
you about your family and your caste, but if you have any water left,
give it to me and I will drink.” (Note that so far the similarity with
Jesus and the Samariitan woman is surprising, John 4, 7 ff., but the
whole course of the narrative further down in the Gospel is so
different that we can scarcely think of any connection between the
Buddhist and Christian Scriptures). The maiden hands him the water
to drink and falls deep in love with the Saint. She tells her mother
that she will die or have Ānanda for her husband. The mother, who
was a powerful witch, prepared a potent philtre and attempted her
sorcery on Ānanda with mantras. The process is described in a way
similar to the incantation in the Kauśikasūtra of the Atharvaveda.
The charm is successful. Ānanda comes into the house of the caṇḍāla
[56] has prepared a bed. But in the moment
of supreme danger, Ānanda breaks out into tears and supplicates the
Buddha in his distress. The latter hastens to his succour with his own
counter mantras. Ānanda leaves the caṇḍāla home and returns to his
monastery. The great witch declares to her unfortunate daughter
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the caṇḍāla maiden, was yet not cured of her love. She went into the
town and followed Ānanda day after day as he went forth on his
mendicant’s circuit. Once more Ānanda in his sorrow turned to the
ostensibly consented to her desire that Ānanda should be her
husband. Soon, however, he brings her to a frame of mind in which
she takes the vow of spinsterly chastity and turns a nun. She not only
has her hair shaven and dons the nun’s weeds, but dives into the
profundity of the four Noble Truths and understands the religion of
the Buddha in its entirety.
When, however, the Brahmans, warriors and citizens of Śrāvastī
heard that the Buddha made a caṇḍāla daughter a nun, they were
greatly perturbed, conveyed it to the king Praśenajit and the latter
immediately set out for the Master to remonstrate with him.
Numerous Brahmans, warriors and citizens of Śrāvastī had gathered
together there. Then the Buddha related the story of Triśanku, the
caṇḍāla chieftain. The latter, ages ago, was desirous of matching his
learned son Śārdūlakarṇa to the daughter of the proud Brahman
Puśkārasāri. The Brahman rejected his overtures with disdain and
now follows a most interesting dialogue in which Triśanku subjects
to searching criticism the caste system and the Brahmanic code of
morality. He demonstrates that between members of the various
castes there exists no such natural difference as between diverse
species of animals and plants. Moreover there could be no [57] caste
according to the doctrines of transmigration and the theory of
karma in as much as each individually is reborn in accordance with
his own deeds. Finally, Puśkārasāri is convinced of the erudition of
Triśanku and consents to the marriage. And, concludes the Master,
the Brahman’s daughter was in a former birth no other than the
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Triśanku; and who else could be Śārdūlakarṇa, but Ānanda.
This beautiful legend of the Buddhists was known to Richard
Wagner by means of the French translation of Burnouf (Introduction
p. 205 ff.) and upon it he has based his “Victors.”

Aśokāvadāna
Old because already translated into Chinese in the third Christian
century is also the cycle of stories called the Aśokāvadāna
incorporated with the Divyāvadāna (XXVIXXIX). The central
figure of the tales is the great king Aśoka. Historically these legends
contain hardly anything of moment. But the important exceptions
are, first, the mention of the persecution of Jainism (p. 427); and
secondly the intolerance of Buddhist monks under Puśyamitra (p.
433 f.). Rhys Davids has studied these allusions (Journal of the Pali
Text Society 1896, p. 88 f.). The tales are more valuable from the
literary standpoint. First of all here we have the extraordinary
dramatic legend of Upagupta and Māra. It is an unusually bold idea
to have Māra the Evil One, the Tempter, converted by a Buddhist
monk. Still bolder it is when saint Upagupta, who longs for a vision
of the Buddha, who had passed for centuries into Nirvāṇa, implores
his proselyte Māra to appear to him in the garb of the Buddha and
the latter, like an experienced actor, so thoroughly personates the
Buddha that the holy man sinks in obeisance before him. So
dramatically conceived is the whole story that one can well believe
that here simply a Buddhist drama is recapitulated. In language, style
and metre the piece belongs to the art of court poetry. We are not
therefore at all surprised that, as has been proved by Huber, the
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compiler of the [58] Divyāvadāna has extracted in its literal entirety
this magnificent section from the Sūtrālaṁkāra of Aśvaghoṣa.
Divyāvadāna pp. 356-364, translated by Wintlisch, Māra und
Buddha, p. 161 ff, Huber Ashvagosha: Sūtrālaṁkāra translated into
French, p. 263 ff, and Bulletin de l’Ecole Francaise d’Extreme Orient
4, 1904, p. 709 ff.
A Pāḷi version of this legend quite artless and undramatic has been
discovered from the Burmese book of Lokapaññatti by Duroiselle
(Bulletin de l’Ecole Francaise d’Extreme Orient, 4 1904, p. 414 ff.). It
is remarkable that the monastery in which Upagupta (who
subsequently became the preceptor of Aśoka) lived, was founded by
the brothers Nāṭa (actor) and Bhaṭa (soldier) and was accordingly
called Nāṭabhaṭika. Not inappropriately Levi calls the Aśokāvadāna
a kind Māhātmya of the Nāṭabhaṭika Monastery at Mathura.

Kuṇāla : Queen Mother and Step-Son
The source of one of the most charming legends in the Aśoka cycle
of tales in the Divyāvadāna remains unknown. It is the pathetic
episode of Kuṇāla. He was the son of King Aśoka, and at the
instigation of his wicked step-mother was blinded of his eyes of
wonderful beauty. Not for a moment did he feel indignation or
hatred against her who was the cause of so much misery to himself.
Pāḷi Parallels
The Divyāvadāna has many legends in common with the Pāḷi canon.
The seventh chapter is an extract from the Mahaparinirvāṇasūtra.
To a well-known Pāḷi sūtra or dialogue corresponds the history of
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Pūrṇa who goes out as an apostle to the wild and violent
Śroṇaparantakas, determined to bear with equanimity and gentleness
their invectives, assaults and attempts at murder (Divyāvadāna p.
36ff.).
Saṁyuttanikāya IV p. 60; Majjhimanikāya III, 267; Journal of the
Pali Text Society 1887, p. 23 Pāḷi jātaka No.4 answers to
Divyāvadāna, p. 498 ff., the story being that of the young merchant’s
son who sells a dead rat and gradually acquires enormous wealth.

[59]
Rūpavatī Sacrifice
The Rūpavatī-avadāna, thirty-second in our collection reminds us
rather of the legends in the Jātakamālā. The heroine cuts off her
breast to feed with her flesh and blood a starving woman who was
about to eat up her child. In her, however, we see the Mahāyāna
ideal of a Bodhisattva who when questioned as to the motive of her
behaviour, replies:“Verily I sacrifice my breast for the sake of the child not that I may
get kingdom or joys, not for heaven, not to become Indra, not to
reign supreme over the world as its sole sovereign, but for no reason
except that I may attain to supreme, complete, enlightenment in
order that I may, domesticate the untamed, liberate those that are
not free, console those that are disconsolate and that I may conduct
to complete Nirvāṇa the unemancipated. As true as this resolve of
mine is, may my womanly sex vanish and may I become a man.”
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No sooner did she utter these words than she was transformed into a
prince of Rūpavata who afterwards became king and reigned for 60
years.
In the same Kāvya style as the Jātakamālā there is the legend which
is an artistic elaboration of the Maitrakanyaka Avadāna in
accordance with the tradition of the Avadānaśataka of which it is
the thirty-sixth story. In our Divyāvadāna it is the thirty-eighth.
Extracts of this nature brings the collection of Divyāvadāna in
harmony with the ordinary category of the Avadānamālā literature.
Kalpadrumāvadānamālā
Poetic elaboration of avadāna stories drawn partly from the
Avadānaśataka and partly from other sources is represented by the
Kalpadrumāvadānamālā or the “Wishtree-avadāna-garland,” that is,
a garland of avadānas which procures all desires; by the
Ratnāvadānamālā or the “Precious stone avadāna-garlands;” and by
the Aśokavadānamālā, or the “Avadāna garland of king Aśoka.” [60]
Feer p. xxiii ff.; Speyer p. xii ff, xxi ff.; Raj. Mitra Nepalese
Buddhist Literature, pp. 6 ff. 197 ff., 292 ff. ; Bendall, Catalogue p.
110 ff. A legend from the Ratnāvadānamālā is translated by
Mahendra Lal Das in the Journal of the Buddhist Text Society, 1894,
part 3.

Unequivocal Mahāyānism
The Kalpadrumāvadānamālā begins with an elaboration of the last
story in the Avadānaśataka. And just as in the latter the elder
Upagupta appears carrying on a dialogue with king Aśoka so all the

Avadāna – 77

legends in these Avadānamālās have been shaped in the form of
conversations between Aśoka and Upagupta. The Aśokavadānamālā
in its first part contains legends of Aśoka himself, then only follow
religious instruction in the shape of historical narratives related by
Upagupta to Aśoka. Now all these three collections differ from the
Avadānaśataka not only in the circumstance that they have been cast
entirely in epic ślokas, but especially in that they belong
unequivocally to the Mahāyāna and in language and style remind
one of the Purāṇas. Besides, they must belong also to the period
which gave birth to the sectarian Purāṇas. It may be noted that as has
been shown by Waddell (Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal
proceedings, 1899, p. 70 ff.) Upagupta is only another name of Tissa
Moggaliputta, the preceptor of Aśoka. He is also a well-known
celebrity in Pāḷi literature.
Another collection which has liberally drawn upon the
Avadānaśataka is the Dvaviṁśatyavadāna or the Avadāna of the
Twenty-two Sections. Here also Upagupta is represented as holding
dialogues with Aśoka, but they soon disappear from the stage and
their place is occupied by Śākyamuni and Maitreya, the Buddha of
the present period and the Buddha to come. But the legends here are
related in prose and have been divided into sections in accordance
with the morals inculcated by each. They deal with “acts of merit,”
“listening to sermons,” “liberality,” and so forth.
The [61] Bhadrakalpāvadāna is a collection of thirty-four legends
which Upagupta relates to Aśoka. Its title connects the avadānas
with the age of virtue. It is similar to the Avadānamālās in that it is
entirely in verse. But in plan and contents it bears a resemblance to
the Mahāvagga of the Pāḷi Vinayapiṭaka.
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According to S. d’Oldenburg who has translated the thirty-fourth
story which is another version of ]ātakamālā 31, corresponding to
the Pāḷi jātaka No. 537 (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1892, p.
331 ff,) the Bhadra is of a later date than Kṣemendra who flourished
about 1040 A.D.
Miscellaneous Avadānas.
Just as in the sectarian Purāṇas there are extensive chapters and
sometimes entire independent works which are technically called
Māhātmyas, of legendary import and generally invented to explain
the origin of a festival or rite (vrata), so also we have a
corresponding category of Buddhist texts. A collection of such
legends is the Vratāvadānamāla or “Garland of avadānas on fasts
and rites” which has nothing in common with the Avadāna
collection mentioned above except that it has the same framework –
dialogues between Upagupta and Aśoka.
Raj. Mitra, pp. 102 ff., 22 ff., 231, 275 ff. Other texts of the same
class are at pp. 229 f., 232 f., 265 ff., 269 ff., 280 ff., L. Feer,
Suvarṇavaraṇa avadānam et Vratāvadānamālā xii, Rome, 1899 f, p.
19 ff.

These are obviously very late Mahāyāna texts. A collection of a most
variegated nature is the Vicitrakarṇikāvadāna which has thirty-two
stories, some of them derived from the Avadānaśataka and others
appertaining to the type of the Vratāvadāna. Mixed like the contents
is also the language being now a barbarous Sanskrit, now Sanskrit
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verse, again Pāḷi and so forth. (Speyer, pp. xciii-c.) All these books
are up to now only known in manuscript. But there are others which
are accessible to us though only in their Tibetan and Chinese
translations. [62]
Avadānas in Chinese and Tibetan
As regards avadāna collections in Chinese (see Feer xxx) the Contes
et Apologues Indiens of Stanislas Julien, Paris, 1860, translated into
German by Schnell, 1903, are of Chinese origin, ultimately going
back to Sanskrit prime texts. But in our collections of manuscripts
and in Chinese and Tibetan translations we have preserved to us not
only anthologies of avadānas, but also several individual avadānas
of extensive compass. For instance, the Sumāgadhāvadāna,
represents the legends of Sumāgadha, the daughter of the famous
merchant Anāthapiṇḍada, who creates an aversion for the Jains in
her husband and by a miracle converts the whole city to the religion
of the Buddha. In one of her former births she was the daughter of
dreams. These dreams have a wider significance than as affecting
Sanskrit or even Buddhist literature. They belong to the literature of
the world (See Jātaka No. 77 and S. d’Oldenburg in Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society p. 509 ff., and Tsuru-Matsu Tokiwai Studies in
Sumāgadhāvadāna, Dissertation for the University of Strassburg,
1889; Raj. Mitra, p. 237.) It is remarkable that the same avadāna is
quoted from a Vinaya text in the Abhidharmakośa Vyākhyā of
Yaśomitra. Finally, we have to make particular mention of the
ponderous corpus of avadānas by the great Kashmirian Buddhist
poet Kṣemendra, who flourished about 1040 A.D. His work the
Avadāna-Kalpalatā enjoys high reputation in Tibet.

Avadāna – 80

The text with the Tibetan translation is edited in the Bibliotheca
Indica series by Sarat Chandra Das and Hari Mohan Vidyabhushana.
Kṣemendra is a prolific writer and versifier of almost astounding
fertility. We shall come across him more than once later on because
he has occupied himself with various provinces of literature.
However, he [63] distinguished himself less by his genius and taste
than by his iron assiduity. The great mass of legends into which
Kṣemendra works the Buddhist Avadānas in the style of the elegant
poetry is more didactic than spiritual as regards the tales which he
selects. The Buddhist propensity to self-sacrifice has been carried
here to such refinement and to such a pitch and the doctrine of
karma has been inculcated with such extravagance and above all the
moral is so thickly strewn over that it often overshoots the mark.
The collection consists of 107 legends to which Somendra, the son of
Kṣemendra, added, besides an introduction, the one hundred and
eighth tale of Jīmūtavahāna. All these legends are mostly known to
us either from other Avadāna anthologies or otherwise. The
Padmavatī Avadāna, for instance, is the story of Padmavatī familiar

Mahāvastu (Nachrichten von der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften
zu Gottingen, 1901 p. 26) and Luders has shown that Kṣemendra has
worked up this legend after the Mahāvastu. The version by
Kṣemendra of this story has been reproduced in German verse by H.
Francke.
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Chapter 7: Mahāyānasūtras
[64] The entire Buddhist Sanskrit literature discussed up to now
belongs to the borderland and the buffer state between the Hīnayāna
and the Mahāyāna Buddhism. Now we turn to those works which
stand decidedly on the Mahāyāna soil. There is no canon of the
Mahāyāna, and there can be none because the Mahāyāna represents
no unity of sects. We are indeed, informed of a council which is said
to have been held under king Kaniṣka, but whether at this council
any canon was established, and if so, in what language and by what
sects, is left doubtful. The so-called “nine dharmas” are no canon of
any sect, but a series of books which have been composed at
different periods and belong to different persuasions, though all of
them enjoy a high veneration in Nepal today. These nine works are:
Aṣṭasahāsrikā Prajñāpāramitā, Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, Lalitavistara,
Laṅkāvatāra, Suvarṇaprabhāsa, Gaṇḍavyūha, Tathāgataguhyaka
Samādhirāja, Daśabhūmiśvara. All these scriptures are also
designated Vaipulyasūtras.

Worship of Books in Nepal
The term dharma in the “nine dharmas”’ is no doubt an abbreviation
for Dharmaparyāya or religious texts. A formal divine service is
accorded to these nine books in Nepal, a bibliolatry which is
characteristic of the Buddhism prevalent there and which is
manifested in the body of the text themselves.
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Saddharmapuṇḍarīka
The most important and as a literary production of high value
among the Mahāyānasūtrasi is the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, the “Lotus
of the Good Law.” It was translated into French as early as 1852 by
Burnouf and in 1884 an English translation by Kern appeared in the
Sacred Books [65] of the East series. The Sanskrit text was edited at
St. Petersburg in 1908 in the Bibliotheca Buddhica series by the joint
editors the Dutch scholar, Kern, and the Japanese professor, Bunyio
Nanjio. Whoever desires to be acquainted with the Mahāyāna
Buddhism with all its distinguishing features with all its excellences
and shortcomings, may be recommended a study of these texts. Here
very little remains of Śākyamuni as a man. The Buddha is properly
speaking now higher than a god, above all the divinities, an
immeasurably exalted Being, who has lived since countless æons and
who will live for all eternity. “I am the father of the world,” he says
of himself (xv, Gāthā 21), “who have sprung from myself
(Svayambhū), the physician and the protector of all creatures; and
only because I know how the fatuous are of perverted sense and
blind that I who have never ceased to exist, give myself out as
departed.” It is only because of his compassion for all creatures, his
regard for the infirmities of human understanding, that he pretends
to have entered Nirvāṇa. He is comparable to the physician who had
many sons and who once during their father’s absence fell seriously
ill. The father, on his return, treated them with medicaments, but
only a few of them took the medicine, the others refusing it. In order
to persuade even the latter to accept the treatment, the father goes
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out into a foreign country and pretends to be dead. The children,
who now feel themselves orphans, take the prescribed physio and are
healed. The Buddha has recourse to a similar stratagem when he
apparently enters Nirvāṇa, but again and again he emerges to
proclaim his gospel. (Chapter xv, Sacred Books of the East 21, p. 304
ff). It is his evangel that connects him with humanity, but not like
the Buddha of the Pāḷi sūtras, who roams about from place to place
as a mendicant friar to proclaim his doctrine, preaches the Buddha
“a [66] numerous assembly of monks and nuns and often still larger
crowds of thousands of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, of gods and demigods.” And whenever he purposes “to shower down the mighty rain
of religion, to sound the great drum of faith, to raise the lofty banner
of faith, to kindle the illuminating torch of creed, to blow the
powerful trumpet of religion, to beat the colossal kettle-drum of
religion, a flash of light breaks forth from the circle of hair between
his eyebrows which illuminates the eighteen thousand ‘Buddha
countries’ with all the Buddhas and the creatures therein and reveals
wonderous vision to the Bodhisattva Maitreya. For the Buddha of
the “Lotus” is likewise a mighty sorcerer who loves by means of
grand phantasmagoria to influence the minds of his audience. And
thus diverging as is this Buddha from the one known to us in the
ancient texts, so also deviates his doctrine from the Buddha of the
Hīnayāna. True, it is his mission to conduct the creatures to “Buddha
knowledge,” to enlightenment. But he gives them a particular vehicle
“the Buddha Vehicle,” which leads them to the goal. Every living
entity can become a Buddha that only listens to the sermon of the
Buddha, that performs any deed of virtue, that leads a moral life. But
even those who adore the relics, build stūpas, or construct images of
the Buddha of any kind whether of precious stone, marble, wooden
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statues or frescoes, and even children who set up stūpas of sand while
at play or scratch the lineaments of the Buddha on the wall, those
who offer flowers or incense to the stūpas or make music there, –
nay, even such as have fortuitously thought of the Lord with the idea
of “Veneration to the Buddha,” every one of them attains to supreme
illumination (chapter 2, Gāthās 61 ff, 74 ff, Sacred Books of the East
21, p. 47 ff). The three “vehicles” are only apparent. They are all
supposed to lead to Nirvāṇa, – that of the disciple, that of the
Pratyekabuddhas and that of the Bodhisattvas. In reality, however, it
is only the grace of the [67] Buddha by which the one as well as the
other reaches illumination and becomes Buddha. This tenet is
elucidated with one of those charming parables which not seldom
occur in the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka.
Parable of house on fire
In an old dilapidated house there lived a father with his children.
Suddenly the house took fire. The father was in agony about his
children. He was a strong man and could take up the younger ones in
his arms and fly from the house, but the house had only one door.
The children, who suspected nothing, were running about in play and
took no heed of his warning. He was threatened with perishing along
with his children in the surrounding fire. Now a sound idea occurred
to him. Children always love toys, and he called out to them and said
that he had all sorts of expensive toys, bullock-carts, toy carts,
antelope carts, collected for them out of the house. No sooner did the
children hear these words than they rushed out of doors and were
saved. Now they asked of their father for the promised three kind of
toy carts and the father, being a wealthy man, gave them splendid
and beautifully upholstered bullock-carts. The children were
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delighted and happy. Now who would accuse the father of falsehood
in that he promised the children three kinds of ordinary play carts
and gave them in reality carts of a most splendid description?
Similarly the Buddha treats the children that are men, inducing them
to come out by promise of the three “vehicles” from the burning and
dilapidated house of this world, saves them and bestows upon them a
unique vehicle, the costliest of all, the “Vehicle of the Buddha.”
The Buddha is also represented in the Buddhists parable of the lost
son as the good affluent father kindly disposed towards his sons, the
human children: [68]
Reclaimed son: a parable.
A rich man had an only son. He roamed about in foreign countries
for fifty years while the father was growing continually more
wealthy and had become a great man. But the son lived in foreign
lands impoverished and in straitened circumstances. At last he comes
home as a beggar where his father was all this while longingly
expecting him. The beggar son comes to the house of his father but
he does not recognise his parent in the great man who, surrounded
by a large retinue like a king, sits in the front of his mansion. As he
sees the pomp and circumstance, he flies from the house in fear lest
the beggar in tattered rags be maltreated. The father, however,
immediately recognises him and sends out his servants to fetch the
mendicant. Trembling and shaking with terror he is dragged along
and falls down powerless. The father then gives orders to release
him. The beggar stands up joyful and repairs towards the poor
quarters of the city. Now the wealthy man bethinks himself of a plan
to win the confidence of his son. He gets him oppressed with the
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meanest piece of work by the workmen in his house but takes
opportunity frequently to associate with him and gradually worms
himself into his confidence. Twenty years in this way pass by
without the father being recognised by the son. When on the point of
death he summons all his relations and announces that the beggar,
who had become his confidential servant was his own son, and
appoints him heir to all his estate. This wealthy man was the Buddha,
the son that was lost and recovered are the human children who only
very gradually draw themselves to the Buddha, the wise father, and
finally acquire his fortunate legacy. [69]
Figurative language
The Master is as frequently compared to a physician as to a loving
father. The simile is especially expanded in which the children of the
world are likened to those that are born blind and whose eyes are
opened by the great physician Buddha (p. 129 ff.). That the Buddha
knows no partiality but is to all equally a good father and physician
is brought home by means of two charming metaphors. Just as a
powerful rain cloud goes down caves and refreshes all grass, verdure
and trees by its moisture and just as the latter sucked by the dryness
of the earth blow into it new life, so also appears the Buddha in the
world and renovates all creatures by bringing them the gift of peace.
As the sun and the moon send down their rays equally on all, on the
good and the wicked, on the high and the low, so the precepts of the
Buddha are for the whole world. (pp. 199 ff. 122 ff, 128 ff.)
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Exaggeration of phrase and figure
All these similes would be more beautiful if they were not carried
out too extensively and extravagantly far so that the point of
comparison suffers. But this hyperbole in the figurative language is
quite characteristic of the book. It is an actual intoxication of words
with which the reader is deadened, the thought being drowned in the
inundation of verbiage. Still more immense and magnified than
words are figures. There lives, for instance, “a Buddha forty hundred
thousand myriads of ten million æons, as many as there are grains of
sand in the River Ganges”; and after he had attained to complete
Nirvāṇa, his true religion endured for a hundred thousand myriads
of ten million ages equal to the number of ears of corns in all India
and a degenerated form of the true faith continued further for a
thousand myriads of ten million [70] ages equal to the number of the
ears of corn in the four continents. And there arose one after another
in the world “twenty hundred thousand myriads of ten million” such
Buddhas (chap. xi, Sacred Books of the East, 21 text, pp. 376 f. 355).
In the most extravagant fashion, beyond all limits of computation
the Buddha is glorified, especially in the grandiose phantasmagoria
of Chapter XIV in which, through the magical powers of the
Buddha, the earth splits and suddenly appear from all sides many
hundred thousand myriads of ten thousand Bodhisattvas each with a
following as numerous as the aggregate grains of sixty Ganges
streams. And while these innumerable Bodhisattvas pay homage to
the Buddha fifty ages pass away during which a great silence rules
but which through the supernatural power of the Lord appear only as
an afternoon. To the astonished Maitreya the Buddha says that all
these Bodhisattvas have been his disciples. Equally limitless and
exaggerated is the adoration of the text itself. For, strangely enough,
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in the midst of our text there is the recurring mention of the
preaching and the exposition of the book by the Buddha and its
propagation by the preceptors. Thus in Chapter XI, Śākyamuni
causes to appear in the air a stūpa and from inside the stūpa is heard
a voice of a Buddha dead for myriads of ages; “Excellent, excellent,
exalted Śākyamuni, thou hast well uttered this sermon of the Lotus
of the good Religion; yea, it is so, it is so, exalted, blessed Lord.”
Time and again the merit of the preacher of the Lotus and the
faithful listeners of this exhortation is praised. It is cited in Chapter
XXII.
In praise of the Sūtra
The sermon of the Lotus is like fire for those who are benumbed,
like clothing to the naked, like a leader to the caravan, a mother to
children, a boat to those who would cross the river, a taper for the
dispelling of darkness. He who writes down this book or causes it to
be [71] written acquires endless merit. The female creature that
hears it has lived for the last time as a female. He who listens to the
sermon of the Lotus and declares his agreement with it shall always
have a sweet breath as if issuing from a lotus and from his body will
flow the fragrance of sandal.
Persistence of Purāṇic influence
All this immoderation of language and especially the laudation of
the text in the text itself are as peculiar to the Mahāyāna sūtras as to
the Purāṇas. The Amitayurdhyāna Sūtra lays down: “When a person
has committed much evil, but has not spoken ill of the great
Vaipulya Sūtras, and if he be a very stupid man, who neither feels
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reproach for his wicked deeds nor repents of them, but if he at the
moment of his death encounters a good and wise preceptor who
recites to him the superscription and titles of the twelve sections of
the Mahāyāna texts, and if he has thus heard of all the Sūtras, he will
be absolved from the great sins which would otherwise hurl him into
birth and death for thousands of ages.” It is the spirit of the Purāṇas
which is perceived in every line of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka. The
few points of contract between the text of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka
and that of the Śatapathabrāhmaṇa which Kern indicates by no
means suffice to bring the work in line with the Vedic literature
(Sacred Books of the East 21, p. xvi f.), and it is precisely on this
account that the book cannot belong to the earliest period of
Buddhism. If we did not know that it had already been translated
into Chinese between 255 and 316 A.D., we should not consider it as
so ancient, for the latter date must at least be its age.
Elements of diverse epochs
At all events, however, the book contains elements of diverse
periods. It is impossible that the Sanskrit prose and the gāthās in
“mixed Sanskrit” should have arisen contemporaneously, even if
they did not incorporate often glaring inconsistency of contents.
Frequently in the prose passages as also in the gāthās the [72] book is
spoken of as a metrical composition. It is probable that originally the
book consisted only of verse with brief prose passages interspersed
by way of introduction and links between the verses. These brief
prose paragraphs were subsequently expanded especially as the
dialect of the verse gradually became obsolete. And, without being
exactly commentary they came to serve as an exposition. It is
remarkable that just those chapters which contain no gāthās prove
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even on other grounds to be rather accretions. These chapters, from
xxi to xxvi, are more devoted to the panegyric of the Bodhisattvas
while the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka in the rest of the texts sings the
glorification of the Buddha Śākyamuni. One of these Bodhisattvas is
Bhaiṣajyarāja, the prince of the Physician’s art who, in xxi chapter
reveals magical formulæ and exorcisms (Dhāraṇīs) and in chapter
xxii, after he has for twelve years fed on fragrant substance and
drunk oil, covers himself in finest clothing, has an oil bath and burns
himself. For twelve thousand years his body burns without cessation,
and this grand sacrifice and glorious fire work has the only object of
showing respect to the Buddha and to the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka! The
xxivth chapter is devoted to the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, a great
redeemer. He who invokes him is free from every danger. The sword
of the executioner breaks to pieces when the person condemned to
death offers supplication to him. All fetters are loosened, only if his
name is pronounced. He saves the shipwrecked and the caravans
overtaken by robbers. A woman who desires a son or a beautiful
daughter has only to invoke Avalokiteśvara and her wish is fulfilled.
This chapter also contains a large gāthā extract to the glorification
of Avalokiteśvara, but this too is a late addition. For all the gāthās
are not older than the prose, many being interpolated at subsequent
periods. (Kern Sacred Books of the East 21 p. xviii f). The ancient
Chinese translation [73] contains doubtless chapters xxi-xxvi, but in
an order different from that of our Sanskrit text. This shows that the
pariśiṣṭas or appendices were not appertaining originally to the
work.
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Age of the Sūtra
Although, however, the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka represents later and
earlier ingredients it displays a much greater unity of character than
either the Mahāvastu or the Lalitavistara. It is not possible that the
older and the younger components should be separated by any
extensive lapse of time. If the book had assumed its present compass
between 265 and 316 A.D., when the first Chinese translation was
prepared or even earlier, in its primary formation it must have well
arisen about 200 A.D. Even Kern, who strives to establish that the
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka and the Lalitavistara have preserved materials
going back to the most ancient period of Buddhism, has been able to
cite instances only from the Lalitavistara. There is no ground for
asserting that the older text saw the light “a few centuries earlier,” as
Kern assumes (p. xxii). Bendall ascribes to the fourth or fifth century
a manuscript of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka discovered by him
(Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1901, p. 124). Fragments of the
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka have been discovered also in Central Asia
during the explorations by Stein and others (Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society 1911, p. 1067 ff). One fact is incontestable. The entire
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, prose and gāthā, presupposes a high
development of the Mahāyāna Buddhism, especially in the direction
of Buddha-bhakti, the adoration of relics, the worshipping of images
and, above all, a highly flourishing epoch of Buddhist art. For, when
there is such prominent mention of thousands of myriads of ten
millions of stūpas, which were erected for the relics of a Buddha or
of the ten millions of vihāras which are delineated as magnificent
buildings, most luxuriously, furnished there must have [74] existed at
least several hundreds of stūpas and vihāras, topes and monasteries,
and these were doubtless embellished with images of the Buddha in
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precious stones, with statues of the Buddha carved in wood or metal
and with reliefs and frescoes.
See especially chapter ii, Gāthās 77 ff., Sacred Books of the East. In
Japan the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka is the sacred book of the Nichiren
sect, Buniyu Nanjio, Short History of the Twelve Buddhist Sects,
Tokyo, 1886, p. 132 ff.

Kāraṇḍavyūha: its Theistic tendency
To the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara who has been eulogised in
Chapter XXIV of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka is also dedicated an
entire Mahāyānasūtra of great compass, the full title of which is
Avalokiteśvara-guṇakāraṇḍavyūha, – “The exhaustive description of
the basket of the merits of the Avalokiteśvara.” The title is usually
mentioned in its abbreviated shape of Kāraṇḍavyūha. We have two
versions of this book, the more ancient one being in prose and the
younger in ślokas. The prose text was edited by Satyavrata
Shamashrami in 1873. The catalogue of the India Office library
registers an edition which seems to have appeared in 1872 at
Serampore.
Burnouf, Introduction pp. 196-206, Raj. Mitra, Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, p, 95 ff. Bendall, Catalogue p. 9ff; La Vallée-Poussin,
Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics II, p.259 f.

The metrical recension occupies theistic ground. For it is related how
at the beginning of things appeared the Ādibuddha or the primitive
Buddha, also called Svayambhū, or Self-Being and Ādinātha or the
First Lord, and created the world by his meditation. Avalokiteśvara
is derived from this spirit and he co-operated in the creation of the
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world fashioning from his eyes the moon and the sun, Maheśvara
from his forehead, Brahman from his shoulders, Narāyana from his
heart, and from his teeth the goddess of speech Sarasvatī. Precisely
as this introduction is of the [75] Purāṇic kind, so also are the
language and style of the metrical Kāraṇḍavyūha totally of the
younger Purāṇas. We have no evidence that the theistic Buddhism
with its Ādibuddha as a creator existed in India, prior to the tenth
century. Even La Vallée-Poussin only demonstrates that the creed of
Ādibuddha was spread over India but not that it can be proved to
have existed in ancient times. (Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics,
I. p. 95). Further, the fact that the Tibetan translation which was
made probably in 1616 A.D. and which is found in the Kanjur and is
based on the prose version, which does not contain the Ādibuddha
section, shows that the poetic version was then unknown. (La ValléePoussin, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, II, p. 259). On the
other hand, the cult of Avalokiteśvara is already familiar to the
Chinese pilgrim Fa-hien, about 400 A.D. He himself implores this
Bodhisattva for rescue when he is overtaken by a storm on his
voyage from Ceylon to China. The oldest images of Avalokiteśvara
date from the fifth century. A Chinese translation of a
Kāraṇḍavyūha was made as early as 270 A.D.
L. A. Waddell, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1894, p. 57; A.
Foucher, Etude sur l’iconographic Boudhique de l’Inde, Paris 1900 p.
97 ff., and La Vallée-Poussin, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics
II, p. 250 ff; Buniyo Nanjio, Catalogue No. 168 where the title is
given a Ratnakāraṇḍaka-vyūhasūtra. A second translation was made
between 420 and 479.
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Potency of Avalokiteśvara
The basic idea is the same in both the versions of the Kāraṇḍavyūha
– the exaltation of the marvellous redeemer Avalokiteśvara, “the
Lord looking down,” that is, he who surveys with infinite
compassion all the creatures. This interpretation is found in the text
itself (Burnouf, Introduction, p. 201 f.), but it is possible to explain
the name in other ways (La Vallée-Poussin, Encyclopaedia of
Religion and Ethics, II, p. 201 f.), Avalokiteśvara here appears as a
typical Bodhisattva but declines to enter into Buddhahood so long as
all [76] the creatures have not been emancipated. To bring salvation
to all the creatures, to succour all the sorrowing, to save all from
want, to exercise unbounded commiseration which does not recoil
from sin, and does not stop short at the gates of hell, this is the one
and the only obligation of the Avalokiteśvara. Words are placed in
the mouth of Avalokiteśvara to the effect that it is better for a
Bodhisattva to commit sins in the exercise of sympathy, to suffer in
hell rather than to disappoint a creature of the hopes centred by the
latter in him (Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, II, p. 257 f.). The
opening chapter of the Kāraṇḍavyūha portrays how he descends into
the fireful Avīci (hell) in order to set free the tormented from their
pain. No sooner does he enter it, than the scorching glow turns into
agreeable coolness; in place of the cauldrons in which millions of the
damned are boiling like vegetable, there appears a lovely Lotus
Pond. The seat of torture is transformed into a pleasance.
E. B. Cowell, Journal of Philology, vi, 1876, p. 222 ff., reprinted also
in Indian Antiquities, viii, 249 ff. L Scherman, The Vision Literature,
p. 62 ff. Cowell compares the apocryphal gospel of Nicodemus and
derives the Indian from the Christian legend.
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His peregrinations
From this hell Avalokiteśvara passes on to the abode of the Pretas
and treats with food and drink these ghosts writhing with everlasting
hunger and thirst. One of his wanderings takes him to Ceylon where
he converts the cannibal female giant Rākṣasī, from thence to
Benares where he preaches the doctrine to the creatures who have
been born as insects and worms, and thence to Magadha where he
saves the inhabitants in a miraculous way from a terrible famine. In
Ceylon he appears as the winged horse Balaha in order to carry away
and save from perishing the shipwrecked persons enticed by the
giant sorceress. [77]
Jātaka No., 196, where the winged charger is identified with the
Buddha in a previous birth. In the Kāraṇḍavyūha the merchant
Siṁhala carried off to Ceylon is the Buddha Śākyamuni in an earlier
existence.

Little as is the claim of books like the Kāraṇḍavyūha upon our
attention, on the whole we are bound to concede that hardly
anywhere else human helplessness and longing for emancipation
have found a more vigorous expression than in these tracts and the
idea of redemption a finer instrumentality than in the personation of
Avalokiteśvara.
Sukhāvatīvyūha : the Land of Bliss
The Buddhist’s longing for spiritual liberation finds a more logical
outlet in the Sukhāvatīvyūha a detained description of the Land of
Bliss. As the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka serves to glorify the Buddha
Śākyamuni, as the Kāraṇḍavyūha is dedicated to the Bodhisattva
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Avalokiteśvara, so the Sukhāvatīvyūha is sacred to the panegyric of
the Buddha Amitābha. Among the innumerable Buddhas there is one
who, by means of prayers or praṇidhāna in a former life faithfully
practising the virtues of a Bodhisattva for untold ages, was born
again in the world of Sukhāvatī in the Occident. There he produces
boundless light, whence his name Amitābha; and immeasurable is the
duration of his life, whence his other name, Amitāyus. In this
“Buddha country,” the Paradise of Sukhāvatī, there is no hell, there
is no existence as beasts, Pretas, or Asuras. This blessed land is filled
with infinite fragrance. There grow trees of precious stones in many
hundred thousand colours and equally marvellous lotus flowers.
There are no mountains there but the land is a plain like the palm of
the hand. Charming rivulets supply lovely sweet water and their
splashing makes the most lovely music. The creatures that are born
in Sukhāvatī are provided with the most fascinating qualities of body
and mind and enjoy all the delights which they have only to [78]
wish for. There is no difference between men and gods. There is no
such thing as day or night. There is no darkness. Amitābha is
continuously praised and he who constantly thinks in reverence of
him, he who bethinks himself of the growth of his good deeds, he
who turns his thoughts to enlightenment, and he who devoutly prays
to be born in that world, to him Amitābha appears in the hour of his
death and the aspirant sees the light again in the Land of Bliss. Nay,
even those who think of Amitābha with a single thought are born
there. But the creatures in Sukhāvatī are not born of woman. They
come into being seated on lotus flowers when they have firmly
believed in Amitābha or as adhering to the chalice of a lotus when
their faith is not sufficiently firm. Joyous and tranquil, perfectly
wise and immaculate live the creatures in that world of benignity.
With that extravagance of language and exaggeration of figures
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which are come across in Mahāyānasūtras is also described the
grandeur of Amitābha and his paradise in the Sukhāvatīvyūha.
Of this book we have two diverse recensions. The longer one which
might well be the original and the shorter one which appears to be
an abbreviated edition of the former with an emended introduction.
Both versions have been edited by Max Müller, Bunyiu Nanjio in the
Anecdota Oxoniensia Aryan Series, Vol. I, part II, Oxford, 1883, and
translated by Max Müller Sacred Books of the East vol. 49, part 2. A
third book called the Amitāyurdhyānasūtra is less occupied with the
picture of the country of Sukhāvatī than with the exhortations to
meditation or dhyāna of Amitāyus by means of which a man attains
to the Blessed Land. It is translated from Chinese by J. Takakusu in
Sacred Books of the East Vol. 49, part 2, p. 159 ff. [79]
This Sūtra is unfortunately not preserved to us in the original
Sanskrit, but only in a Chinese translation and is interesting in that it
contains the history of Ajātaśātru and Bimbisāra known also in the
Pāḷi accounts. (Kern, Der Buddhismus I, 243 ff, Spence Hardy,
Manual of Buddhism, London, 1860 p. 317 f.) A Sukhāvatīvyūha is
reported to have been translated into Chinese between 148 and 170
and there are no less than twelve versions of it dating from different
centuries. In 402, Kumārajīva translated the shorter version. A
translation of the Sukhāvatīvyūha-Sūtra is also credited to HiuenTsiang in 1650 A.D. (Nanjio, Catalogue Nos. 23, 25, 27, 199, 200,
863). This testifies to the favour in which the text was held in China.
In Japan, however, the three texts relating to Amitāyus and
Sukhāvatī form the fundaments of the doctrine of the two Buddhistic
sects of Jodoshu and Shinshu. The latter has the largest number of
adherents of any Buddhist sect in Japan. It is to be noted that the
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literary value of these texts by no means corresponds to their
importance in religious history.
B. Nanjio, Twelve Japanese Buddhist Sects pp. 104 ff., 122 ff., and
Anecdota Oxoniensia, Vol. I, p. xviii ff. H. Hass, Amida Buddha, our
Refuge, Texts for the understanding of Sukhāvatī-Buddhism, Leipzig
1910.

Mañjuśrī
In the cult and in the art of the Buddhist the Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī
occupies a distinguished position along with Avalokiteśvara. In the
Gaṇḍavyūha, Mañjuśrī is glorified as the only one who can help the
aspirant to perfect enlightenment. This work is only available in
manuscript. It was translated into Chinese between 317 and 420
under the title of Avataṁsakasūtra or Buddhāvataṁsakasūtra and is
the cardinal text-book of the Japanese Buddhist sect Ke-gon.
Raj. Mitra Nepalese Buddhist Literature, p. 90 ff; Bendall Catalogue,
p. 28 According to Hodgson’s Essays, p. 16 (also see p. 49) Āryasaṅga
was the author of this book; compare also Burnouf, Introduction p.
111. [80]

It is Professor Takakusu who informs us that the Gaṇḍavyūha is
identical with the Chinese Avataṁsaka for he has made a
comparison of the Sanskrit with the Chinese original.
See Wassiljew, Der Buddhismus, p. 171 ff, and B. Nanjio, Twelve
Japanese Buddhist Sects, p. 57 ff. The Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra No 971 in B.
Nanjio Catalogue (see No. 782) translated between 746-771 is
altogether a different work.
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Kāruṇāpuṇḍarīka Sūtra
The Sūtra, which has many points of contact with the
Sukhāvatīvyūha but which has also many legends of the class of
Avadānas, is the Kāruṇāpuṇḍarīka, the Lotus of Compassion. It
relates to the marvellous country of Padma where the Buddha
Padmottara worked and whose life was thirty world-periods. The
Sūtra was translated into Chinese in the sixth century.
Raj. Mitra, p. 285 ff; Bendall Catalogue, p. 73 Sylvain Lévi has
discovered and published a legend from the Kāruṇāpuṇḍarīka in the
Tokharia language (Memorial) volume to Vilhelm Thomsen,
Leipzic, p. 155 ff.

Laṅkāvatāra
While these Mahāyānasūtras are devoted mainly to the cult of the
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas whose wonderful qualities and mighty
deeds are eulogised or legends in connection with whom are
recounted, there is a series of sūtras in Buddhist Sanskrit which
partake more of a philosophical or dogmatic character. Of this
nature is the Laṅkāvatāra, or as it is also called
Saddharmalaṅkāvatāra. The book gives a report of the miraculous
visit of the Buddha Śākyamuni to Ravana, the King of Ceylon.
Ravana pays his reverence to the Buddha and presses him for a reply
to a number of his enquiries touching the religion. The answers
given by the Buddha which represent the doctrine of the Yogācāra
[81] school go to form the main contents of the ten chapters of the
sūtra. It is, moreover, interesting inasmuch as it explores the tenets
of the Sāṁkhyas, Vaiśeṣikas, Paśupatas and other philosophical
schools and religious denominations of Brahmanic origin.
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Remarkable is a prophetic passage in chapter 10 where the Buddha
says: –
“A hundred years after my Nirvāṇa will live Vyāśa, the composer of
the Mahābhārata. Then will arise the Paṇḍavas, Kauravas, Nandas
and Mauryas. The Nandas, Mauryas, Guptas and Mlecchas, the most
degraded of princes, will be the rulers. The domination of the
barbarians will be succeeded by an upheaval which in its turn will
herald the Kāliyuga.”

The teaching of the Yogācāra school is the same as the doctrine of
Asaṅga and the same precepts are found in the
Mahāyānaśraddhotpada.
The mention of the barbarians can only refer to the reign of the Hun
princes, Toramana and Mihirakula, and consequently the book must
have been composed in the beginning of the sixth century. But as
again a Chinese translation of the Laṅkāvatāra had already been
made in 433, the excerpt must belong to a subsequent recension or
can only be an interpolation.
Burnouf, Introduction, p. 458 ff. Bendall Catalogue, p. 20 ff.; S. Ch.
Vidyabhusana; An Analysis of the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra, Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal 1905, ff: Raj Mitra Nepalese
Buddhist Literature p. 113 f, where, however, the statement about a
Chinese translation made in 168-190 is incorrect. See Bunyiu Nanjio
Catalogue Nos. 175-177. Of the same species of literature is also
Daśabhūmiśwara Mahāyānasūtra in which the Buddha holds an
exhortation to the gods in Indra’s heaven on the ten states, the
“daśabhūmi” through which an entity arrives at Buddhahood. This
Sūtra was translated into Chinese in 400 Raj Mitra Nepalese
Buddhist Literature, p. 81 ff., Bendall Catalogue p. 4 f. [82]
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Samādhirāja
Of a dogmatic nature is also the Samādhirāja, the King of
Meditations. It is a dialogue between Candraprabha and the Buddha.
It is shown here how the Bodhisattva by means of the diverse
meditations, especially the supreme one the sovereign meditation
can achieve transcendent knowledge of the conditions which are
necessary for the preparation of the mind for the loftiest stage of
thought. The conditions are veneration of the Buddhas; absolute
renunciation of the world, gentleness and benevolence to all
creatures, complete indifference with reference to one’s own life and
health; in the case of necessity, sacrifice for others; and finally the
conviction of non-reality of the world or firm faith in the universal
Void or Śūnyatā. When meditating on the form of the Buddha the
candidate must not think of any corporeal shape because the Buddha
is composed of pure religion, he is not procreated, he is effect
without cause, he is the cause of all things and without beginning, of
boundless greatness and illimitable beneficence. The same ideas
recur repeatedly in between, there being legends of holy men who
propounded the great Samādhi.
Raj. Mitra Nepalese Buddhist Literature, 29-7-221. Bendall
Catalogue, p.22f.

Suvarṇaprabhāsa Sūtra
Based from the standpoint of negativism or Śūnyatāvāda is likewise
Suvarṇaprabhāsa or Golden Effulgence, the contents of which are
partly philosophical partly legendary and partly digress into the
region of Tantra-Buddhism. The Buddha is here an eternal divine
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Being. A Brahman asks for a relic of the Buddha, be it no bigger
than a mustard seed (chapter II). But he is instructed that it is easier
to have hair grown on the back of a tortoise than to find such a relic.
For the Buddha is not really born but his [83] true corporeal frame is
the Dharmakāya or Dharmadhātu, that is, an immaterial body
consisting only of religion.
According to Suzuki’s Aśvaghoṣa’s Discourse on the Awakening of
the Faith, p. 62 n. Dharmakāya denotes the Absolute.

Nor did the Buddha enter Nirvāṇa, his body being eternal. A large
portion of the Sūtra is occupied with the glorification of the Sūtra
itself. In chapter VIII appears the goddess Sarasvatī, in chapter IX
Mahādevī, the consort of Śiva, to belaud the Sūtra. Among the
legends which we find related in the Suvarṇaprabhāsa we encounter
that of the prince who kills himself to serve as food to a starving
tigress and the father of the prince preserves his bones in a golden
casket over which to erect a stūpa. There is, however, also a recital
of magical terms or Dhāraṇīs and Tantra-ritual in the book. On the
whole we see a diction the most sluggish among sectarian Purāṇas
and one would wonder how the Golden Effulgence had acquired
such immense reputation among the Buddhists of Nepal, Tibet and
Mongolia, if the people concerned were not of a comparatively a low
state of culture. The Sūtra was translated into Chinese in the sixth
century.
Burnouf, Introduction p. 471 ff., Raj. Mitra Nepalese Buddhist
Literature p. 241 ff. Bendall Catalogue, p. 12 f.; M. Anesaki,
Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics IV, p. 839. According to La
Vallée-Poussin Bouddhisme, Etudes and Materiaux, p. 127, the
Suvarṇaprabhāsa is nothing but a Mahātmya of Dhāraṇīs. A
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fragment of the Suvarṇaprabhāsa, which is also quoted in the
Sikṣasamuccaya, Bendall p. 160, ff., has been published by H Stonner
from a zylograph discovered at Idykutsari (SBA 1904 p. 1810 ff.)

Rāṣṭrapāla Sūtra
Partly dogmatic and partly legendary in nature is the
Rāṣṭrapālasūtra, also entitled Rāṣṭrapāla
translated into Chinese between 589-618. The Sūtra consists of two
portions, the first of which is more of a dogmatic nature and
contains the responses of the [84] Buddha to Rāṣṭrapāla’s questions
on the qualities or Dharmas of a Bodhisattva. The second part
narrates the Jātaka of the prince Puṇyaraśmi whose story has some
features in common with the legend of the Buddha. But even in the
first portion the Buddha briefly narrates his deeds in previous births
to elucidate the Bodhisattva Dharmas and in the course of his
address makes mention of fifty Jātakas. At the end of these Jātakas
there is an abrupt prophecy on the future decay of the religion which
is the most important section of the Sūtra. For the picture sketched
here so vividly and with such precision could only be a reflection of
actual facts and must be a satirical portrayal of the lax morals of the
Buddhist monks, since we are told, for instance:
Prevision of degeneracy
“Without self-reproach and without virtue, proud, puffed up,
irritable will be my monks; intoxicated with spirituous liquor. While
they grasp the banner of the Buddha they will only serve men of the
world, and they will have to themselves, like householders, wives,
sons and daughters. They will not eschew lust so that they may not
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be born as beasts, spirits and denizens of hell. They will address
homilies to fathers of families but will remain themselves
unbridled.”
, published by L.
Finot Bib. Budd, II, St. Petersburg 1901; La Vallée-Poussin “Le
Museon” IV, 1903, p. 306 ff. With the Pāḷi Ratthapālasutta our Sūtra
has nothing in common except the name Rāṣṭrapāla in Pāḷi
Ratthapala.

questions among the
so forth; Nanjio, Catalogue, p. xiii ff. Finot, p. ix ff, 28 ff.

This vaticination of corrupt monasticism reminds us of a similar one
in the Pāḷi Theragāthā. And the Chinese translation of the
ccha made between 589 [85] and 618 shows that the
circumstances depicted here must have arisen already in the sixth
century. But the sūtra cannot be much older than the Chinese
translation as is evidenced by the barbarous language, especially in
the gāthās, which is an intermingling of Prakrit and bad Sanskrit, the
artificial meter and the untidy style.
The most important and the most reputed of all the “philosophic”
Mahāyānasūtras are the Prajñāpāramitās, sūtras of perfection of
wisdom. They treat of six perfections (pāramitās) of a Bodhisattva,
but particularly of the Prajñā or wisdom, the supreme excellence.
This wisdom, however, consists in the recognition of the Śūṇyavāda
or negativism which declares everything as “void,” denies Being as
well as non-Being and has for a reply to every question a “No”. It is
believed to have been at first a sūtra of one hundred and twenty-five
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thousand ślokas in which this wisdom was inculcated in the shape of
dialogues in which the Buddha was the principal speaker.
Subsequently this sūtra was abbreviated into a hundred thousand,
twenty five thousand, ten thousand, and lastly eight thousand ślokas.
According to another tradition the sūtra with eight thousand ślokas
was the original, it being subsequently gradually expanded. As a
matter of fact, we are acquainted with Prajñāpāramitās of a hundred
thousand, of twenty five thousand, of eight thousand, of two
thousand five hundred and of seven hundred ślokas. In the
Mahāyāna often as in the Hīnayāna there is mention of ten but more
frequently of six pāramitās, viz., generosity, performance of duty,
gentleness, intrepidity, meditation and wisdom. (Dharmasaṁgraha
17.)
(The Prajñāpāramitās are prose works but in India it is customary to
measure even texts in prose by ślokas each unit consisting of thirtytwo syllables.) [86]
The Tibetan Sher-phyin is a literal translation of the Śatasahasrika
which has been quoted as Bhagavati in the Sikṣasamuccaya. It was
translated into Chinese between 402 and 405 according to Anesaki
(Le Museon VII, 1903). This translation contains quotations from
Pāḷi texts (Bendall C. pp. 143-148 and Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 1898 p. 370.

The senseless customs of embodying constant repetitions which we
find so annoying in the Pāḷi suttas becomes in the voluminous
Prajñāpāramitās so limitless and excessive that it would be quite
possible to strike out more than half of these colossal works like the
Śatasahasrika for the same sentences and phrases recur times
without number. Thus, for instance, it is not only said in the
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introduction that out of the whole body of the Buddha rays of light
break forth and an immeasurable effulgence is spread over the entire
world; but it is repeated of his teeth, bones, of each member and
particle of his body that rays of light issue from them to the east, the
west and so on, and in the case of each cardinal point the entire
description is repeated. It is not enough for these writers to say that
“everything is only name,” but this everything is detailed to
exhaustion in interminable series of sentences. It is conceivable that
men should entertain the philosophical view that the world is not a
reality and that all is negation and that man is unable to express any
verdict on any question except in the shape of a negative, but that
people should from this standpoint offer universal denial and write
book after book and thousands of pages might appear impossible.
But this impossibility is materialised in the Prajñāpāramitās. This
extravagance for the sake of extravagance is explained by the
supposition that the monks scribbled so much because it was with
them a religious merit to transcribe as much as possible of these
sacred books and to write out of them to the same extent. The same
principal reiteration manifests itself in Buddhistic [87] art. Entire
vast surfaces of rocks and caves are covered with the images of the
Buddha. As regards the contents of these treatises the essential
doctrine in the Hundred Thousand Prajñāpāramitās is the same as in
the Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā. The latter resembles considerable
in form the Hīnayānasūtra. It consists of a few pages in which the
doctrine of these texts is condensed. As in the voluminous
Prajñāpāramitās here also it takes the form of a dialogue between
the Buddha and Subhūti. The Śūnyatā doctrine is not explored and
no attempt is made to inculcate it; but it is simply repeatedly stated.
There is no pretence at argument. Starting from the ancient Buddhist
dogma of the non-Ego here not only the Ego but everything else is
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denied, – even the doctrine of the Buddha and the Buddha himself.
This we read in the Vajracchedikā (Ch. 13.)
The Vajracchedikā has been edited by Max Müller and translated by
him in the Sacred Books of the East. For Stein Fragments in Khotan
see Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1903. It was translated into
French by Harlez (Journal Asiatique 1891). The same scholar printed
and translated the Manchu version (Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde
des Morgenlandes 1897). It was translated into Chinese about 401. In
Japa
degenerate into magical formulæ. Fragments of the Vajracchedikā
in a north Aryan translation and a Adhyardhaśatika Prajñāpāramitā
in a Sanskrit recension with sections in the north Aryan have been
made known to us from Central Asia by Leumann.
There are no doubt as many non-Buddhist readers who see in
utterances like those of Ch. 13 profound sense as those who see
nothing but nonsense in it. As a matter of fact it need not be either
one or the other, but just that “middle doctrine” which proceeds in
paradoxes in that it on one [88] hand asserts nihilism in the strictest
sense of the word and on the other so far recognises the phenomenal
world as to admit the relative truth of things and the doctrine
becomes comparatively intelligible only by the assumption of a dual
nature of verity, a superior and an inferior one as has been clearly
and significantly taught by Nāgārjuna. It may be noted that among
those who are the least enthusiastic about this phase of Buddhism is
Barth who declares (Revue de l'histoire des Religions 1882) that “la
sagesse transcendante, qui sait, qu’il n’y a ni choses existantes ni nonexistantes, ni de realite qui ne soit aussi une non-realite, saggesse
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qu’ont proclammée et proclamerone des infinites de myriades
d’arhats et de bodhisatvas qui ont ete et n’ont pas ete quit seront et ne
seront pas; qui, grace a sa science de Buddha, a sa vue de Buddha,
sant percus, aporcus, connus due Buddha, lequel luimeme, n’est ni
existant ni non-existant.”

109

Chapter 8: Nāgārjuna
[89] The adherents of the Hīnayāna proclaim the Prajñāpāramitā in a
hundred thousand ślokas to be the latest Mahāyānasūtra and
attribute its authorship to Nāgārjuna. The authority for this is
Tāranātha, the Tibetan historian (p. 71), whose work has been
translated from the Tibetan by Scheifner. So far the tradition may be
correct in that it is an apocryphal sūtra issuing from the school of
Nāgārjuna, for it consists, like all Prajñāpāramitās, only of
innumerable repetitions of the principles of the Madhyamika system
founded by Nāgārjuna. What appears in the dialogues of those sūtras
as somewhat abstruse and confused is expressed systematically and
with lucid clarity in the Madhyamakakārikās or Madhyamikasūtras
of Nāgārjuna. This principal work of Nāgārjuna, with the
commentary by Chandrakīrti called Prasannapada, was published by
L. de La Vallée-Poussin, in the St. Petersburg Bibliotheca Buddhica,
in 1903, and the twenty fourth chapter of the commentary has been
translated by the same Belgian scholar in the Mélanges Le Charles
de Harlez. The Madhyamakakārikā is a systematic philosophical
work of the class with which we have been familiar in Brahmanic
scientific literature. It is in a metrical form to help the memory. It is
composed as kārikās to which the author himself usually appends his
own scholia. Now the commentary composed by Nāgārjuna himself
to his work and the title of which we know to be Akutobhāya is no
longer extant in Sanskrit but is known to us only in a Tibetan
translation. This valuable scholia, has been translated from the
Tibetan by Max Walleser. Both the old commentaries of
Buddhapālita and Bhavaviveka are preserved only in the Tibetan
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Tanjur. Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakāvatāra is also preserved nowhere
except in the Tanjur. It is a prolegomena not only to the
Madhyamika [90] system but to the Mahāyāna philosophy in general.
This too has been made accessible to us by La Vallée-Poussin in his
French version from the Tibetan (Le Museon, viii, 1907, 249 ff.; xi,
1910, 271 ff.). The Sanskrit commentary on the Madhyamikasūtra,
which we possess, is the one by Candrakīrti who probably lived in
the first half of the seventh century. Candrakīrti and Candragomi
were contemporaries and rivals. Candragomi was a disciple of
Sthiramati who flourished at the close of the sixth century. A
contemporary of Sthiramati was Dharmapāla. A disciple of the latter
knew Candrakīrti, while Bhavaviveka, the contemporary of
Dharmapāla, has been quoted by Candrakīrti (N. Peri, La vie de
Vasubandhu, Extrait du Bullétin de l'Ecole française d'Extrême
Orient). According to S. Ch. Vidyābhuśana (Journal of the Buddhist
Text Society, v. 1897) Candrakīrti, however, was a contemporary of
Saṅkara. It is also from these philosophical sūtras that we first come
to know its doctrine which, originating with the denial of the soul
taught in the Theravāda school, came to repudiate both Being and
non-Being and is, therefore, designated the Middle Doctrine.
Vindication of Middle doctrine
In this treatise the natural objection is placed in the mouth of the
opponents of Negativism: If all is “void” and if there is no beginning
and no end, then there could possibly be no four “noble truths,” no
conduct of life on the principles of recognition of these verities, no
fruit of good or bad deeds, no doctrine of the Buddha (Dharma), no
monastic order and, finally, no Buddha himself. Accordingly the
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entire system of the Buddha’s religion should fall to the ground. To
this Nāgārjuna replies:
“The doctrine of the Buddha is based on two verities – conventional
truth, in which the profound sense is occult, and truth in the supreme
sense. Who so does not know the [91] difference between these two
truths does not understand the deep contents of the Buddha’s
precepts. Only as based on the truth of ordinary life can the supreme
verity be inculcated and only with the help of the latter can Nirvāṇa
be attained.”

We see, indeed, no other possibility of reducing to sense many a
passage of the Prajñāpāramitās which strikes us as meaningless or
preposterous except on the basis of its accommodating itself in the
history of philosophy to the not unknown assumption of a two-fold
truth. Vallée-Poussin gives us a sound presentment of this
Madhyamika doctrine in his “Buddhism” (pp. 189 ff., 290 ff. See also
Anesaki, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, ic, p. 838.)
Other works attributed to Nāgārjuna
Besides Madhyamakakārikās, many other works are attributed to
Nāgārjuna, whether rightly or wrongly we are no longer able to
decide.
Dharmasaṁgraha passes for his production. It is a small dictionary
of Buddhist technical terms and the original Sanskrit text has been
preserved to us. It is edited by Kenjiu Kasawara, Max Müller and H.
Wenzel. It is to be noted that half of the termini of this
Dharmasaṁgraha also occur in the Dharmasarīrasūtra which was
discovered in the sands of Central Asia by Grünwedel (and which
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has been published by Stonner SBA, 1904, p. 1282 ff.). On the other
hand, the
or the “Friendly epistle” – a letter from
Nāgārjuna to a king on the basic principles of the Buddhist religion
in one hundred and twenty-three verses – is known to us only in an
English translation from the Tibetan version, the original Sanskrit
having perished. (Wenzel in Journal of the Pali Text Society, 1886, p.
1 ff.). Unfortunately we cannot determine who this king was to
whom the epistle is addressed although, according to our Chinese
sources, it was Sātavāhana, while the Tibetans call him Udāyana. It
is noteworthy that the missive contains nothing which might not also
appear in the Pāḷi [92] canon, while its several verses coincide
verbally with the Pāḷi Dhammapada and similar texts. Many ślokas
are in harmony with well-known Brahmanic proverbs. The Chinese
pilgrim I-tsing highly extols this work of Nāgārjuna and bears
witness to its being widely read and learnt by heart in India in his
day (Takakusu p. 158 ff.). The first Chinese translation of the epistle
dates from 431 A.D. I-tsing himself prepared a Chinese version of
the epistle of Nāgārjuna which he despatched from India to a friend
in China. (Op. cit. p. 166.)
Nāgārjuna’s life
According to the biography of Nāgārjuna translated into Chinese in
405 by Kumārajīva, this Hindu master of Chinese was born in
Southern India in a Brahman family. He studied the four Vedas and
acquired all the sciences. He had, however, the reputation of being
likewise a great wizard. By means of his sorcery he could make
himself invisible and intruded himself, followed by three
companions into the royal palace, where they offended the ladies of
the harem. They were discovered, the three colleagues of Nāgārjuna
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were executed and he himself escaped by just previously having
vowed to become a monk. He redeemed the pledge, in ninety days
studied all the three Piṭakas and mastered their meaning but was not
satisfied with the same and commenced to search for other sūtras till
finally he received the Mahāyānasūtra from a venerable hermit in
the Himālayas. With the assistance of Nāgarāja, the sovereign
Serpent, be also came by a commentary on the sūtra. He
energetically propagated Buddhism in Southern India. His
biographer would have us believe that he was at the head of the
religious propaganda for over three hundred years (Wassiljew, p. 232
ff.). The Tibetans, however, are still more extravagant, and make
him six hundred years old when he died. Of these legends themselves
much can be true; [93] Nāgārjuna, just like the somewhat earlier
Aśvaghoṣa, came of a Brahmin origin. Very probably Nāgārjuna
lived at the close of the second Christian century. Our authorities are
Rajatarangini (/-173), Kern (Manual of Buddhism, 122 ff.). and
Jacobi (Journal of the American Oriental Society, 31, 1911, p. 1 ff.).
His work betrays familiarity with Brahmanic knowledge. At any rate
he must have, as founder of a principal branch of the Mahāyāna
Buddhism, enjoyed great respect so that centuries after him in his
case was represented the phenomenon familiar among literatures of
the world. To him were ascribed several works which were intended
to secure high reputation. Throughout Northern India, Nāgārjuna is
also the Buddha “without the characteristic marks,” and his
productions are quoted along with “Sūtras from the Buddha’s own
mouth.” (B. Nanjio, Twelve Japanese Buddhist Sects, p. 48 ff.). In the
Chinese Dīghanikāya, Nāgārjuna is the reputed author of twentyfour books. (S. Beal Indian Antiquities 16, 1887, p. 169 ff.). We
expect the translation of Nāgārjuna’s Catustava or four hymns from
the collaboration of Vallée-Poussin and Thomas. Nevertheless,
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Nāgārjuna was as little as Aśvaghoṣa, the real founder of the
Mahāyāna. The Mahāyāna doctrine of the text inculcating it must
have appeared already in the first Christian century, for we find
translations of Mahāyāna manuals in Chinese in the second century.
Besides the Gandhāra sculptural art, which is the peculiar art of the
Mahāyāna Buddhism of India, had its development in the period
between the rise of Christianity and the four subsequent centuries.
The most ancient Chinese translation of a Buddhist text is the “Sūtra
of the forty-two Articles,” which is reported to have been prepared in
67 A.D. by Kassapa Mātaṅga from Indian, that is, Sanskrit originals
(B. Nanjio, Catalogue, No. 678). But we do not know whether these
were Mahāyāna texts. The earliest Chinese translations of the
Mahāyāna texts are those of the [94] Sukhāvatīvyūha, between 148
and 170 A.D., of the Daśasahasrika Prajñāpāramitā, between 75 and
220 A.D. (B. Nanjio Catalogue No. 235 and No. 5). Other Mahāyāna
texts were rendered into Chinese between the third and the fifth
century. (Grünwedel, Buddhist Art in India, pp. 81, 150 ff., 167).
Āryadeva
Along with the biographies of Aśvaghoṣa and Nāgārjuna translated
into Chinese by Kumārajīva about 404 A.D., we come across a life of
Deva or Āryadeva who also is mentioned as a great master of the
Mahāyāna “in antiquity” by I-tsing and Hiuen-tsang. But his
“biography” is entirely legendary and of his works all that is
surviving in Sanskrit is a fragment of a dogmatic poem which has
the uncommon interest of being a polemic directed against the
Brahmanic ritual. It inveighs, for instance, against the doctrine
which assigns the power of purifying sins by a bath in the Ganges.
But the verses do not contain anything specifically Mahāyānistic
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(Haraprasad Shastri, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal
Vol. 67, 1898, p. 175 ff.) Otherwise all that we know of Āryadeva is
from quotations in Sanskrit and from Tibetan and Chinese Buddhist
literature. Candrakīrti cites Śataka-Catuśataka and Śataka-śāstra of
Vallée-Poussin, pp. 16, 173, 552 and 393; also La Vallée-Poussin, Le
Museon, p. 236 ff., on the confusion of the name of Āryadeva with
Candrakīrti and the epithet of Nīlanetra and Kanadeva as attached
to Āryadeva, see N. Peri, Apropos de la date de Vasubandhu, p. 27 ff.
Extract from Bullétin de l'Ecole française d'Extrême Orient, xi,
1911).
Asaṅga
Asaṅga or Āryasaṅga was to the Yogācāra school of Mahāyāna
Buddhism what Nāgārjuna was to the Madhyamika sect. The
Yogācāra branch teaches Vijñānavāda, which is a doctrine that
nothing exists outside our consciousness which [95] consequently
repudiates Śūṇyavāda or the doctrine of the void equally with the
reality of the phenomenal world. But at the same time it admits in a
certain sense the Being contained in thought and consciousness. The
subtle Bodhi can be attained only by the Yogācāra, that is, he who
practices Yoga; and that, too, only gradually after the aspirant has
completed his career as a Bodhisattva in all the ten stages
(daśabhūmi). The practice of Yoga or mysticism which was already
not quite foreign to Hīnayāna Buddhism was reduced by Asaṅga to a
systematic connection with the Mahāyāna Buddhism. The principal
text of this doctrine is the Yogācārabhūmiśāstra, of which only one
part of the Bodhisattvabhūmi, is conserved in Sanskrit. The whole
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work was regarded by the Yogācāras as a revelation by Maitreya. It
is a scholastic philosophical book of the class of Abhidharma texts.
On the doctrine of the Yogācāra school see Vallée-Poussin, p. 200 ff;
Outlines of Mahāyāna Buddhism, London, p. 125 ff. and Levi in the
Introduction to his translation of Mahāyāna Sūtrālaṁkāra. On the
Yogācāra literature in Tibetan sources see Zerbatskoi, Le Museon
VI, 1905, p. 144 ff. The Bodhisattvabhūmi, the old text-book of the
Yogācāra school in English, by S. Bendal and Vallée-Poussin, Le
Museon, Vi, 1905, p. 38 VII, 213.

More philosopher than poet
As revealed also by Maitreya, or the future Buddha, is also regarded
the Mahāyāna Sūtrālaṁkāra; but the scholar Sylvain Lévi who
discovered the work fixes its authorship on Asaṅga. And indeed, the
entire text consisting as it does of memorial verses or kārikās and
commentary or ṭīkā is a production of Asaṅga. Without being an
important poet, Asaṅga knew how to employ with ingenuity the
Buddhist Sanskrit idiom and often [96] to make use of artistic meter,
śloka and ārya strophies. But he was decidedly more a philosopher
than a poet. Even though in the last two chapters he glorifies the
perfection of the Buddha and concludes with a hymn (verse v); he
displays in his scholastic enumeration of all the excellencies of the
Buddha, more erudition than inspired veneration. Only in the ninth
chapter in which Asaṅga concentrates all his mental powers in a
clear exposition of the concepts of Bodhi and Buddhahood, does he
relieve with vividness and a lively imaginative diction the insipid
monotony. Thus, for instance, Bodhi, by means of which he
illuminates the world, is compared in a series of metaphors with the
sun.
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Asaṅga
Asaṅga, more properly Vasubandhu Asaṅga, is the eldest of three
brothers who were born in Puruśapūra, modern Peshawar, in the
extreme north of India; as the sons of a Brahman of the Kauśika
family. They probably lived in the fourth century and were all three
adherents of the Sarvāstivāda school. Takakusu places Vasubandhu
between 420 and 500 (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1905, p. 1
ff.). Wogihara assigns Vasubandhu a date between 390 and 470 and
Asaṅga somewhere between 375 and 450 (op. cit. p. 16). Sylvain Lévi
decides for the first half of the fifth century as regards the activity
of Asaṅga. But N. Peri has made it probable that Vasubandhu was
born about 350 A.D. (Apropos de la date de Vasubandhu, Bullétin de
l'Ecole française d'Extrême Orient XI, 1911, No. 3-4.). The youngest
son Vasubandhu Virincivatsa is not important in literature. All the
more distinguished was the middle of the three brothers,
Vasubandhu, one of the most remarkable figures in the history of the
Buddhist letters. I-tsing reckons Asaṅga and Vasubandhu among the
celebrated men of middle ages, that is, the period between the time
of Aśvaghoṣa, Nāgārjuna and [97] Āryadeva on the one hand and his
own times on the other (Takakusu, p. 181.). A biography of
Vasubandhu in which that of his brother Asaṅga is also embodied
was composed by the Indian monk Paramārtha (449-569) which was
translated from Chinese by Takakusu in the learned French journal
T’oung Pao (V., 1904, pp. 1 ff.). It was published as an extract by
Wassiljew in his most interesting Buddhism which has been
translated into French and German but still awaits an English
translator (German translation, p. 235 ff.). Still more of a legendary
nature than the Chinese is the Tibetan biography incorporated with
Tāranātha’s History of Buddhism (107 ff.). Paramārtha imported
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from Magadha to China the works of Asaṅga and Vasubandhu in the
year 539. With an astonishing erudition Vasubandhu combined a
great independence of thought. His magnum opus, the
Abhidharmakoṣa, is unfortunately not preserved in the original
Sanskrit. We only know the Abhidharmakoṣavyākhyā, which is a
commentary on the work by Yaśomitra and the Chinese and Tibetan
versions of the text. The oldest Chinese translation is that by
Paramārtha, made between 563 and 567. A second rendering
prepared between 651 and 654 originated with the celebrated HiuenTsing himself. The Abhidharmakoṣa was a work treating of ethics,
psychology, metaphysics composed in sūtras and kārikās after the
fashion of Brahmanic philosophical manuals. The book presupposes
the Vibhāṣas or the texts of the school of the Vaibhāṣikas. The
Vibhāṣas are reputed to have been compiled by Katyāyaniputra and
cast into a literary mould by Aśvaghoṣa. Despite the fact that the
Koāa is a work of the Sarvāstivāda School, which appertains to the
Hīnayāna, it is considered as an authority by other sects. The treatise
has been used by the Chinese and Japanese Mahāyānists as a textbook and it has given rise to a voluminous commentary literature.
[98]
For other authorities, consult Raj. Mitra, Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, P. 3 ff., Bendall Catalogue, p. 25 ff.; Burnouf,
Introduction, p. 502 ff.; Sylvain Lévi EBE. 1, p. 20 and La ValléePoussin in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics IV, p. 129 ff.

Standing entirely on the soil of the Hīnayāna is the Gāthāsaṁgraha
of Vasubandhu with which we are acquainted in its Tibetan. It is a
collection of maxims with an intelligent commentary, excerpts from
which have been cited by A. Schiefner. These 24 gāthās are
apophthegms conceived wholly in the spirit of the Dhammapada.
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The commentary shows us the philosopher Vasubandhu also as a
humorous evangelist and the book is otherwise justly attributed to
him. Here is an illustration:
Buddhist humour
“A jackal used to follow a lion because it yearned for the remnants
of flesh devoured by him. Once upon a time the lion was hungry, and
having killed a large bear, called upon the jackal to carry it. Now as
the jackal was too feeble to bear the load and at the same time was
afraid lest the lion in his anger should put it to death, could not make
up its mind to agree to the demand. But it knew that the lion was
proud and said: “In order to carry this burden two things are
necessary, to groan and to bear the load. I cannot do both at the same
time. You must take up one of the two.” As the lion was proud and
was not willing to groan, he asked the jackal to groan and agreed to
carry the load himself. Accordingly the lion bore the burden and the
jackal followed groaning after the lion. Just in the same way I bear
the burden of the preaching of the doctrine, but you are only in the
position of assenting and say “That is so.”
Schiefner op. cit. p. 58; for Vasubandhu’s Gāthāsaṁgraha, Mélanges
Asiatiques, VII (Bulletin XXIV, St. Petersburg, 1878) p. 559 ff [99]

Opponent of Saṁkhyā philosophy
As a philosopher Vasubandhu also wrote a discourse to combat the
Saṁkhyā philosophy. It is called Paramārtha Saptati or Seventy
Verses of Supreme Verity. The Sanskrit original has perished, but it

Nāgārjuna – 120

Paramārtha mentions a heretic named Vindhyavāsa as the author of
the Saṁkhyā book against which Vasubandhu’s polemic was
directed. It is remarkable, however, that to the Chinese also

Takakusu, T’oung Pao, 1904, p. 15 ff.; Bullétin de l'Ecole française
d'Extrême Orient, Vol. IV 1904, p. 1 ff.; Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, 1905, p. 16 ff. According to Takakusu Vindhyavāsa is

It was not till late in life that Vasubandhu was converted to the
Mahāyāna by his brother. Now he repented, his biography relates his
earlier depreciation of the Mahāyāna so much that he was prepared
to cut off his tongue, but his brother suggested to him that it would
be a superior penance to employ henceforward his tongue with as
conspicuous success for the elucidation of the Mahāyāna principles
as he had done to combat its doctrine previously. Vasubandhu acted
up to the counsel and wrote after the death of Asaṅga a large number
of commentaries on the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka the Prajñāpāramitā
and other Mahāyāna sūtras together with other learned works, as to
whose existence we know only from their renderings in Chinese and
Tibetan. Paramārtha praises the charm and the convincing power of
his works and winds up with these words:
“Accordingly, all who study the Mahāyāna and the Hīnayāna in
India use the productions of Vasubandhu as their text-books. There is
nowhere a promulgator of the [100] doctrine of Buddhism belonging
to another school or in a heretical sect who is not seized with fear
and perturbation as soon as he hears his name. He died in Ayodhya
at the age of eighty. Although he led a secular life his true character
was hard to understand.”
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For other authorities, consult Raj. Mitra Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, p. 3 ff.; Bendall Catalogue p. 25 ff.; Burnouf,
Introduction, p. 502 ff.; Sylvain Lévi, Encyclopaedia of Religion and
Ethics 1, p. 20, and La Vallée-Poussin in Encyclopaedia of Religion
and Ethics, IV, p. 129 ff.
A treatise on the doctrine of the Vijñānarvādis in twenty memorial
verses with a commentary called Viṁśakakārikā Prakaraṇa is
translated from the Tibetan by La Vallée-Poussin (Museon, 1912, p.
53 ff.) Takakusu, T’oung Pao, 1904, p. 27.

Candragomi
To the School of Asaṅga belongs Candragomi who as a grammarian,
philosopher and poet, enjoyed high renown in the Buddhist literary
world. He was a contemporary of Candrakīrti whose doctrine he
assailed and was alive at the time of I-tsing’s visit to India in 673.
According to Tāranātha who has got a considerable deal of
legendary nature to report about him, he composed innumerable
hymns and learned works. Of the literary productions we own only a
religious poem in the form of an epistle to his disciple, the Śiṣya
Lekha Dharma Kāvya. In this the Buddhist doctrine is propounded in
the elegant style of Kāvya.
Minayeff, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1899, p. 1133 ft.,
assigns him the close of the fourth and beginning of the fifth
century. B. Liebich, Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde des
Morgenlandes 13, 1899, 308 ff places him between 465 and 544. But
for Sylvain Lévi’s views, Bullétin de l'Ecole française d'Extrême
Orient, 1903, p. 38 ff. see above.

Nāgārjuna – 122

Śāntideva
The most conspicuous amongst the later apostles of Mahāyāna
Buddhism, who also distinguished himself as a poet, is Śāntideva
who lived probably in the seventh century. If we credit Tāranātha be
was born in Saurashtra or modern [101] Gujarat, as the son of a king;
was impelled by the goddess Tārā herself to renounce the throne, the
Bodhisattva Mañjuśrī himself in the guise of a Yogi initiating him
into the sciences; became a prime minister to the king Pañcasiṁha
and ended by taking to monastic life. Tāranātha ascribes to him the
three
works,
Śikṣasamuccaya,
Sūtrasamuccaya
and
Bodhicaryāvatāra.
Tāranātha, op. cit. 162 ff., although we know of a Sūtrasamuccaya
only by Nāgārjuna, see Winternitz, Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde
des Morgenlandes, 1912, p. 246 ff.

The Śikṣasamuccaya or the Compendium of Doctrine is a manual of
Mahāyāna Buddhism which consists of 27 kārikās or memorial
verses and a large commentary compiled by the author at the same
time with the kārikās. We purposely say that the commentary by
Śāntideva is “compiled” because it is composed almost entirely of
quotations and extracts from the sacred texts which he has grouped
together round his kārikās and arranged in chapters.
The work accordingly displays an extraordinary erudition and vast
reading but little originality. However, it is most perfectly adapted to
be an introduction especially to the technical study of the Mahāyāna
on account of the numerous and often large citations from texts,
which have perished, of great value. This is more especially so
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because Śāntideva proves himself in such cases, as we can check,
very exact and reliable in his quotations.
Core of doctrine
The basic thought of the work and in fact the core of the Mahāyāna
ethics is given expression to in the first two kārikās. They are: –
“When to myself just as well as to others fear and pain are
disagreeable, then what difference is there between myself [102] and
others that I should preserve this self and not others. He who would
make an end of sorrow, would attain to the farther end of joy, must
fortify the roots of faith and set his heart determined on
enlightenment.”

The Śikṣasamuccaya has been edited by the English scholar C.
Bendall in the Bibliotheca Buddhica Series of St. Petersburg with a
lucid and masterly introduction and a conspectus of the contents.
The edition is based on a unique manuscript but the editor has
brought to his task his rare knowledge of the Tibetan into which the
original Sanskrit was translated, between 816 and 838, the Sanskrit
being written most probably in the middle of the seventh century.
Importance of the book
By means of numerous extracts from the Mahāyāna sūtras Śāntideva
proves the salutariness of Bodhicittam, or the heart set upon
enlightenment, the determination to enter upon the path of a
Bodhisattva with a view thereafter to become a Buddha. But he who
has made this high resolve must exercise self-denial and practise
self-sacrifice for the sake of others to the uttermost limit of
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possibility. He must be prepared to give up for the sake of others not
only his worldly possession but his personal salvation hereafter. He
must not shrink from appropriating to himself the sins and sorrows
of other creatures in hell. The Bodhisattva must say:
“I take upon myself the sorrows of all beings. I have resolved to
undertake them, I bear them, I do not turn away from them, I do not
fly from them, I do not tremble, I do not quake, I fear not, I retrace
not my steps backwards, I do not despair. And why so! It is
imperative that I assume [103] the burden of all beings. I have no
inclination for pleasures for I have made a vow to save all creatures.
Liberate I must all creatures from the primæval forest of birth, from
the primæval forest of old age, from the primæval forest of sickness,
from the forest of heresy, from the forest of all good deeds, from the
primæval forest born of ignorance. I have not thought merely of my
own emancipation, for I must save all creatures by means of the
ferry, of the resolve for omniscience from the flood of Saṁsāra. I
have made up my mind to abide for interminable myriads of æons on
the spots of torture. And why so? Because it is better that I alone
should suffer than that all these creatures should sink into the state
of torment. I deliver myself up as a pledge.”

Other virtues
The above is an extract from the Vajradhvajasūtra (La ValléePoussin, Bouddhisme, 322 f. 337 f.). Next after compassion rank all
other perfections (pāramitās) necessary to the pure conduct of a
Bodhisattva, – meditation standing at the head of the list. It leads to
supreme sagacity which is an insight into the “Void” or Śūnyata, to
the understanding of the Nil and the faith which has its expression in
the adoration of the Buddha in the building of stūpas and the like.
And yet all this, notwithstanding, his mind must ever be directed to
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the salvation of other creatures “May I bring all creatures into the
conditions of Nirvāṇa!” This has to be his constant thought.
Śāntideva here quotes from the Ratnameghasūtra (op. cit. 348).
Quotations from previous works
Bendall gives a catalogue of the numerous texts which are strung
together in Śikṣasamuccaya especially those which are represented
by a large number of citations or by copious extracts. Thus the
Akāśagarbhasūtra is drawn upon to dilate upon various kinds of sin,
including the five criminal transgressions of a king, [104] the eight
offences of a Ādikarmika-Bodhisattva and so on (p. 59 ff.). On sins
and penances two passages, a short one and a longer are reproduced

for instance, on the obligations of married life (p. 78) and on the life
of the ascetic in the forest. The latter subject is also treated of in an
extract (p. 193 ff.) from the Candrapradīpasūtra as the Samādhirāja
is here called and which is frequently laid under contribution. Of
frequent occurrence is the Gaṇḍavyūha on the noble friend (p. 34),
and on the virtues of his who is resolved upon Bodhi (p. 101 ff.).
From the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, which is several times depended upon,
we get at a large piece on the virtues of a Bodhisattva (p. 324 ff.).
Śāntideva quotes as an independent text the Avalokanasūtra which is
embedded in the Mahāvastu. A long passage from the
Ratnolkadhāraṇī on the merits of a Bodhisattva furnishes us a
“Dhāraṇī” which is no mere incantation and which can hardly be
differentiated from a sūtra. This citation is also interesting as
indicating the avocations and names of the ascetic orders (p. 331 ff.).
The more important of the other works quoted in the
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Śikṣasamuccaya by Śāntideva are the Tathāgataguhyasūtra,
Daśabhūmikasūtra, Dharmasaṁgītisūtra, several recensions of the
Prajñāpāramitā, Karuṇapuṇḍarīka, Ratnakūṭasūtra, Ratnamegha,
Laṅkāvatāra, Lalitavistara, Salistambasūtra, Saddharmapuṇḍarīka,
Suvarṇaprabhāsa, etc.
The Ratnakūṭasūtra is said to have been translated into Chinese
before 170 A.D. As to its contents as given in the Chinese rendering
see Wassiljew’s Buddhismus, p. 167 ff. [105]
Moral ideal
Although the Sikṣasamuccaya is the production of a scholar of little
originality and the Bodhicaryāvatāra is the creation of an eminent
poet, there is no question but that we owe both to the same author.
Apart from external grounds the two books so fundamentally
different in their character take the same standpoint as regards the
doctrine. In both the texts the moral ideal is the Bodhisattva who has
resolved to attain to enlightenment, who strives to obtain his object
in the first place by means of inexhaustible compassion for all
creatures, and secondly, by means of adoration of the Buddha and
who perceives supreme wisdom in the recognition of “Vanity” or
Śūnyatā.
The text of the Bodhicaryāvatāra was edited by the Russian scholar
I.P. Minayeff in the Zapiski, and it has also been reprinted in the
Journal of the Buddhist Text Society. La Vallée-Poussin published for
the Bibliotheca Indica Prajñākaramati’s commentary on the
Bodhicaryāvatāra and also a translation of it.
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Some of the passages occurring in the Śikṣasamuccaya have been
taken over by Śāntideva in his Bodhicaryāvatāra, e.g.,
Śikṣasamuccaya, p. 155 ff. Bodhicaryāvatāra, vi. 120 ff. Note that in
the Bodhicaryāvatāra (v. 105) Śāntideva recognises the necessity of a
study of his Śikṣasamuccaya.
Barth (Revue de l'histoire des Religions 42, 1900, p. 55) characterises
Śikṣasamuccaya as “l’a scholastique verbeuse et delayee usque ad
nauseam” whilst he (Revue de l'histoire des Religions 1893, p. 259
ff.) greatly appreciates the Bodhicaryāvatāra as a counterfoil to the
“Imitatio Christi” of Thomas á Kempis. The Bodhicaryāvatāra
teaches by no means how to imitate the Buddha but how to become a
Buddha. Compare Boucher, Revue de l'histoire des Religions, 1908,
vol. 57 p. 241 ff.

Books contrasted
The Śikṣasamuccaya expands itself in learned garrulity into a flood
of quotations. The Bodhicaryāvatāra which means admission to the
Bodhi life, or the conduct of life leading to enlightenment, not
seldom rises to the loftiest strains of religious poetry. Śāntideva
himself disclaims any literary object for his production. He observes
[106] that he composed it “for his own satisfaction” or with the view
that it may be of use to any one so inclined. But he gives expression
to his religious sentiments with such warmth and inspiration that he
becomes a poet almost in spite of himself.
The work begins with the glorification of the Bodhicitta, meditations
on enlightenment and the resolve to become a Buddha for the sake
of the salvation of all creatures. Thus the poet says (i. 8):
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“When you overcome the many hundreds of birth sorrows, when you
free all beings from their misery, when you enjoy many hundreds of
pleasures, then do not, ever on any account, relax your thought of
the Bodhi.”

The poet pours out in inspired words his sentiments, after having
thus directed his attention to enlightenment. He voices his inner joy
at the good deeds of all creatures regarding their emancipation. He
prays to all the Buddhas of all the quarters of the world that they
may kindle the lamp of religion for all the ignorant. He implores all
the Bodhisattvas to delay their own Nirvāṇa. He supplicates for the
liberation of all creatures and finally offers himself up to all the
creatures:
“By virtue of the merit which I have acquired through good deeds,
may I bring mitigation to the sorrows of all creatures? May I be
medicine to the sick? May I be their physician and their nurse so
long as their malady endures. May I be a protection unto those that
need it, a guide to such as have lost their path in the desert and a ship
and a ford and a bridge to those who seek the farther shore. And
may I be a lamp unto those that need light, a bed of repose to those
that want rest; a servitor to all the creatures requiring service?” (III,
6; 7; 17; 18). [107]

The aspirant’s obligations
The obligations that the Bodhisattva lays upon himself (chapters iv
to viii) include the pledge to strive after Bodhi. He is responsible for
the weal of all beings. He must exert himself for all perfections
(pāramitās). Before all he must be prepared for self-sacrifice. He
must likewise observe all the regulations of the religion and all the
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precepts of good conduct as prescribed in the holy scriptures which
he must accordingly study with energy. And here certain texts are
particularly recommended to the aspirant (V. 103, ff.). The worst of
our enemies are anger, hatred and passion. We have to fight them. It
is they who do us evil, not our foes. The latter we must love like all
other creatures. For when we love the creatures we rejoice the
Buddhas; in injuring them we injur the Buddhas. “When someone
does me an evil turn, that is only the fruit of some previous act or
karma. Why should I be wrath with him?” We should not hate even
those who destroy the images of the Buddha, the stūpas, nay even the
good religion itself.
Self and others: the difference
To the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who have so often ruined their
bodies for the sake of other creatures and even have repaired to the
inferno, to them he is beneficent who is kind to other creatures.
Therefore must one show only kindness even to those who have done
him an evil turn (see VI; 33; 68; 120; 124; 126). The Bodhisattva
from the first diligently strives to avoid any difference between his
Ego and others; and to identify himself wholly and entirely with
others. This is a function which the Bodhisattva has particularly to
practise.
“I must destroy the sorrow of the stranger because it pains like one’s
own grief; I must therefore do good to others because they are beings
like myself.” Just as a man loves his hands and feet because they are
his members, [108] so also all living beings have the right of
affection inasmuch as they are all members of the same world of
animate creation. It is only mere usage which makes us look upon
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this our body, which in fact does not exist, as our Ego. Exactly
similarly by habit we can bring ourselves to see our Ego in others
(VIII 90 ff.).
Psychic identity
With admirable eloquence, which can only spring from reverential
conviction, Śāntideva manages to advance almost as an obvious
proposition that to the pious disciple of the Bodhi there is complete
“equality between others and one’s self,” technically called
parātmasamata and finally reduces it to “transformation of the
neighbour into oneself,” known as parātmaparivartana (La ValléePoussin, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics 11, 749, 752 f.).
Philosophical doubt
The ninth chapter is of a less philosophically ambitious nature and
its contents are pure learning. In it the philosophical doctrine of the
void or nihilism is developed according to the Madhyamika system.
This chapter has been edited with the commentary by La ValléePoussin in his Bouddhisme. However irreconcilable the negativism
of this system may appear to us with the renunciation and selfsacrifice with reference to other creatures taught in the first
chapters, nevertheless with Śāntideva also the familiar doctrine of
the difference between the two varieties of Truth is the means by
which to bridge the apparent contradiction. In the end everything in
the world is vacuity and nullity. But it is only the delusion as regards
the Ego, the Ātmamoha, which is pernicious. The delusion as regards
duties, Kāryamoha, is beneficent (La Vallée-Poussin Bouddhisme, p.
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109 ff.). Still it is sufficiently strange that after all the teaching of
active compassion the poet comes to the conclusion: (ix. 152 f.) [109 ]
“Since all being is so vacuous and null, what can, what shall be,
acquired? Who can be honoured, who can be reproached? How can
there be joy and sorrow, the loved and the hateful, avarice and nonavarice? Wherever you search for them you find them not.”

Reaction
It seems to be the curse of Indian mentality that whenever it soars
too high it lands itself in absurdity. Thus the legends of sacrifice
often turn into ludicrous tales and so does the whole fabric of the
philosophy of Mahāyāna end in – Nothing. On the other hand, with
some justification we can look upon as a later accretion the tenth
chapter which with its invocations to Vajrapāṇi and Mañjuśrī and its
panegyric of acts show a spirit totally counter to that of the other
chapters. Already Tāranātha reports that there was some suspicion
regarding the genuineness of this chapter. (La Vallée-Poussin,
Bodhicaryāvatāra tr. p. 143 f.).

132

Chapter 9: Stotras, Dhāraṇīs, Tantras.
[110] We have already pointed out the great similarity between
Mahāyānasūtras and Purāṇas. And just as we know that numerous
Mahātmyas and Stotras are joined on to the Purāṇic literature so we
find many analogous texts in the literature of the Mahāyāna. The
Buddhist Svayambhū-Pūraṇa, the Mahātmya of Nepal, and like
productions are well known. Svayambhū, or the Ādibuddha, or the
primæval Buddha, is here the Buddha turned into God in a
monotheistic sense; and the Pūraṇa recounts entirely in the style of
the Vaishnavite and Shaivaite Mahātmyas, legends of the origin of
the country of Nepal, the shrine of Svayambhū and numerous places
of pilgrimage or tīrthas capable of performing cures and miracles
and protected by snake deities or Nagas.
See also R, Mitra Nepalese Buddhist Literature, p. 248 ff; Hodgson,
p. 115, ff.; Sylvain Lévi, Le Nepaul 1905, 1, p. 208 ff.

Hymns: Buddhist and Hindu
Besides, the Buddhist stotras or hymns are in no way differentiated
from those which are devoted to the veneration of Viṣṇu or Śiva.
Such stray stotras have found admittance into older texts like the
Mahāvastu and others. But we have a complete collection of such
hymns, some of which are in the Kāvya style and in metrical form.
An example is the Kalyāṇapañcaviṁśatika the twenty-five-blessing
hymn in twentyand the Lokeśvaraśataka, a hymn to the Lord of the world in a
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hundred verses by another poet called Vajradatta. A selection of
forty-nine litanies relating to Śākyamuni and other Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas is the Suprabhatastava. A hymn of the kind which from
of old has been so common in India consisting of a succession of
names
or
honorific
epithets
to
the
god
is
the
Paramārthanāmasamgīti. [111]
An untold number of Nepalese deities are invoked for the sake of
their blessings. See H.H. Wilson, Works Vol. II., p. 11. Ff.
Raj. Mitra, Nepalese Buddhist Literature, pp. 99, 112, 239, 175.
Stotras which are still only in manuscripts are
so forth.
Catalogue of Sanskrit Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, Vol. II,
by M. Winternitz and A.B. Keith, Oxford, 1905, p. 255 ff. The
Saptabuddhastotra has been translated by Wilson, Works Vol. II, p. 5
ff.

Tārā and her poet devotees
A large number of stotras are sacred to the Buddhist goddess Tārā,
the saviour, the female counterpart of Avalokiteśvara. A panegyric
composed entirely in Kāvya style by the Kashmirian poet
Sarvajñāmitra on Tārā is the Sragdharāstotra, otherwise called the
Āryatārāsragdharāstotra, which is in thirty-seven strophes.
Sragdharā or the bearer of garland is at once an epithet of Tārā and
the name of a meter in which the poem is composed. The poet lived
in the first half of the eighth century. According to the legend he
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was a personage distinguished for his liberality and according to
Tāranātha a son-in-law of the king of Kashmir. After he had given
away in charity all his treasures he is reported finally to have had
recourse to the life of an itinerant monk. Once he happened to
encounter a Brahman on the way who appealed to him in his poverty
and besought him for money for the marriage of his daughter. In
order to furnish money to the man Sarvajñāmitra sold himself to a
king who had just instituted a great human sacrifice for which he
was in need of a hundred men. But when the poet heard the laments
of his brothers in sorrow with whom he was about to be sacrificed he
sung his hymn to Tārā and the goddess descended and rescued the
hundred victims condemned to death. Whilst the Sragdharāstotra has
poetic value the Āryatārānāmaśatottaraśatakastotra or the eulogy in
one hundred and eight names of the noble [112] Tārā is only a litany
of names and epithets of the goddess. The Ekaviṁśatistotra, the song
of praise in thirty-one or twenty-one strophes is but a loose string of
invocations to the goddess Tārā.
According to L.A. Waddell, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, p.
63 ff, the cult of Tārā was introduced about 600 A.D. History of
Buddhism, p. 168 ff.

These three stotras have been edited and translated by O. de Blonay,
Materiaux pour servir a l’histoire de la deesse Buddhique Tārā (Bibl.
de l’ecole des hautes etudes, fasc. 107). The Sragdharāstotra with a
commentary and two Tibetan versions have also been edited by Satis
Chandra Vidyabhusana. In the introduction the editor enumerates no
less than ninety-six texts relating to Tārā. Of these only sixty-two are
preserved in Tibetan translation. A great adorer of this goddess Tārā
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was also Candragomi whom we mentioned above and to whom a
Tārāsādhanaśataka has been attributed. (Blonay, p. 17 f.)
Dhāraṇīs or Necromantic formulae
A great and essential element of the Mahāyānistic literature is
constituted by Dhāraṇīs or magical formulæ. The necessity for
formulæ for exorcisms, and charms for blessing and witchcraft
which was taken into account in the earliest ages in the Vedic
Mantras, especially those of the Atharvaveda, was too vigorously
working in the Indian popular mind for Buddhism to be altogether
devoid of it. We already know how the Buddhists of Ceylon employ
some of their most charming suttas as Parittas or Pirits. In a similar
fashion the Mahāyānistic Buddhists in India transform to some
extent the sacred texts themselves into necromantic charms. To these
we have to add innumerable invocations to the numerous deities in
the Mahāyāna of a Buddhistic or Hindu origin [113] and – last but
not least – the favourite mysterious words and syllables already
occurring in the sacrificial mysteries of the Yajurveda. An instance
of a Sūtra composed for magical objective is the Meghasūtra. It
commences, as do other Mahāyānasūtras, with the words:
“So have I heard, once upon a time the Master was dwelling in the
palace of the snake princes Nanda and Upananda.”

It proceeds to recount how the serpent deities made worship to the
Buddha and the Bodhisattvas upon which one of the serpentine kings
thus interrogated the Exalted One:
“How, Lord, may all the sorrows of all the snakes be assuaged and
how may the snakes so rejoice and be happy that they may shower
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down rain over India at the proper time and thereby help the growth
of grass scrubs, vegetation and trees, cause to sprout all seeds and
cause all sap to well up in trees, thus blessing the people in India with
prosperity?”

Rejoicing over the enquiry the Buddha replies: –
“By means of a religious exercise, Dharma, oh King of Snakes, all
the sorrows of all the snakes may be instantly assuaged and they may
be blessed with prosperity.” “Which religious exercise is this?” “It is
Benevolence, Maitri. The gods and men, oh Prince of Serpents, who
live in such benevolence will not be burnt by fire, wounded by
sword, drowned in water, killed by poison, overpowered by a hostile
army. They sleep in peace; they wake in tranquillity; protected they
are by their own virtue. Therefore, oh Prince of Serpents, thou must
be actuated with benevolence as regards thy body, with benevolence
as regards thy speech, with benevolence with regard to thy thought.
But further, oh Prince of Snakes, thou must put into practice the
Dhāraṇī called Sarvasukhaṁdada, the Giver of all happiness. This
assuages all the pain of all the serpents, [114] lends all sanity, brings
down upon this India rain showers at the right season and helps the
growth of all grass, scrubs, vegetables and trees, causes all seeds to
sprout and all sap to well up.” “And how does this Dhāraṇī run?”

And here follow the Dhāraṇīs proper. They consist of numerous
invocations to female deities like the Preserver, the Conserver and
others to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, with interlarded apostrophes
like “Clear away the wicked, purify the way,” and adjurations to
snakes like “Come ye, great snakes, rain it down over India”; and
finally isolated and unintelligible syllables such as “Sara sire sire
suru suru naganam java java jivi jivi juvu juvu, etc.” At the end
comes again a description of the wizards’ rites which are performed
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with these Dhāraṇīs, and the assurance that in times of a draught
there is no better means of calling down a shower of rain than the
use of these Sūtras.
A much simpler form of an adjuration to snakes, which however, is
supposed to act as an antidote to snake poison is to be found in the
Vinayapiṭaka, Cullavagga V, 6, where the snakes are tranquillized
by the Buddhistic benevolence called Mettā in Pāḷi and Maitri in
Sanskrit. (See also Jātaka 293 and Digha Nikāya, 32.) A Sūtra similar
to the Meghasūtra is the Diśasvastikasūtra which is preserved in a
fragment discovered at Turfan in Chinese Turkistan in the Uigurian
language, (Tishastvustik by W. Radloff and Baron A. von SteailHoistein Bibliotheca Buddhica, IXX, St. Petersburg, 1910).
The dhāraṇīs often appear as parts of a Sūtra in which the
circumstances are reported under which they were revealed. But
there are also numerous dhāraṇīs which are preserved in individual
manuscripts, and, on the other hand, entire large collections of
dhāraṇīs. In these we find formulæ [115] of exercisms against the
influence of evil spirits, poison, snakes and demons; charms for
healing the sick and for longevity; magical utterances which bring
success in war and others which bring it about that a man is reborn
in the paradise of Sukhāvatī, that a man comes to no evil birth, that a
man is freed from sins. There are also dhāraṇīs by means of which
one can charm a Bodhisattva or protect one-self from infidelity. Not
only can wind and water be influenced by dhāraṇīs but they can
effect, according to wish, the birth of a son or daughter. An unusual
favourite in Nepal is the Pañcarakṣa or the Five-fold Protection
which is a collection of five dhāraṇīs: (1) Mahāpratisāra a protection
against sin, malady and other evils; (2) Mahāsahasrapramardinī,
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against the evil spirits; (3) Mahāmayūrī, against snake poison; (4)
Mahāśitavatī against hostile planets, wild animals and venomous
insects and (5) Mahārakṣa, against diseases. Such dhāraṇīs as serve
against all manner of evil powers are frequently employed also as
amulets.
Dhāraṇī literary means “a means to hold fast” especially a spirit or a
secret power. It does not signify “a formula possessing great
efficacy” as interpreted by Burnouf and Wilson. Burnouf deals in
detail with dhāraṇīs; Introduction, pp. 466, 482 ff.; Wassiljew Der
Buddhismus, p. 153 ff., 193 ff., 217; La Vallée-Poussin Bouddhisme,
Etudes et Materiaux, p. 199 ff.; C. Bendall Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society 1880, p. 286 ff. A Mahāmeghasūtra was translated
into Chinese between 397 and 439 and other translations were made
between 589 and 618 and 746-771. B. Nanjio Catalogue Nos. 186188, 244, 970.

For instances of Dhāraṇīmantra, Raj. Mitra Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, p. 80 f., and Dhāraṇī Collections, pp. 93 f. 174, 176, 267
f., 283, 291 f. Numerous MSS are also registered in Bendall’s
Catalogue. La Vallée-Poussin conjectures (Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society, 1895, p. 433 ff.) that the Dhāraṇī called
Vidyadharapiṭaka which is quoted in the Ādikarmapradīpa is the
same as the Dhāraṇīpiṭaka. A like Dhāraṇīpiṭaka is said to have been
included [116] in the canon of the Mahāsaṅghikas according to
Hiuen Tsiang (Kern Manual; p. 4).
(Raj. Mitra. Nep. Buddha, Lit., pp.164 ff., 173 f. Winternitz and
Keith, Catalogue of Sanskrit Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library,
Vol. II, p. 257:ff.).
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In the Nepalese law courts the Buddhist people are sworn on the
Pañcarakṣa (Hodgson Essays, p. 18).
Sanskrit Dhāraṇīs in Japan
Many dhāraṇīs are only a kind of philosophical sūtras, the doctrines
of which they are intended to present in a nutshell, but in the process
it becomes less a question of the substance of the doctrine than words
which are mysterious and unintelligible. Of this variety are the two
enshrined in the palm leaves in the ancient cloister of Horiuzi in
of the Prajñāpāramitā which is a mantra to assuage all pains which
embodies the perfection of all wisdom and which runs thus: “Oh
Lord, thou that hast gone, gone, gone to the further shore, gone
entirely to the further shore – hail!” This is by the way nothing but
an erroneous etymology of the term Pāramitā. Even this apostrophe
which may be said in a certain measure to represent the essence of
the negative doctrine of Prajñāpāramitāsūtras stands on no more
elevated spiritual level than the Uṣṇiśavijayadhāraṇī which is
likewise bequeathed to us by the palm leaves of Horiuzi and consists
merely in a series of unintelligible invocations.
The ancient palm leaves containin
and the Uṣṇiśavijayadhāraṇī, edited by Max Müller and B. Nanjio
(Anecdota Oxoniensia, Aryan Series, Vol. I, Part III), Oxford, 1884,
Sacred Books of the East, Vol. 49; part II, p. 145 ff.
tra Nepalese Buddhist
Literature, p. 89 f.) is addressed to the Shaivite god Ganapati,
although it is “revealed by the Buddha.” [117]
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Antiquity of Dhāraṇīs
These dhāraṇīs have found wide and deep admission into the ancient
Mahāyānasūtras. We find them in chapters 21 and 26 of the
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka which are later interpolations and in the last
two sections of the Laṅkāvatāra, one in the oldest Chinese rendering
made in 443 A.D. Accordingly we cannot consider the dhāraṇīs to be
altogether younger products. We meet with them in the Chinese
translations dating from the fourth century. It may be conjectured,
however, that originally they were unintelligible sūtras which
dispensed with the Buddhistic doctrine just as do the Parittas of the
Pāḷi literature. But gradually the unintelligible mysterious syllables
acquired prime importance and became the core, the bīja, which lay
concealed in the magical potency of the formula. And finally under
the influence of Shaivite Tantras they became powerful
thaumaturgic, and the essential elements in Buddhistic Tantras
which originally they were not.
The Tantras, however, are a branch of Buddhistic literature which is
worth consideration as a testimony to the complete mental
decadence in Buddhism. They treat partly of rites, Kriyātantra, and
ordinances, Caryātantra, and partly of the secret doctrine,
Yogatantra, intended for the Yogi. The best of these works belong to
the former class in which the ancient Brahmanic ritual is revived. Of
this category is the Ādikarmapradīpa, a book which describes in the
Karmapradīpas) the ceremonies and religious functions, which have
to be performed by the Ādikarmaka-Bodhisattva, that is, the
adherent of the Mahāyāna, an aspirant after spiritual illumination.
[118]
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The Ādikarmapradīpa
The Ādikarmapradīpa is made up of the Sūtra text technically
known as the mūlasūtra with a running commentary incorporating
prescriptions regarding the initiatory ceremony for the disciple who
may be a layman or a monk, sprinkling with water, ablutions and
prayers, and further rules on gargling the mouth, brushing the teeth,
morning and evening prayers, offering of water to the souls of the
departed (pretas), the giving of charity dinners, worshipping of the
Buddha and other sacred creatures, the reading of the
Prajñāpāramitā, meditations and the rest, which are to be practised
by the candidate or the neophite as contradistinguished from the full
Yogi.
Varieties of Tantras; Yogi’s training
To the Kriyātantra texts also belongs the Aṣṭamivratavidhāna which
contains the ritual to be observed on the eighth day of each
fortnight. The rite entails the drawing of mystic diagrams and
movements of the hand, oblations and prayers with mysterious
syllables which are addressed not only to the Buddha and the
Bodhisattva, but also to the Shaivite deities.
Wilson, Works Vol. II, p. 31 ff.

But a majority of the Tantras belong to the second category, that of
the Yogatantra. These treatises are derived indeed from the
mysticism of the Madhyamika and Yogācāra schools. What the Yogi
endeavours to arrive at is the supreme knowledge of the Nullity or
Śūnyatā. But it is worthy of attention that he exerts himself to attain
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this object not only by means of asceticism and meditation but also
with the help of necromantic exercises and adjurations, hypnotism
and physical excitements. To the latter contribute the use of meat
and intoxicants as well as sexual excesses. Accordingly in these
Tantras we encounter an agglomeration [119] of mysticism,
witchcraft and erotics with revolting orgies. They comprise the
practice of the five M’s, maṁsa or flesh; matsya or fish, madya or
spiritous liquors, mudrā or mysterious movements and finally and
primarily maithuna or sexual intercourse. Of real Buddhism in these
texts there is left next to nothing. On the other hand they are most
intimately allied to the Shaivite Tantras from which they are
differentiated only by the external frame and by the verbal
statement that they are “enunciated by the Buddha.” The prominence
assigned to female goddesses, Yoginīs, Ḍākinīs and others is
characteristic. It were idle to seek to meet with sense or rationality
in these books. Their authors were in all probability wizards who
pursued the study practically and for the most part in search of
impure objects.
Degrading instructions
Nevertheless many of these books enjoy great reputation. For
instance, the Tathāgataguhyaka or Guhyasamāja belongs to the nine
Dharmas of the Nepalese Buddhists. The book indeed begins with
instructions on the various classes of meditation, but presently
deviates into exposition of all manner of secret figures and formulæ
which are necessary for the latria of the Buddha and it is not
satisfied with the hocus-pocus of the magical words and rites, but
enjoins as a means to the most elevated perfection the eating of
elephant, horse and dog flesh and daily intercourse with young
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Chaṇḍāla maidens. The Mahākālatantra is next the model of a
colloquy between Śākyamuni and a goddess and it is claimed to have
been “announced by the Buddhi.” It, however, contains instruction
on the mystical significance of the letters of the alphabet, composing
the name Mahākāla or Śiva, on the means of discovering hidden
treasures, acquiring kingship, getting a desired woman and even
mantras and magical rites to deprive men of reason and to subjugate
or slay them. The Saṁvarodāyatantra is again, [120] despite its form
of a conversation between the Buddha and Vajrapāṇi, more of a
Shaivite than a Buddhistic text. In it the Liṅga cult and the worship
of the Shaivite gods is expressly recommended. In the Kālacakra
which is said to have been revealed by the Ādibuddha we have
already the mention of Mecca of Islam. In the Mañjuśrīmūlatantra
Śākyamuni proclaims inter alia that four hundred years after him
Nāgārjuna will appear.
Raj. Mitra. Nepalese Buddhist Literature, p. 261 ff.; Burnouf,
Introduction, p. 480; Raj. Mitra. Nepalese Buddhist Literature, p. 172
f.; Burnouf, Introduction, p. 479 f.

Supreme Yogiship
There is no room for doubt that all these books were written long
after the times of Nāgārjuna and the Mahāyānasūtras and the
possibility is precluded that Nāgārjuna, the founder of the
Madhyamika school, could have composed also the Tantras.
Nevertheless he is the reputed author of five of the six sections of the
Pañcakrama. At all events this book deals more with Yoga than with
Tantric usages properly so called. As its title signifies the
Pañcakrama is an exposition of the “five steps,” the last of which is
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the final position of the supreme Yogi. The preliminary steps consist
in the purification of the body, speech and mind so that they acquire
the “diamond” nature of the body, the speech and the mind of the
Buddha. But the medium through which the five stages are reached
comprises magical circles, magical formulæ, mysterious syllables
and the worship of Mahāyānistic and Tantric goddesses. In this
manner the Yogi acquires the loftiest step where all else ceases and
there is absolutely no duality at all.
Edited with an introduction by La Vallée-Poussin Etudes et Texte,
Tantriques (Resuil de Travaux publies par la faculate de philosophie
et Letters, Universite de Grand, fasc. 16), Grand et Louvain, 1896.
Burnouf, Introduction p. 497 ff, Vajra “The Diamond” plays a chief
part in the mystics of the Tantras. [121]

Of such a Yogi it is said:
“As towards himself so is he towards his enemy. Like his wife is his
mother to him; like his mother is the courtezan to him; like a Dombi
(a wandering minstrel of the lowest caste) is to him a Brahman
woman; his skin to him is like the garment; straw is like a precious
stone; wine and food like excreta; an abuse like a song of praise;
Indra like Rudra; day as night; the phenomena as dreams; the extant
as the perished; pain as enjoyment; son as a vicious creature; heaven
as hell, – and so to him the bad and the good are one.”

The authorship
If in reality a Nāgārjuna was the author of this section it must be
another person of the same name than the founder of the
Madhyamika system. But as the author of the third section is given
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out to be Śākyamitra, he is probably the same as the person
mentioned by Tāranātha as a contemporary of Devapāla of Bengal,
about 850 A.D. and this period may well belong to the entire book.
When Tāranātha says that during the period of the Pala dynasty in
Bengal, that is from the seventh to the ninth century, Yoga and
magic preponderated in Buddhism we may well credit him, and the
rest of the Tantras may have arisen rather in this than in an earlier
age. Tāranātha in his history of Buddhism in India gives us an
adequate conception of Tantric Buddhism. Here indeed we have the
mention of Mahāyāna and Tripiṭaka of Buddhistic science and
Buddhistic self-sacrifice, but a much more prominent part is played
by Siddhi or the supernatural power acquired through Tantras and
Mantras.
In the Catalogue of Buddhist Sanskrit MSS. in the Royal Asiatic
Society by E. B. Cowell and J. Eggeling (Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, 1876, reprint p. 28) we find the mention of
Pañcakrumopadeśa by Śrīghanta. The tantra literature has no
popular [122] origin, but is “learned” in its way. La Vallée-Poussin
(Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1899, p. 141 f.) is inclined to
regard Tantra and Tantra-Buddhism as ancient. But no proofs have
been adduced in support of this theory. (See Rapson, Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society, 1898, p. 909 ff.) Haraprasad Shastri (Journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, Proceedings 1900, p. 100 ff.)
assigns the Tantra literature to the fifth or the sixth century.
Tāranātha was born in 1573 and completed his history in 1608 which
was written with Indian and Tibetan materials. He reports even in
his time at page 189 ff. actual practising wizards. Barbarous like the
contents of the Tantras, is as a rule also the Sanskrit in which it is
written, and one would rather pass over this literature in silence
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were it not for the fact that it has been so widely spread in Northern
India, Tibet and latterly in China that to it is attached great cultural
and historical importance.
Printed Tantra literature
An anthology called Subhāṣitasaṁgraha published by Bendall (Le
Museon, 1903, p. 275 ff.) contains extracts from the Madhyamika
and the Tantra texts. Purely magical texts are the Sādhanas
published by F. W. Thomas (idid p. 1 ff.). The manuscript catalogues
give an idea of the great compass of Tantra literature in India. In
Tibet the Tantras were the best means of amalgamating Buddhism
with the analogous creed of wizards. The Tantras were imported into
China in 1200. Some of the Sanskrit tantric MSS. discovered by A.
O. Franke, are dealt with by F. Kielhorn, (Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society, 1894, 835 ff). In Japan the Shin-gon sect is based on
Tantra texts. (B. Nanjio, Short History of the Twelve Japanese
Buddhist Sects.) On Tantras and the Tantra Buddhism in general, see
Burnouf, Introduction p. 465 ff, 578 f.; Wassiljew Der Buddhismus, p.
201 ff., but especially La Vallée-Poussin Bouddhism, Etudes et
Materiaux, pp. 72 ff., 130 ff., and Bouddhisme, pp. 343 ff., 368 ff.
[Ed. note: the final chapter of Nariman’s work, entitled Beginnings
of Indian Studies in Europe, being unrelated to this main body of the
work, has been published separately on this website. One of the
Appendixes, however, is closely related, and follows next.]
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Appendix II. Sūtrālaṅkāra, A Romance of
Literature
Prefatory
Truth is often stranger than fiction. The following romantic story is
entirely based on facts. It is common knowledge that some time
about the fourth Christian century Buddhism was introduced from
India into China. A number of sacred Hindu books, mostly
Buddhistic but some of them containing most interesting fragments
of Brahmanic literature by way of refutation, were translated into
Chinese. One of these books is the Sūtralaṅkāra. It comprises a series
of Buddhistic sermons in the guise of anecdotes and stories
terminating with a moral inculcated by Buddhism. The original was
in Sanskrit. Along with a vast number of Sanskrit books that
perished in India this book also was considered lost. To the credit of
French philological science the Chinese translation of it, which is
extant, was identified by the late lamented scholar, Édouard Huber,
who died a premature death in French Cochin China, about a couple
of years ago. The author of the Sanskrit book of sermons was
Aśvaghoṣa [Editor's note: it appears these days that the Sūtrālaṅkāra
is normally attributed to Asaṅga, not Aśvaghoṣa]. Being a Buddhist
he was more or less completely ignored by Brahmanic writers,
except a few who mentioned him only to combat his compositions.
Thanks to the late professor Cowell of Cambridge, it is now
established that Aśvaghoṣa was not only a great poet and a master of
style, whose brilliant diction popularised Buddhism, but was also a
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model and a pattern, which the better known Kālidāsa was not loth
to imitate.
From Sylvain Lévi in Journal Asiatique. July-August, 1908. [178]

The outraged Pandit
Only twenty years ago Aśvaghoṣa figured as no more than a memory
in the history of Sanskrit literature. The progress of our studies has
suddenly brought him to the front in the premier rank among the
masters of Hindu style and thought. Hodgson, who discovered in
Nepal the remnants of a Sanskrit Buddhist literature, was acquainted
since 1829 with the work of Aśvaghoṣa called the Vajrasūcī or the
Diamond Needle. He prepared an English translation of it with the
help of an educated Indian, which he published in 1831. It appeared
in the Transactions of the Royal Asiatic Society under the title of
Disputation respecting Caste, by a Buddhist. Hodgson had vainly
searched for information on the age and the country of the author.
All that people knew about him in Nepal was that he was a
Mahāpandit and that he wrote, besides this little tract, two Buddhist
works of greater compass, the Buddhacarita Kāvya and the NandiMukhasughoṣa Avadāna, both highly reputed, and other works. In
1839, Lancelot Wilkinson, the British Agent at Bhopal, printed the
Sanskrit text of the Vajrasūcī enriched at the same time with an
amusing addition. It was called the Wujra Soochi or Refutation of
the Argument upon which the Brahmanic institution of caste is
founded by the learned Boodhist! Ashwa Ghosha; also the Tunku, by
Soobaji Bapoo, being a reply to the Wujra Soochi, in 1839. Indignant
at the attacks by Aśvaghoṣa against the system of castes, the
Brahman Soobaji Bapoo in the service of Wilkinson could not bring
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himself to consent to attend to the Buddhist text except on condition
of adding a refutation of it. Aśvaghoṣa might well be proud of it.
The point of the Diamond Needle which he flattered himself he had
prepared was by no means dulled by the attack of the offended
Brahman. Thus the violent Buddhist polemist who [179] had so
frequently and so cruelly humiliated the pride of the Brahman once
more enters the scene after centuries of silence in the shock of
religious controversy.
Buddhist and Brahmanic controversy
Burnouf, to whom Hodgson had generously handed over along with
other manuscripts the copy of Vajrasūcī and the Buddhacarita
indicated in his Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism the
interest of these two works. He proposed himself to revert to the
question of the identity of the author “later on.” The Chinese
Buddhistic documents analysed by Rémusat had meanwhile taught
that one of the patriarchs of the Buddhist Church, the twelfth since
the death of Śākyamuni, had borne the name of Aśvaghoṣa. With his
strong common sense Burnouf declined to see in one single
personage the patriarch and the author on the faith of a resemblance
of names. He was inclined rather to consider the two productions as
the work of an ascetic or religious writer of more modern times.
Next to Burnouf, the Vajrasūcī had the good fortune to interest
another Indianist of equal erudition, Albrecht Weber. In a memoir
submitted to the Berlin Academy in 1859, Weber pointed to a
Brahmanic recension of the Vajrasūcī. It was classed in the
respectable category of Upaniṣads and attributed to the most
fortunate and most fierce adversary of the moribund Buddhism of
those days, the great Śaṅkara Ācārya. Weber believed himself
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justified in affirming the priority of the Brahmanic recension;
Aśvaghoṣa had carried the war into the territory chosen by the
advocates of the Brahmanic institution of castes. In an appendix to
his memoir Weber grouped together valuable information on the
patriarch Aśvaghoṣa, extracted from Tibetan and Chinese sources
which had been communicated to him by the learned Schiefner. The
figure of Aśvaghoṣa began to appear in more precise lineaments.
[180]
He now emerges as a doctor, musician, stylist and an ingenious
controversialist. Above all Aśvaghoṣa seemed to range himself
among the entourage of another no less enigmatical celebrity, the
great king Kaniṣka, the barbarous ruler who subjugated India about
the beginning of the Christian era and who so profoundly affected
the historic destinies of the country.
Chinese aid
In 1860 an anonymous German translation, which was in reality
made by Benfey, rendered accessible to Indianists the admirable
work of the Russian scholar Wassilieff on Buddhism. As familiar
with the doctrines, as with the languages of China and Tibet,
Wassilieff was able to write vigorously on the influence of
Aśvaghoṣa on Buddhist philosophy. In 1869 the History of Buddhism
in India by the Tibetan Pandit Tāranātha, translated from the
Tibetan by Schiefner, enriched the biography of Aśvaghoṣa with
details which were however, of a legendary character. But it
confirmed the literary importance of the celebrated doctor. The
Tibetan tradition, faithful heir to the Hindu tradition, recognised in
Aśvaghoṣa an exceptional personage endowed with such varied gifts
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that the European critic preferred to divide him into several persons
bearing the same name. It is to the English scholar Beal that belongs
the honour of resuscitating the literary glory of Aśvaghoṣa. Beal
himself has suffered real injustice. Pioneer in bringing to light the
immense collection which is incorrectly called the Chinese
Dīghanikāya, he succeeded in extracting from it a mass of facts,
documents, abstracts, and legends, by which have profited the
science of archæology, history and Indian literature and the whole of
which has not been to this day arranged sufficiently systematically to
attract the attention it deserves. The Chinese experts have ignored
the labours of Beal because he [181] laboured with reference to
Indian antiquities. The Indianists on the other band, have looked
upon him with suspicion because he looked for authentication at the
bands of Sinologists alone. People have pointed out his mistakes and
blunders. But those only who have tackled Buddhist Chinese know
the difficulties which the best of scholars have to encounter. They
were rather amazed, let it be said, to Beal’s honour, to see, that,
without the knowledge of Sanskrit and without the help of another
Indianist, he had committed so few faults. Above all they admire the
surety of his grasp which directed his choice in the Chinese chaos.
He was only officially called upon to classify the collection of
Chinese Buddhism in the India Office and he was struck by the
interest of the book Sūtralaṅkāra and its author Aśvaghoṣa. He
singled out its merits and even translated several of its stories in a
brief series of lectures delivered at the London University in 1882. A
little later he published in the Sacred Books of the East (volume
XIX) a translation from the Chinese version of the Sanskrit
Buddhacarita. Burnouf at the very beginning of the studies which he
founded was mistaken, as regards the value of the Sanskrit original.
But as soon as new theories on the development of Sanskrit literature
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and the formation of the Buddhist legends were elaborated, the epic
of Aśvaghoṣa on the life of the Buddha did not take long in
attracting attention. Fresh indexes came in a little later, to
corroborate the attribution of the work to the great Aśvaghoṣa
which had remained so doubtful in Burnouf’s judgment.
Japanese co-operation
A Japanese scholar whom Sylvain Lévi considers it an honour to
count among his pupils, Rayauon Fujishima, translated in the
Journal Asiatique 1888 two chapters, dealing with hymns and the
state of Buddhism in India from the memoir of I-tsing. The Chinese
pilgrim I-tsing [182] had passed twenty-five years in western
countries from 671 to 695, passionately occupied in study, especially
the religious discipline of the school of Buddhism to which he
belonged, viz., the Mūla-Sarvāstivādis. His testimony deserves our
confidence. I-tsing knows only one Aśvaghoṣa, whom he classes, as
does also Hiuen-tsiang, another renowned Chinese traveller, among
the Suns of the World alone with Nāgārjuna and Deva. This
Aśvaghoṣa is the author of “numerous hymns, the Sūtralaṅkāra, and
of the poem on the life of the Buddha.” ... I-tsing even gives a
summarised analysis of this poem and records that it is studied
everywhere in the Five Indias as well as in the Southern Seas (IndoAsia), because to read Aśvaghoṣa is to be at once educated,
instructed and delighted. Now how was a Western scholar to resist
such a tempting promise? Here was a unique opportunity for
research, Sylvain Lévi knew it was the eve of a momentous literary
discovery.
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The National Library of Paris possesses a manuscript of the
Buddhacarita. Sylvain Lévi copied it and prepared an able edition
and translation of it, publishing as a specimen the first canto in the
Journal Asiatique. Subsequently he learned that an English scholar
of repute, Cowell, professor at the University of Cambridge, had
recommended to print in the Anecdota Oxoniensia a complete
edition of the same text. With rare chivalry Sylvain Lévi effaced
himself before the English scholar. The entire text appeared in
England in 1893, soon followed by an English translation. Cowell
familiar alike with the classics of India had no hesitation in
recognising in Aśvaghoṣa a precursor and even a model of Kālidāsa.
He suggested striking similarities to prove that the Ennius of India as
he called him had more than [183] once lent his treasures to Virgil.
He further established that the authentic work of Aśvaghoṣa stopped
with the fourteenth canto and that a later compilator has clumsily
fabricated the last three songs with a view to giving a kind of
integrity to the mutilated poem. Like the Vajrasūcī, the
Buddhacarita became soon the object of close study on the part of
the most eminent Indianists, Bühler, Kielhorn, Böhtlingk, Leumann,
Lüders, who exercised their ingenuity on the restoration of the
corrupted text.
In search of the treasure
The fundamental problem of Hindu chronology led the great French
scholar, Sylvain Lévi, a little later, to the Sūtralaṅkāra. In his quest
of documents on the Indo-Scythian king Kaniṣka he came upon in
the Chinese version two stories which extolled the orthodoxy and the
piety of this great king. (Journal Asiatique, 1896-97.) Mastered by
the beauty of the work in the Chinese rendering, Lévi did not despair

Sūtrālaṅkāra – 154

to recover the original Sanskrit in Nepal and he set out on a long and
costly voyage from Paris in search of this lost treasure of India. His
great efforts, however, ended only in the discovery, in the
Himalayan Valley, of another work bearing the same name, of a
much later date and of an altogether different nature. Next the
indefatigable scholar proceeded to Japan. Here he found no
Sūtralaṅkāra in Sanskrit, but was surprised to see a fresh work of
Aśvaghoṣa, which was till then unknown in Europe, namely, the
Mahāyāna Śraddhotpada, widely read in the schools and monasteries
of Japan where it passed for the historic basis of the doctrine of the
Great Vehicle. Under the guidance of eminent Buddhist priests of
Japan, Sylvain Lévi studied it, comparing with the two Chinese
versions and he prepared a French translation of the whole which he
brought to Europe. There he had no opportunity of printing it yet.
Meanwhile a Japanese scholar, Teitara Suzuki of the Seminary of
Kyoto, [184] drawn to America by the movement of neo-Buddhism,
published in 1900 at Chicago, under the patronage of Dr. Paul Carus,
a faithful translation of this Japanese rendering of the Śraddhotpada.
In this tract the polemist of the Vajrasūcī, the story-teller of the
Sūtralaṅkāra, and the poet of the Buddhacarita, reveals himself to us
in a fresh capacity. Aśvaghoṣa here is a profound metaphysician, the
bold originator of a doctrine called into being for the regeneration
of Buddhism.
Such a great man could not possibly traverse the stage of this world
without leaving in the memory of man unforgettable traces. Shorn of
fantastic ornamentation and reduced to its essential lineaments the
traditional biography of Aśvaghoṣa may be summed up thus.
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Life of Aśvaghoṣa
Aśvaghoṣa appeared a hundred years after the Nirvāṇa of the
Buddha according to one Chinese authority; three hundred years
after it, according to another; and five or six hundred years after it,
according to two other Chinese sources. One source makes it as late
as eight hundred even. His birthplace seems to have been Gangetic
India, the ancient district of Sāketa or Ayodhya in the Kingdom of
Śrāvasti. According to the colophon to the Tibetan version of the
Buddhacarita, his birthplace was Pāṭaliputra or Benares. As regards
his lineage he was born in a Brahman family, acquiring all the
specific education of his caste as well as instruction in general
literary arts. According to Hiuen-tsiang his knowledge comprised all
that was known. As a musician he invented melodies which were so
moving, that they had to be proscribed by the government of the day.
As a dialectician he triumphed over all his adversaries. A zealous
devotee of the Brahmanic gods, especially Maheśvara, he was
converted to Buddhism by Parśva who especially came down from
Northern India to win him over to the Buddhist faith. According to
others it was Pūrṇa, otherwise [185] known as Puṇyāyaśas. A third
source ascribes the honour of his conversion to Āryadeva. Now his
fame extended to the limits of India. The King Kaniṣka pushed his
arms as far as Sāketa to carry away with him the matchless doctor.
Aśvaghoṣa thus became his spiritual adviser and the physician of his
soul. If we follow the later version, he refused to repair to the court
of the Indo-Scythian himself sending him one of his disciples
instead.
The literary remains of Aśvaghoṣa are preserved partly in original
Sanskrit, partly in Chinese and partly in Tibetan translation. In
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Sanskrit we have Buddhacarita which was translated into Chinese
between 414 and 421 by Dharmarakṣa. We have also the Vajrasūcī
which was translated into Chinese between 973 and 981 by Fa-hien.
In passing the Chinese translation describes the Vajrasūcī as a work
of Dharmakīrti. The ascription is not improbable, Dharmakīrti, like
Aśvaghoṣa, had received first his Brahmanic education. The Tibetan
translation has a special interest for Indians in that it has preserved
the memory of the important religious controversy against
Śaṅkarācārya. The Upaniṣad placed under the name of Śaṅkara
marks a phase in this religious struggle. It is possible that
Dharmakīrti published a new edition, revised and completed, of the
treatise originally composed by Aśvaghoṣa. The problem is highly
important for the literary history of India, because Vajrasūcī cites
passages from Manu and the Mahābhārata. We can imagine the
important consequences of discovering, if we can, the authentic text
of Aśvaghoṣa in the original Sanskrit.
Chinese reverence for Sanskrit texts
The works of Aśvaghoṣa, which remain to us both in Chinese and
Tibetan
translations,
are
the
Gurupañcaśatika,
the
Daśakuśalakarmapaṭanirdeśa and lastly the exceedingly curious
Ghantistotra, which owing most probably to its secret character was
not translated but phonetically transcribed in Chinese charac ters.
[186] The complete Tibetan title of the Gurupañcaśatika indicates
the Tantric character of this work which is evident from its
introductory stanzas. Besides, the whole work is replete with
reference to the mystical symbols and doctrines of Tantra, the Vajra
Maṇḍala, and Abhiśeka. The Chinese version is presented to us as a
simple small compilation by the Bodhisattva Aśvaghoṣa. In fact, in
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the age of Hiuen-tsiang the reputation of Aśvaghoṣa as a magician
was established. The Tibetan Tanjur in addition to this contains two
tracts which obviously form two halves of a single work, the
Sanskrit
title
of
which
must
have
been
Śokavinodana-aṣṭakṣanakata. The Chinese have preserved several
other works of Aśvaghoṣa translated by Paramārtha. Among these
the Mahāyānaśraddhortadaśāstra, translated first by Paramārtha in
553 and then again by Śikṣananda between 695 and 700, deserves
mention. Finally we have in Chinese the celebrated
Sūtralaṅkāraśāstra translated from Sanskrit by Kumārajīva about
405. Besides these we have other productions of Aśvaghoṣa of minor
import and doubtful authenticity. Such are the hymns in 150 verses
called Śatapaṇcaśatika-Nāmastotra, which is attributed by the
Tibetan collection of Tanjur to Aśvaghoṣa, but which Yi-tsing, the
his memoirs Yientirely different personages. The celebrated hymn was translated by
him from Sanskrit into Chinese at Nālandā, the centre of Buddhistic
learning. The Nandimukhaśvaghoṣa Avadāna, imputed by Hodgson
to the poet Aśvaghoṣa, has nothing in common with him, except the
name of one of the personages, a devotee of the goddess Vasundharā.
[187]
Was he a king?
The variety of the classes of literature cultivated by Aśvaghoṣa is
perfectly in keeping with the tradition, which makes of this author a
contemporary of the king Kaniṣka. As regards the question of the
relation between the times of Aśvaghoṣa and Kaniṣka it is not
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without interest to show, that the excavations at Sarnath have
brought to light two documents, issued by a king Aśvaghoṣa. One of
these is engraved just on the pillar which bears the edict of Aśoka
and is placed immediately after the edict. The other is a simple
fragment of a stele. Vogel, who has published the two inscriptions,
infers from the paleographic and linguistic characters that this
Aśvaghoṣa Rāja is a contemporary of Huviṣka, who succeeded
Kaniṣka. We cannot think of an identity, but the name was current
in the Indo-Scythian period and the form of the name furnishes a
chronological index too often neglected in India. Cunningham found
at Kosam, the site of the ancient Kauśambi, a coin of Aśvaghoṣa, and
Vincent Smith has described another in the collection of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal, on the reverse of which the name of the king is
inscribed in the ancient Brahmi characters and on the obverse occurs
the bull.
Aśvaghoṣa, therefore, must have appeared at one of those critical
periods when there occur political, economical, and social
transformation and upheaval in the ideas currently received, and
men receive new aspirations, new formalities and new tests. The
invasion of Alexander, confined to the basin of the Indus, sufficed to
create by a counter-stroke an imperial India under the sceptre of
Mauryas on the ruins of the ancient principalities. The invasion of
the Scythian hordes, the intrusion of Chinese, Greek and Parthian
adventurers carried to the heart of Brahmanic India unknown cults,
rites and usages. Buddhism operated upon by contrary forces must
have been cleaved into two halves. One section, [188] faithful to the
ideal, common to Hindu asceticism, took refuge in the pursuit of
personal salvation. The other attracted by the promise of an
apostolate, which might extend to the limits of the world, desired an
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open, active, instructed, and so to say, secular church. The title itself
of the Sūtralaṅkāra of Aśvaghoṣa sounds as a programme, and the
programme of a revolution. Would not the old patriarchs of the past
have shuddered at the idea of embellishing a Sūtra, of remodelling
the work of the Master who “has well said all that he has said”?
Aśoka proclaims and perpetuates this belief in the perfection of the
Buddha’s speech in the Bhabra edict. Centuries after Aśvaghoṣa,
Asaṅga had still more an excuse to adopt the bold expression in his
Mahāyāna Sūtralaṅkāra and in his Yogācāryabhūmi-śāstra. There is
no question here of equivocation. Alaṅkāra denotes the flowers of
rhetoric which India has cultivated with scientific thoroughness and
which it has catalogued with the passion of an amateur devoted to
the tulips. The Sūtralaṅkāra is the sūtras or Buddhist doctrinal
discourses placed in a literary form. It is, as we should say, the Bible
for the ordinary people. In this attempt, which was bound to have
scandalized the simple souls of the monks, Aśvaghoṣa acquired such
reputation that the church ended by soliciting his assistance. The
biography of Vasubandhu reports that the president of the council
convoked by Kaniṣka sent envoys to find out Aśvaghoṣa, so that he
might embellish the Vibhāṣa or commentary on the Buddhist Gospel
submitted to the deliberations of the Holy Synod. At that time
Aśvaghoṣa was living in Kashmir and when the import of the
principles of the commentary was fixed he turned it section by
section into literary shape. The composition was completed at the
end of twelve years. The literary merits of the Sūtralaṅkāra justify
the flattering encomium. They suffice to guarantee the authenticity
of the work. Through two successive translations into two such
diverse languages as Chinese and [189] French, so far removed from
the Hindu genius, the Sūtralaṅkāra preserves its imperishable
qualities, the narrative art, the vigorous imagination, the lyrical
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power and the suppleness of style. To describe Aśvaghoṣa in worthy
terms we have only to borrow the beautiful words which he lends to
a bhikṣu in the presence of the emperor Aśoka:
“When I speak of the good acts of the Buddha the crowd listen to me
with joy. Their faces beam with happiness. Exalting the virtues of
the Buddha I have destroyed the heretics. In the front of all men I
have expounded the true path, the joy universal. As in the full
autumnal moon, all delight in me. To exalt the virtues of the Buddha
all the centuries are not sufficient. But I will not stop doing it till my
tongue turns dry. For the art of speaking well is my father and I
regard eloquence as my mother.”

His method and themes
It was a dangerous undertaking. The literature of instruction borders
on the nauseating, and Aśvaghoṣa wanted to instruct at all costs. He
did not attempt either to surprise the conscience or to disguise the
lesson. This is his process. At first he proposes a moral theme. He
illustrates it by a story. If necessary he adds another moral and
finally the conclusion. The truths which he inculcates run in a
narrow circle. They relate to the power of previous acts or karma,
the importance of charity, the respect for observances, the vanity of
the world, the errors of heresies, the perfection of the Buddha and
the sanctity of the Law. But Aśvaghoṣa was not afraid of rehearsing
the same themes. Sure of his art and sustained by an ardent faith be
renewed himself without effort. Take only the stanzas on death
which are strewn about in profusion over the book. It is doubtful
whether a Tertullian or a Bossuet [190] could have spoken with
greater grandeur or with a more noble realism. If it is the moral
which above all counts for Aśvaghoṣa, he is too much of an artist to
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sacrifice the narrative, he chooses his subjects in every direction. He
treats of all the strata of tradition and every class of society.
Sometimes the Buddha himself is a hero of his story. Sometimes it is
one of his disciples, or a simple monk, or an outcast caṇḍāla, or a
courtesan, or a servant, or a robber, or an emperor.
How can one read without emotion the conversion of Niti, the
scavenger, in the 43rd story? He sees the Buddha coming into a street
in the town of Śrāvastī, and seized with shame at the sight of his
superhuman majesty, flies from street to street and everywhere the
Buddha appears before him collected and serene! At last he is caught
in a blind alley. Here the Buddha calls him by his name. Could the
Buddha call by his name a vile creature like himself? Could it not be
that there was another person of the same name with himself?
Perhaps the Buddha called the other one. His doubts are set at rest by
the Master himself calling upon him to enter religious life, which he
does, and the scene ends with the powerful king Praśenajit
prostrating himself at the feet of the Buddha and the lowly sweeper,
the new convert to Buddhism.
Equally powerful dramatic effect is produced by the 20th story.
Frightened and menaced by the success of a Buddhist preacher who
captivated crowds and who preached against the joys of the world,
“a daughter of Joy” goes with a sumptuous retinue to exercise her
charms upon an assembly that had gathered together to hear an
exposition of the Law. At her sight the attention of the listeners
relaxes. They waver. The preacher, the master of the law, espies the
courtesan. No sooner does his glance fall on her, than the skin and
the flesh of the woman drop from her. There remain only white
bones and discovered intestines. Disgust seizes hold of the spectators.
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The skeleton joins its [191] ghastly bands to implore pardon. The
lesson goes home to the heart of the audience, and the fallen woman
is converted.
On another occasion, in the 40th story a robber finishes by blessing
the Law. He was passing by the door of a bhikṣu. He knocks at the
door. The bhikṣu does not open it. “Pass thy hand,” he shouts to him,
“through this small hole and I will give you something.” The robber
puts his unsuspecting hand through. The bhikṣu catches hold of it
and ties it to a post, takes a stick and starts vigorously belabouring
the thief. With the first blow he repeats the first Buddhist formula,
“refuge in the Buddha.” The robber hastens to repeat the formula;
similarly “refuge in the Law” and “refuge in the community.” Then
the thief thinks within himself: “How many formulas of refuge are
there with this holy man? If there are many I shall not be able to see
any more this India. Assuredly it will mean the end of my life.”
When the bhikṣu is satisfied that the transgressor has repented, he
initiates him. “The perfect One, the sublime One is really omniscient.
If he had taught four formulas of Refuge to his disciples that would
have done for me. But the Buddha probably foresaw my case and it
was to prevent my death that he has taught his disciples three refuges
and not four.” We see that the ardour of faith did not exclude
humour from the monastery of the Buddhist.
Authorship established
We have up to now spoken only of the merits of the contents of the
translated work of Aśvaghoṣa. A fortunate accident enables us to
appreciate at least to some extent the shape of the Sanskrit original.
Now we have a large collection of Buddhist tales preserved in
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Sanskrit. It was discovered in Nepal. It is called the Divyāvadāna.
Huber has been able to trace the origins of three of the [192] stories
in our Chinese translation of the Sūtralaṅkāra to this Sanskrit
Divyāvadāna. All the three stories have for their hero either Aśoka
or his spiritual adviser Upagupta. They have found admittance into
the Divyāvadāna through the Aśokāvadāna which embodied all the
stories of the Aśoka cycle. These fragments in the original Sanskrit
sufficiently establish that “the style and the versification of the
Sūtralaṅkāra are not unworthy of the author who was the first to
compose a Mahākāvya.” Our investigations might proceed further in
this direction, if it was necessary to confirm the authorship of the
Sūtralaṅkāra. But Aśvaghoṣa has taken the care to put his signature,
so to say, to his handiwork after the Hindu fashion. The
Sūtralaṅkāra twice cites the Buddhacarita. In the 43rd story
Aśvaghoṣa represents the Buddha in one of his begging rounds in
Śrāvastī. Here Aśvaghoṣa cannot resist the temptation of recalling a
has been related in the Buddhacarita.” The descriptions in the story
and in the Buddhacarita correspond in detail.
In the forty-seventh story the subject of which is the conversion of
Upāli, Aśvaghoṣa begins by recalling without apparent reason, the
conversion of the three Kāśyapas and their companions, about a
thousand people, who followed the Buddha to Kapilavastu “as has
been related at length in the Buddhacarita.” The reference has no
justification execept as a pretext to bring in the quotation. For the
Buddhacarita relates in fact at length the conversion of the Kāśyapas
and the arrival of the Master with a following of one thousand men
at his natal city. A third time the author follows his own Life of the
Buddha, which we know in the original Sanskrit as the Buddhacarita
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and which in the Chinese is called Fo-pen-hing. The occasion was the
lamentation of Sudatta when the Buddha is about to leave [193]
Śrāvastī. The Chinese version of the Buddhacarita is the only one
which could be used with reference to this part of the Buddha’s
career. But it has nothing in connection with this episode. It is to be
noted here, that the translator of the Chinese rendering, Kumārajīva,
in referring to the Life of the Buddha here does not use the title Fopen-hing which he had employed in the two other references we
mentioned above. Evidently he has probably in mind another
Sanskrit work dealing with the life of the Buddha which also was
translated into Chinese.
With Aśvaghoṣa begins the list of the literary writers of India. The
only names of authors which to our knowledge preceded him are
connected with technical works. And none of them permits of being
assigned even an approximately correct date. Hence we can measure
the importance of his work, the Sūtralaṅkāra, as the first
chronological landmark along with the sister compilation of the
Buddhacarita in the nebulous chaos of the literary history of India.
The least reliable data which we can extract from them are of
inestimable value. Some of the events and facts which we can thus
establish with certainty are the following:
The geographical horizon of the Sūtralaṅkāra embraces the whole of
India since it stretches as far as Ceylon, but it is the north-western
India which alone is placed in full light. In the Gangetic province the
author mentions Pāṭaliputra and Mathurā. But in the basin of the
Indus be mentions Śakala, Takṣaśilā, Avanti, Aṣmaka, Gandhāra and
Puṣkalavati. Two other names are hard to restore to their original
shapes from the Chinese translation. The country of Ki-pin, which
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has so often embarrassed Indologists because it answers at once to
Kashmir and to the country of Kapiṣa, permits of being localised in
our book with some chance of certainty. For in the seventy-sixth
story, the vihāra or the monastery of Revata is situated in this
territory. Now the [194] Sanskrit text of the Mahaprajñāpāramitā
Śāstra which passes for a compilation of the patriarch Nāgārjuna,
and which was translated from Sanskrit into Chinese between 402
and 405 by Kumārajīva, gives the following description of this
monastery: –
“The Buddha Śākyamuni resided in Jambudvīpa. He was born in the
country Kippi-lo. He travelled much about the six great cities of
eastern India. Once upon a time, he started from here for southern
India. He lived in the house of the house-holder Koṭikarṇa who
received his homage. Once he proceeded for a short time to northern
India to the country of the Yuetche to subjugate the Dragon King
Apalala and finally he went to the west of the Yuetche to conquer
the Rākṣāsī. The Buddha here passed the night in a cave, and to the
day the shadow of the Buddha is preserved here. If you enter into it
to have a look you see nothing. When you come out of the hole and
are at a distance from it you see brilliant signs, as if the Buddha
himself were there. He proceeded wishing to visit the King of Ki-pin

that the Buddha may give me a hair and nail of his in order to raise a
stūpa over it for worshipping.’ These have been preserved to this
day.”

The Chinese author here adds a note to the effect that at the foot of
the mountain is situated the monastery and reproduces what he calls
the exact pronunciation.
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From the accounts of the Chinese pilgrims who visited India we
learn of the miracles performed by the Buddha in the countries
beyond the Indus. These are recorded in the Vinaya or the
disciplinary code of the Mūla Sarvāstivādis [195] in the section
devoted to medicinal herbs. The Divyāvadāna, one of the important
Sanskrit Buddhist texts, twice refers to them in the episodes
belonging to the cycle of Aśoka, first in the classic story of
Paṁśupradāna, and secondly, in the still more celebrated account
which has much more of history than legend of Prince Kunāla. In
Chinese we have several versions and they reproduce faithfully the
catalogue of the miraculous conversions. One of these, which dates
from 281-306, fixes also the locality of the occurrence:
“The Bhagavat subjugated and converted the Nāga Apalala in
Udyana; the head of the Brahmacāris in Kipin; Caṇḍāla in Kien-towei (which we are unable to trace to the Sanskrit original); and
Gopāla in Gandhāra.”

In fact, we know from the accounts of the Chinese Voyagers that the
Dragon Apalala lived near the source of the Svat and that the cavern
of the shadow of the Buddha, which was a witness to the victory of
the Buddha over Gopāla, was in the neighbourhood of Nagarahāra
near modern Jalalabad, to the west of the confluence of the Svat and
the Kabul-rud. The third stage, therefore, has to be looked for in the
continuation of the same direction, that is in the country of Kapiṣa.
According to Hiuen-tsiang by the side of the shadow cavern there
was a stūpa enclosing the hair and nails of the Tathāgata, a frequent
appellation of the Buddha. The Kunālāvadāna mentions mount
Revataka alongside of Mahāvana which is skirted by the Indus on its
right bank below Attok.

Sūtrālaṅkāra – 167

The unidentified kingdom of Siu-ho-to, the scene of Story 39, takes
us to the same region. It was there that, according to the narrative of
the traveller Fa-hien, King Śibi purchased a dove at the price of his
own flesh. The touching occurrence is recounted at length in the 64th
Story and we know by the researches of Sir Aurel Stein that this is
the country which corresponds to the modern Bunner. A [196]
further addition to our knowledge of ancient geography is furnished
by Story 45. The Chinese Han is undoubtedly the Sanskrit China
which takes us to the north of the Himālayas, the tracts subject to
Chinese influences. Similarly the Ta-tsin of Story 90 continues the
geographical horizon of ancient India towards Hellenic Asia, Ta-tsin
being the translation of the Sanskrit Yavana of the Indians. If
Aśvaghoṣa was a native of Central India there is no doubt that at the
time when he composed his Sūtralaṅkāra he was living on the
confines of North Western India.
The personæ of the Story Book
The personages of the Sūtralaṅkāra are most frequently anonymous.
They are Brahmans, ascetics, monks, merchants, painters, jewellers,
washerman, iron-smiths and so on, giving a clue to the inner life of
the great Indian public, as it lived and died in those days, about
whom we hear so little in the voluminous religious books of the
Brahmans. Sometimes in our collection of sermons the Buddha and
his disciples are brought on the scene. Some of the heroes are easily
identifiable as historical personages. Aśoka, the great Maurya
emperor, is the hero of three tales. He is referred to in a fourth. His
spiritual adviser Upagupta, one of the patriarchs of Buddhism, is the
hero of another story. Both the ruler and his guide are placed
definitely a hundred years after the Buddha. Upagupta became a
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monk “a hundred years after the disappearance of the Buddha.”
Elsewhere we are told that a master of the Law, who had lived in the
time of Buddha Kāśyapa, reappeared “a hundred years after the
Parinirvāṇa of the Buddha Śākyamuni under the reign of King
Aśoka.” This interval of one century we find to be also fixed by a
prophecy occurring in the Vinaya or the disciplinary code of the
Mūla Sarvāstivāda in which we are told that Aśoka must take birth a
hundred years after the Parinirvāṇa. [197] Kaniṣka himself is the
hero of two of the stories (14 and 31). In these he plays an instructive
and honourable part. In the first he addresses a lofty lesson of
charity to his minister Devadharma. In the second, deceived by his
piety, he salutes what he considers to be a stūpa of the Buddha, but in
reality pays homage to a Jain one, which immediately breaks to
pieces “because it did not deserve the homage of a king.” The first
episode takes place when Kaniṣka proceeds to the city which bears
his name, the city of Kaniṣkapura founded by the Indo-Scythian king
in Kashmir. To this day it bears the name in a scarcely altered form
Kanispore. It is situated to the south-west of Lake Woollar in the
Baramula defile (Stein, Rāja-Taraṇginī, vol. II, p.22). The presence
of Kaniṣka in the Sūtralaṅkāra does not seem to contradict the
unanimous tradition which attaches Aśvaghoṣa to the court of
Kaniṣka. It is permissible to recognise in these two stories a delicate
homage, which is by no means flattery addressed by the Buddhist
doctor to the protector of his church. Story 15 is founded on the
traditional avarice of King Nanda, who ruled over Gangetic India at
the time of the invasion of Alexander and who preceded the Maurya
dynasty. He had for his minister Vararuci whom we find in the
history to see the tradition fixing the epoch of Aśvaghoṣa. Vararuci
is in fact one of the great names of the literary tradition of India. He
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is the reputed author of a number of books of diverse classes, but
up in his adventures two other personages connected with ancient
Hindu grammar, Vyadi and Pāniṇī. The Tibetan Tanjur preserves a
collection of a hundred stanzas called the Śatagāthā under the name
of Vararuci.
Finally, Sylvain Lévi has found in the Mahāyānavataraśāstra, which
[198] was translated into Chinese between 397 and 439, several
stanzas of a Buddhacarita as composed by the bhikṣu Vararuci. By
the way, these stanzas refer to a transcendent Mahāyāna. One of
them tells us that all the Śākyas, including not only disciples like
Ānanda and Aniruddha, but the inveterate enemy of the Buddha,
Devadatta, are everyone of them Bodhisattvas. Another stanza
speaks of the two kinds of avidya or ignorance, the one mundane
and the other super-mundane. Our anthologies quote a dozen of the
stanzas as the work of Vararuci, and the Mahābhaṣya mentions a
poem by Vararuci, Vararuci Kāvya (Pāniṇī 4, 3, 101). It is most
significant to find in this story of the Sūtralaṅkāra, that Vararuci
addresses these stanzas to the King Nanda, which have a great
resemblance to the style of Aśvaghoṣa, with his favourite regular
refrain. The princes mentioned in our story-book which remain
unidentified are Induvarma and Suryavarma of Avanti, with their
ministers Baudhāyanamitra, Sudravarma of Śakala, Vallabha of
Mathurā, and a prince whose name cannot be successfully retraced
from the Chinese to the original Sanskrit, a prince who belonged to
Takṣaśilā, which the Greeks called Taxila, the spot marked by
today’s village of Sarai-kala, one hour’s journey from Rawalpindi,
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which has yielded to the archæological excavators magnificent
specimens of Græco-Buddhistic art.
The grade of civilisation
The social condition of India, as represented in the Sūtralaṅkāra, had
attained a high standard of civilisation. There was intense
intellectual activity throughout the country. The great Brahmanic
epics were already known. Aśvaghoṣa’s other work the
Buddhacarita, is also familiar with both the Rāmāyana and the
Mahābhārata. There are references to the Kings Nahuṣa, Yāyati,
Sāgara, Dilipa. The edifying importance of this Brahmanic [199]
poem seems to be taken as admitted. A simple headman of an Indian
village in what are Central Provinces listens to the recital of the
Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyana delivered by the Brahmans.
Attracted by their promise, which guarantees the heaven to the
brave, who die in the battle, as well as to the pious men who burn
themselves, he prepares at once to mount a burning pile of wood.
Fortunately for him a Buddhist bhikṣu turns up and demonstrates to
him the futility of the promise of the Brahmans and eventually
succeeds in converting him to Buddhism. The philosophical doctrine
of the Saṁkhyā and the Vaiśeṣika schools have already been
constituted in their manuals. Aśvaghoṣa combats these Brahmanical
dogmas with incisive vigour. He attacks the gods of the Brahmans
and exposes their weaknesses with remorseless vigour. He shows
them up as violent and cruel. Their power is only due to their good
karma. The tradition, that Aśvaghoṣa himself was a worshipper of
Maheśa and latterly turned a Buddhist, is derived probably from the
first story in the collection, in which an adherent of the sect of
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Maheśa renounces it for Buddhism. Among the religious sects of
non-Buddhistic persuasion are the Nirgranthas or Jainas, the
adversaries whom Aśvaghoṣa detests with greater virulence than
Brahmans. In one story the King Kaniṣka is made to be enraged
against the Jaina rivals of the Buddhists. From the inscriptions at
Mathurā we learn, that the Jainas were flourishing under the IndoScythian kings. The number of the sects, which were considered
heretic, attests the religious activities of the times. Aśvaghoṣa
enumerates quite a number of them. The ornate diction, which
Aśvaghoṣa was the first to venture to apply to the otherwise insipid
sūtras of the Buddhists, no doubt flourished amongst the nonBuddhistic creeds. In one place the king Aśoka is made to say: “The
heretics are able exponents of literary adornment and rhetoric.” The
Brahmans still love to [200] preserve the monopoly of grammar and
writing, but already “the other castes also possess the science.”
Literature seems to have entered into daily life. “The teaching of the
Buddha has spread through writing over the world”. It is most
remarkable, that the civilisation of India could boast of the use of
Palimpsests. One of the most charming stories mentions them. Up to
now we had no other indication from any source whatever, that the
Hindus, like the Greeks, used this material for writing. This is an
indication, which will have to be reckoned with in our study of
ancient manuscripts of India.
The Arts
The arts were fully flourishing at the period. Comedians are
frequently mentioned.
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In one story a pathetic instance of a painter’s piety is afforded. He
belonged to Puṣkalavati and had gone on business to the country of
Aṣmaka, where he was decorating a monastery.
In one story we meet with an inebriated artist who, on coming to his
senses, destroys the lamentable production of his hour of
drunkenness and proceeds to produce some excellent work.
In one place the king Śibi, who had disfigured and mutilated himself
with his own hands to offer the members of his own body in charity,
is compared to a beautiful statue disfigured by rain.
In another place we have an exhaustive catalogue of the number of
sciences, which an accomplished heir to the throne was expected to
possess. The list differs from the sixty-four classical arts mentioned
in another place. It is of particular interest and may be reproduced in
full.
“The Veda, archery, medicine, sacrifices, astronomy, grammar, the
origin of writing, the performance of sacrifices, eloquence, rhetoric,
the art of love, interest, purity of families, the ten names,
computation, chess, dice, the study of origins, music and song, the art
of playing on the conch, [201] dancing and laughter, the art of the
prestidigitarian, education, the making of garlands of flowers,
massage, the science of precious stones and valuable materials for
clothing, silk, sealing, weaving, wax work, strategy, sewing,
sculpture, painting, literature, arrangement of garlands,
interpretation of dreams, interpretation of the flight of birds,
horoscopes of boys and girls, the training of elephants, the art of
playing on the tambourine, the rules of battle array, the
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domesticating of horses, the carrying of lance, jumping, running and
fording a river.”

Vindication of a neglected School
Whatever the interest of the Sūtralaṅkāra in connection with its title,
it is as a Buddhistic document that it is of capital importance. The
study of Buddhism is even to this day unconsciously vitiated by the
rivalry of two traditions, that of the north and of the south; the one
founded on Sanskrit, quasi-Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan texts, the
other based on the Pāḷi texts. The genius of Burnouf knew how to
maintain an equilibrium between the two competitors. Since his days
all manner of factors have conspired to disturb the equipoise. In spite
of worthy resistance, Pāḷi orthodoxy has usurped the science of
Buddhism. Ceylon, the cradle of Pāḷi, has been regarded as the
authentic heir to the Master’s doctrine disfigured by the rival
tradition. The work of Aśvaghoṣa brings forward fresh information
for a process of revision of our judgment. Expressly inspired by the
original sūtras, nourished by the words of the Buddha, which he
quotes on every page, he places before us in full light the condition
of the Buddhist canon at the court of the barbarian prince, under
whose auspices the text of the northern canon is alleged to have been
settled about the beginning of the Christian era. It is therefore
proper that we should analyse one by one the stories in this
collection of sermons for the purposes of our enquiry. [202]
Preserved in China though lost in India
With the invocation, with which according to the Buddhistic usage
he opens his Sūtralaṅkāra, Aśvaghoṣa makes his profession of faith.
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Like all the Buddhists, in the first place he adores the Three Jewels,
viz., the Buddha, the Law and the Community. Next he addresses his
homage to the assembly of the Sa-po-che-po, which is the
transcription in Chinese symbols of the Hindu term Sarvāstivādi,
which means “those who believe in the existence of everything.”
This transcription differs somewhat from the more usual and more
correct one. But we have to remember that the monk who translated
the original Sanskrit into the Chinese, Kumārajīva, was an
inhabitant of Karashar, in Chinese Turkestan, and that he had never
been to India so that his Sanskrit pronunciation was naturally not of
the best. Sylvain Lévi carefully explains the process by which the
Indian, Central Asian and Chinese Buddhists evolved a system of
transliteration of Hindu names in the terms of the Chinese symbols.
The Sarvāstivādi school was one of the most prosperous in the world
of Buddhism. It was a powerful throughout India, but the Chinese
pilgrims found it equally flourishing in Central Asia and in the
Indian Archipelago. The Vinaya, or the disciplinary code of this
school, which is generally known as the Vinaya of the Ten
Recitations, was translated into Chinese as early as 404. The
translator was just our Kumārajīva who had a collaborator in
Puṇyatara. We may note in passing, that another branch of the same
school, which was called the primæval Sarvāstivādis, Arya-mūlaSarvāstivādis, possessed an enormous Vinaya in Sanskrit, which was
translated into Chinese under the direction of the famous I-tsing
between 703 and 710 and a century later into Tibetan. It is a
noteworthy coincidence in the history of Buddhistic researchers, that
Edouard Huber and Sylvan Lévi, both French scholars, at one [203]
and the same time, working independently, discovered fragments of
this Vinaya in their original form in the Sanskrit Divyāvadāna.
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His renowned predecessors
Aśvaghoṣa mentions some of his illustrious predecessors and pays
homage to them along with the Sarvāstivādi saṁgha. He invokes
“the bhikṣus Fou-na and Parśava, the masters of the śāstras Mi-tche.”
Sylvain Lévi corrects this translation of Huber’s and brings to light
some of the renowned among Aśvaghoṣa ‘s predecessors. The
Chinese symbols Fou-na might represent the Sanskrit Pūrṇa, the
fuller transcription of which in Chinese is Fou-louna. It frequently
occurs in the name of Pūrṇa Maitrāyaniputra. Further the same
symbols in the same Sūtralaṅkāra serve to transcribe the name, in an
authentic and incontestable manner, of the disciple Pūrṇa (p. 325).
Now Pūrṇa is not an unknown personage. Both the Sanskrit and the
Tibetan tradition regard Pūrṇa as the author of the Dhātukāyapada,
one of the seven classics of the Abhidharma of the Sarvāstivādis.
The work was translated into Chinese by Hiuen-tsiang who attributes
it to Vasumitra, the president of the Council convoked by Kaniṣka
(Takakusu, p. 75, 108). This substitution is significant. For thus Pūrṇa
enters into the group of the doctors patronised by the Indo-Scythian
school. On the other hand, the learned Tibetan Bu-ston mentions
Pūrṇika assisted by Vasumitra and five hundred arhats, at the head
of the redactors of the canon fixed by the Council of Kaniṣka
(Schiefner, p. 298). Pūrṇika is another form of the name Pūrṇa. The
two doctors, therefore, again come in contact. But Wassilieff who
translated this passage from Bu-ston added in parenthesis next after
the name of Pūrṇika: (Parśvika). Sylvain Lévi not having the text of
Bu-ston is unable to state whether Bu-ston or Wassilieff is
responsible for this. However, this time again we [204] we meet
Pūrṇa and Parśva associated as in the Sūtralaṅkāra. Hiuen-tsiang
mentions in Kashmir a convent where Pūrṇa, the master of the
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śāstras, composed a commentary on the Vibhāṣaśāstra. The
Vibhāṣaśāstra was the principal work of the Council of Kaniṣka. It
was for the editing of it that Aśvaghoṣa was officially requisitioned.
We are still in the same circle of authors and their works; but we
might go further and take a more decisive step. A learned Chinese in
a compilation of about 520 drew up two lists slightly divergent
representing the filiation of the Sarvāstivādi doctrine. Aśvaghoṣa
figures in both. In one list he occurs twice. List No. 1 has Katyāyana,
Pūrṇa, Aśvaghoṣa. List No. 2 comprises Katyāyana, Vasumitra,

Thus we meet with Pūrṇa in the authentic tradition of the
Sarvāstivādis alongside of Aśvaghoṣa, either as the second successor
of the first Aśvaghoṣa or as the predecessor of the second. And he
occurs again in a similar disguise, which has thrown sinologists off
the scent. Since the beginning of Chinese and Buddhist studies
Rémusat drew up a list of thirty-three primæval patriarchs which he
had abstracted from a Japanese cyclopædia (Melanges asiatiques
1,113).
This list having become classical has been reproduced by Lassen in
his Indian Antiquity (vol. 2, supplement 2). Since then the Sanskrit
transcriptions of Chinese names communicated by Stanislaus Julien
to Lassen have been regarded as authoritative. The best of the
Sanskrit-Chinese scholars Eitel, Edkins, Nanjio have tamely copied
them. This list has: Parśvika, Puṇyāyaśas, Aśvaghoṣa. [205]
The original Chinese from which Julien restored Puṇyāyaśas is Founa-yache. This is in fact the name of the eleventh patriarch
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mentioned in a history of Buddhism written in 1345. But we have a
list of patriarchs of a much more ancient date in a Sanskrit work
translated into Chinese in 472. Here the person placed between
Parśva and Aśvaghoṣa is Fou-na-che. In this Fou-na is quite positive.
The transcription proposed by Julien is inadmissible. Puṇyāyaśas will
not do. The correct restoration is Pūrṇa which is a customary
abbreviation of a type known in grammar as bhimavat, of either
Pūrṇaṣa or Puṇyāyaśas. Now both the Chinese works just mentioned
attribute the conversion of Aśvaghoṣa to Puma, while the biography
of Aśvaghoṣa ascribes it to Parśva. Once more we find Pūrṇa and
Parśva in close association just as in the invocation in the
Sūtralaṅkāra. They are so closely allied in fact, that one of them is
substituted for the other.
Parśva or Parśvika is better known. There is no equivocation
regarding his personality. Both the Chinese Hiuen-tsiang and the
Tibetan Tāranātha attest the preponderating influence which he
exercised on Kaniṣka and the part which he took in the convocation
of the Council as well as in the compilation of the works. He was a
native of Gandhāra. The convent built for him by Kaniṣka where he
resided in Kashmir was shown to the pilgrim. It had a
commemoration tablet. He frequently bears the title of bhikṣu which
is also attached to his name in the Sūtralaṅkāra. Further he is also
styled the Elder as in the biography of Aśvaghoṣa.
As regards Mi-tche, Sylvain Lévi again differs from Huber.
According to the former it is derived from the Sanskrit Mecha. He is
designated as the sixth patriarch. Lassen on the authority of Julien
establishes the hypothetical Sanskrit name Micchaka, but this word
is not known in Sanskrit. Wassilieff has corrected the transcription
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in Mechaka. Mechaka [206] is the predecessor of Vasumitra, the
president of the Council of Kaniṣka, and Vasumitra is separated
from Parśva by two patriarchs, namely, Buddha Nandi and Buddha
Mitra. In the lists of the Sarvāstivādi filiation Mechaka occupies
quite a different rank. In both the lists Mechaka floats in the
neighbourhood of Aśvaghoṣa. Thus the name is proved to be
Mechaka and the invocation may be established to be addressed to
Pūrṇa, Parśva, and Mechaka, the masters of the Śāstras. These three
predecessors of Aśvaghoṣa are all of them glorious adepts of the
Sarvāstivādi school. Reverence to them shown by Aśvaghoṣa further
evinces, that the author of the Sūtralaṅkāra was an adherent of the
same school.

