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jātaka stūpas in north india 52
sumedha’s hair 55
the bodhisattva’s bones 56

Bodhisattva Relics in the Final Birth as Gautama 60
the embryo in the relic or the relic as embryo 63
the relic of the bodhisattva’s hairknot 65
relics and the certainty of buddhahood 68

Conclusion 69



Chapter Three: Relics of the Still-Living Buddha: Hairs 
and Footprints    71

Hair and Nail Relics 72
trapus.a and bhallika 73
the hair relics at the shwe dagon pagoda 76
sri lankan traditions 80
the chronicle of the six hair relics 82

Footprints 85
the saccabandha and nammadā footprints 90
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PREFACE

Sometime in the middle of the fifth
century, the Chinese pilgrim Daorong set out for India on foot. When he
and his companions arrived in what is now Afghanistan, they proceeded
to visit various sites of pilgrimage, places that were, in one way or an-
other, associated with the historical Buddha Sakyamuni. In Nagarahara,
they found “a piece of bone from the top of the Buddha’s skull . . . , four
inches long and beige in color” (Wang 1984: 243–44; text in T. 2092,
51:1021c). A bit further on, they visited a monastery, where the Buddha’s
staff was enshrined, and, in the city itself, they stopped at another sanc-
tuary, where some teeth and hair of the Buddha were kept in a jeweled
reliquary. Outside of town, they went to a famous cave, where they saw
the “shadow” of the Buddha, an image he was said to have projected on
a wall of the grotto.1 Near the cave, they venerated a set of Buddha foot-
prints imprinted on a rock, and, a bit further away, a spot where the Bud-
dha had washed his robe. Beyond that was a large stupa, said to have
been built by the Tathagata himself, which was gradually sinking into the
ground; its final disappearance would mark the end of the Buddha’s
teaching. By the side of the stupa was an inscription in Sanskrit report-
edly written in the Buddha’s own hand (T. 2092, 51:1021c–22a = Eng.
trans., Wang 1984: 243–45; see also Chavannes 1903: 427–29).

Throughout the Buddhist world, pilgrims have long visited and vener-
ated a great number and variety of buddha relics. Indeed, from Kandy
to Kyoto, there was hardly a Buddhist site that did not enshrine some
physical remains of the Buddha, some object that once belonged to him,
some trace of his presence enlivened by association with his body, his
teaching (dharma), or his community of followers (samgha). Simply put,
buddha relics, broadly defined, were “everywhere.” For hundreds of
years, pilgrims to India commonly came across stupas believed to have
been built by the third-century B.C.E. emperor Asoka, who was reputed to
have enshrined relics of the Buddha in 84,000 places throughout his

1 This “shadow cave” and its relic-like image were visited by many pilgrims besides
Daorong. See T. 2087, 51:879a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 67–68; T. 2085, 51:859a = Eng.
trans., Li 2002: 173; and Petech 1966–74, 1:179–80. For legends about the cave and the
naga who dwelt there, see T. 643, 15:679b–81b = Fr. trans., Przyluski 1914: 565–68; Avk.,
2:338–40; and Soper 1949–50: 273–83. On the popularity of the Buddha’s shadow in Chi-
nese tradition and its reproduction on Mount Lu, see Shinohara 1999: 945–47; and
Tsukamoto 1985, 2:885–89.



realm.2 Shrines for hair relics (often associated with fingernail-clipping
relics) were likewise numerous; a Southeast Asian tradition, for instance,
asserts that, after the Buddha’s parinirvana, the gods distributed his
800,000 body hairs and 900,000 head hairs “throughout this universe of
ours” (Halliday 1923: 46). In the seventh century, the pilgrim Xuanzang
reported that, at the site in India where the Buddha was cremated, one
could find any number of relics simply by praying earnestly (T. 2087,
51:904b = Eng. trans., Li 1996:190). In China, by the Tang dynasty, the
proliferation of relics was so great that one scholar has spoken of it as a
“hemorrhage of the sacred” (Faure 1996: 163). The same could be said
of early medieval Japan, where relics were avidly collected by monks and
aristocrats alike (see Ruppert 1997: appendix). Along with such prolifer-
ations went the assumption that relics were able to reproduce themselves,
to grow, multiply, or appear miraculously (see Faure 1991: 138–39; Bar-
rett 2001: 41; and Martin 1992). An eleventh-century Chinese author,
for example, reports how once, when he was examining a buddha’s tooth
in a monastery, it suddenly started producing small relic pellets: “They
wafted away in countless numbers, some flying up into the air and others
falling to the ground. . . . They sparkled brightly, filling the eyes with
light. When I arrived back at the capital they circulated among ranking
officials there who passed them among themselves” (Kieschnick 2003:
51). Similar phenomena may be seen even in modern times. In 1970, for
instance, buddha relics began to grow spontaneously out of the east side
of the stupa of Svayambhunatha in Kathmandu. “There were thousands
of them all over the ground,” reported one observer, “and all the
monastery, including the highest lama, who almost never left his room,
were outside picking them up” (Allione 1984: 203–4; see also Martin
1994: 283).

In the Theravada world, according to Buddhaghosa (fifth century),
possession of a relic was one of the definitional criteria for what consti-
tuted a proper monastery (AA., 4:186), and still today, relics of the Bud-
dha are found in virtually every community, sometimes in very large
numbers.3 Richard Gombrich (1971: 106) remarks that, in all of his time
in Sri Lanka, he “came across only one temple that did not claim to
possess a relic,” and he goes on to remind us of the routine nature of the
phenomenon:

Though they are of course handled with the greatest veneration, in a wider
sense these relics are casually dealt with: I invariably asked after the origin

xiv PREFACE

2 For Asoka stupas visited by Chinese pilgrims in India, see Watters 1904: index, s.v.
“Asoka topes.” On the legend of the 84,000 stupas, see chapter 5 in this book.
3 For instance, Wat Côm Ping in Northern Thailand claims to enshrine over 50,000 buddha
relics. See Rhum 1994: 178.



of a relic, but never got any reply more interesting than that it was inherited
from the monk’s teacher. . . . These village relics are indeed not very impres-
sive objects: as a special favour I was shown those in Migala, precious cas-
ket removed to reveal precious casket, until the last tiny stupa contained a
couple of minute white balls of what I presume was bone. (106–7)

This is not to say that there are not famous relics of the Buddha, with
impressive pedigrees and a full complement of myths attached to them.
Indeed, in this book, I will primarily be considering traditions about such
relics, but, in doing so, it is important to remember from the outset that
these represent only the most visible and renowned parts of a heritage of
relic veneration that was always, to some extent, extraordinary, but often
routine and including common, generic objects of devotion.

I first became interested in Buddhist relics while working on a book on
the legends of King Asoka (Strong 1983). That interest then broadened
into more general endeavors in the comparative study of relics (Strong
1987, 1995, and forthcoming) before narrowing once again to a “focus”
on bodily relics of the Buddha. In the chapters that follow, I will be con-
cerned primarily with South and Southeast Asian legendary and cultic
traditions about relics of the Buddha’s physical body, although I shall also
pay some attention to “secondary” relics such as his footprints, his bowl,
his robe, and his bodhi tree. Though not totally oblivious to questions of
dating and historicity, I will not hesitate to mix together sources from the
beginnings of the Buddhist record almost right up to the present, and rep-
resenting a whole gamut of genres. Here, the stuff of legends, the stances
of doctrine, the records of inscriptions, the makings of myth, the reports
of pilgrims, even the comments of modern travelers, will all be combined
in a “method” that I have called elsewhere “exegetical exploration”
(Strong 1992: xii). In this approach, particular texts or particular issues
are taken as focal points for presenting and discussing the problematics
of a given tradition, and the effort to understand these texts and issues is
further developed by the perspectives of different contexts and co-texts.

Since relics tell stories, much attention will be given to telling the sto-
ries of relics, and seeking to understand their significances and connota-
tions. To a large extent, then, I shall proceed anecdotally, presenting and
discussing a succession of stories about Buddhist relics, admitting that
many of these texts are only partially representative of an overall tradi-
tion whose full complexity undermines generalizations. Nonetheless, it
is my hope that, as Wendy Doniger ([O’Flaherty] 1988: 2) once put it,
“stories reveal things that are not easily gleaned from the harder disci-
plines,” especially if we can remember that “stories are not designed as
arguments, nor should they be taken as arguments.”
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Throughout, I will try to make no judgments about the truth value of
the traditions being explored. Some claims, made in some texts, may
strike some readers as preposterous or absurd; others, as profound
expressions of religious devotion or experience. In either case, it is im-
portant to remember that the Buddhist authors of many of the texts
we will be considering sometimes experienced these same ambiguities
themselves.4

Finally, it should be said that the Sanskrit and Pali words that are most
commonly translated as “relic” have rather different connotations than
their English counterpart (see Collins 1998: 277–78; Schopen 1998:
256). The Latin word for “relic,” stemming from the verb relinquere, has
the root meaning of “something left over or remaining behind.” The San-
skrit dhatu (Pali: idem), however, means “constituent element of essential
ingredient” (Monier-Williams 1899: 513). In this context, Buddhist relics
may be seen not as the leftover but as the essence that is extracted from
the dead, cremated body (Schopen 1998: 257; Gombrich 1971: 106), or,
as we shall see, from the living person. The other relevant Sanskrit word,
sarira (Pali: sarira) means “body,” although, as Gregory Schopen (1998:
257) has pointed out, when it implies something like our notion of relic,
it is usually used in the plural. In South Asian Buddhist sources, then,
relics arise from a process of multiplication or addition rather than sub-
traction. They are products or sum totals of the body rather than re-
mainders. How seriously all these diverging etymological connotations
should be taken is another matter. It is important to note them, yet, as
Schopen (1998: 257) further points out, though the meanings of the var-
ious terms may differ, the treatment of relics in both Christian and Bud-
dhist traditions—“what is done for or to them, what is said about them,
and what they themselves do”—is very often similar.5

Over the years, many individuals and institutions have helped me in the
writing of this book, and I would like to express my gratitude to them
here. First, I would like to thank participants in the American Academy
of Religion Seminar on Buddhist Relic Veneration, which ran from 1994
to 1998. These include, in particular, David Germano and Kevin Trainor,
who organized the seminar, and Yael Bentor, Bernard Faure, Charles Hal-
lisey, Thomas Head, Jacob Kinnard, Suzanne Mrozic, Juliane Schober,

xvi PREFACE

4 See, for example, the story of Xuanzang’s doubts about certain relics of extraordinary size
that he saw in Bodhgaya in T. 2053, 50:244b = Eng. trans., Li 1995: 128–29. Alternatively,
see the Tibetan story, recounted in Patrul 1994: 173–74, of the woman who had so much
devotion that a fake relic (a dog’s tooth) given to her by her son actually began to perform
miracles.
5 This is not to deny that there are also many real differences in the two traditions’ treat-
ment of relics. See Strong, forthcoming.



Gregory Schopen, Robert Sharf, and Donald Swearer, who, whether or
not they realized it, helped me focus my thoughts as this project was get-
ting started. In addition, I am grateful to the faculty and students of var-
ious institutions who gave me an opportunity to carry out research and
to teach, over the years, a number of seminars on relics that also helped
me develop my thoughts: as Numata Visiting Professor of Buddhist Stud-
ies at the Divinity School of the University of Chicago (Spring 1995), as
Stewart Professor in the Department of Religion and the Council of the
Humanities at Princeton University (Fall 1997), as Numata Visiting Pro-
fessor of Buddhist Studies at Harvard University (Spring 2002), and as
Visiting Professor in the Department of Religious Studies at Stanford
University (Spring 2003).

Abbreviated versions of chapters one, two, and four were given as lec-
tures: at the XIIth Conference of the International Association of Buddhist
Studies in Lausanne (August 1999), at a symposium on relics entitled
“Absence Made Tangible” at the University of California at Los Angeles
(January 2001), and at a conference on “Death and Dying in Buddhism”
held at Princeton University (May 2002). I would like to thank colleagues
present on those occasions for their feedback, especially Richard Gom-
brich; James Benn, Robert Buswell, Jinhua Chen, Bryan Ruppert; and
Phyllis Granoff.

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to a number of other indi-
viduals who read all, or portions, of this work, and helpfully commented
on it: Fred Appel, Johannes Bronkhorst, Benjamin Brose, Megan Bryson,
George Clonos, John Holt, Sara Lerner, John Pang, Frank Reynolds,
Kristin Scheible, Juliane Schober, Sarah Strong, Stephen Teiser, Donald
Swearer, Kevin Trainor, Linda Truilo, and Zhaohua Yang.
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NOTE AND ABBREVIATIONS

In citing Sanskrit and Pali sources,
I have sought to provide references both to original language editions as
well as to English, French, or German translations when available. In
dealing with Chinese canonical works, I have been guided by existing
translations in Western languages, but, for the convenience of scholars, I
have also included references to the standard Taisho (T.) edition of the
texts in question, even when those translations were based on originals
found not in T. but in other earlier editions. In all cases, editions are cited
by abbreviated title (as given below), and translations, marked off by an
equals sign (=) and by the name of the translator plus the date (as listed
in the bibliography). When I am directly quoting from someone else’s
translation, however, I cite the name of the translator first and indicate
the original language source of the text second.

In discussions of texts and in references to names, I have generally used
Sanskrit forms in preference to Pali ones, except in places where the con-
text makes such a practice seem absurd. Thus, I speak of “nirvana,”
“Gautama,” and “Asoka” (Sanskrit) rather than of “nibbana,” “Go-
tama,” and “Asoka” (Pali). In references to Chinese Buddhist texts, I
have used reconstructed Sanskrit titles when these are more or less reli-
able. In this, I have generally followed Lancaster 1979.

Abbreviations

(Full bibliographic information is given in the bibliography.)

A. = Anguttara Nikaya
AA. = Manorathapurani [Commentary on A.]
AMMK. = Arya-Mañjusrimulakalpa. See edited text in Jayaswal 1934.
Ap. = Apadana
ApA. = Visuddhajanavilasini [Commentary on Ap.]
Asokav. = Asokavadana
Asta = Astasahasrikaprajñaramita sutra
Avk. = Avadanakalpalata
Avs. = Avadanasataka
Bcar. = Buddhacarita



Brapamsukula. = Brapamsukulanisamsam. See edited text in Martini
1973.

Buv. = Buddhavamsa
BuvA. = Madhuratthavilasini [Commentary on Buv.]
Catus. = Catusparisatsutra. See edited text in Waldschmidt 1962.
Chak. = Chakesadhatuvamsa
Cul. = Culavamsa
D. = Digha Nikaya
DA. = Sumangalavilasini [Commentary on D.]
Dasab. = Dasabodhisattuppattikatha. See edited text in Saddhatissa

1975.
Dath. = Dathavamsa
DhA. = Dhammapadatthakatha. In bibliography, see under Commen-

tary on the Dhammapada.
Div. = Divyavadana
Dpv. = Dipavamsa. See edited text in Oldenberg 1982.
ExtMhv. = Extended Mahavamsa
GilgMss. = Gilgit Manuscripts
Hman-Nan-Y. = Hman-Nan-Yazawindawgyi
Itv. = Itivuttaka
JA. = Jatakatthakatha. In bibliography, see under Jataka Together with

Its Commentary.
Jin. = Jinakalamalipakaranam.
Jinab. = Jinabodhavali. See edited text in Liyanaratne 1983.
Jinal. = Jinalankara. See edited text in Gray 1894.
JM. = Jatakamala
KhpA. = Paramatthajotika I [Commentary on Khuddaka-Patha]. In bib-

liography, see under Khuddaka-Patha Together with Its Commentary.
Lal. = Lalitavistara
LP = Lokapaññatti. See edited text in Denis 1977.
M. = Majjhima Nikaya
MA = Papañcasudani [Commentary on M.]
Mhv. = Mahavamsa
Mil. = Milindapañha. In bibliography, see under Milindapañho.
MPS. = Mahaparinirvanasutra. See edited text in Waldschmidt 1950–51.
Mtu. = Mahavastu
Paññasa-j = Paññasa-jataka
S. = Samyutta Nikaya
SA. = Saratthappakasini [Commentary on S.]
Sanghbhv. = Sanghabhedavastu. See edited text in Gnoli 1978.
Sas. = Sasanavamsa
Sayanas. = Sayanasanavastu. See edited text in Gnoli 1978a.

xx NOTE AND ABBREVIATIONS



Sdmp. = Saddharmapundarika Sutra
Skv. = Samantakutavannana
Sn. = Suttanipata
Suv. = Suvarnaprabhasasutra
T. = Taisho shinshu daizokyo. Citations refer to text number, volume and

page number, and register (a, b, or c).
T. 1 Dirghagama
T. 5 Mahaparinirvana sutra (translated by Bo Fazu)
T. 6 Mahaparinirvana sutra (anonymous translation)
T. 7 Mahaparinirvana sutra (translated by Faxian)
T. 99 Samyuktagama
T. 152 Liu du ji jing
T. 190 Abhiniskramana sutra
T. 192 Buddhacarita
T. 202 Damamukanidana sutra
T. 203 Za bao zang jing
T. 262 Saddharmapundarika sutra
T. 384 Pu sa chu tai jing
T. 386 Lian hua mian jing
T. 392 Fo mie du hou guan lian zang song jing
T. 455 Maitreyavyakarana sutra
T. 456 Mi le da cheng fo jing
T. 643 Buddhanusmrtisamadhi sutra
T. 699 Zao ta gong de jing
T. 1421 Mahisasaka vinaya
T. 1425 Mahasamghika vinaya
T. 1428 Dharmaguptaka vinaya
T. 1435 Sarvastivada vinaya
T. 1448 [Mulasarvastivada] Vinayavastu
T. 1451 [Mulasarvastivada] Vinayaksudrakavastu
T. 1464 Bi nai ye
T. 1509 Mahaprajñaparamita sastra
T. 1545 Mahavibhasa
T. 2030 Nandimitravadana
T. 2042 Asokarajavadana
T. 2043 Asokaraja sutra
T. 2046 Ma ming pu sa zhuan
T. 2053 Da ci en si san zang fa shi zhuan [of Huili]
T. 2059 Gao seng zhuan [of Huijiao]
T. 2066 Da tang xi yu qiu fa gao seng zhuan [of Yijing]
T. 2085 Gao seng fa xian zhuan [of Faxian]
T. 2087 Da tang xi yu ji [of Xuanzang]
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T. 2092 Luo yang qie lan ji [of Yang Xuanzhi]
T. 2122 Fa yuan zhu lin [of Daoshi]
T. 2125 Nan hai ji gui nei fa zhuan [of Yijing]

Thag. = Thera and Theri-gatha
ThagA. = Paramattha-dipani [Commentary on Thag.]
Thup. = Thupavamsa. See edited text in Jayawickrama 1971.
VibhA. = Sammohavinodani [Commentary on the Vibhanga]. In bibli-

ography, see under Ñanamoli 1996.
Vin. = Vinaya pitakam
VinA. = Samantapasadika [Commentary on Vin.]. See also Jayawickrama

1962.
Vsm. = Visuddhimagga
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Introduction

RELICS OF THE BUDDHA

In 1561, an interesting ceremony
took place in the Portuguese enclave of Gõa, in Southwestern India. Dur-
ing a military operation in Sri Lanka, Portuguese troops had captured
what “local idolaters” (i.e., Buddhists) claimed was the tooth of the Bud-
dha, and had delivered it as a prize to their viceroy, Don Constantino da
Bragança. The viceroy had hoped to hold it for ransom, but now the
archbishop of Gõa, Don Gaspar, was insisting that it be destroyed. On a
porch overlooking the river, in the presence of a great crowd of Chris-
tians and “pagans,” he called for the tooth and “placed it in a mortar,
and with his own hand reduced it to powder, and cast the pieces into a
brazier which stood ready for the purpose; after which the ashes and the
charcoal together were cast into the river, in sight of all those who were
crowding the verandahs and windows which looked upon the water”
(Tennent 1859, 2:215. See also chapter 7 in this book).

As benighted as such an action may seem to us today, it can at least be
said that the Portuguese archbishop appreciated the nature of relics. Con-
scious of the power of holy objects from his own tradition, he felt that the
tooth had to be utterly and permanently eradicated. In his mind, this was
not just a piece of bone that he was destroying but a “relic of the devil”
(reliquia do demonio) something alive that had to be killed (Tennent
1859, 2:214; text in De Couto 1783, 17:429).1

Rather different were the attitudes of some of Don Gaspar’s Protestant
contemporaries in Europe. John Calvin, to my knowledge, never said
anything about Buddhist relics, but in 1543 he wrote a whole treatise on
Roman Catholic ones (Calvin 1970). And although he too, given the
chance, would probably have crushed the Buddha’s tooth to bits, he would
have done so for different reasons. For him, relics embodied no sacred or
even demonic presence, and it was wrong and exploitative to pretend that
they did. Relics were nothing but material things, as he pointed out when
he got rid of what had been two of Geneva’s prized relics—the arm of Saint
Anthony and the brain of Saint Peter; the one, he proclaimed, was but the
bone of a stag, and the other a piece of pumice (Calvin 1970: 53).2

1 A similar view of this relic as possessed may be found in De Queyroz 1930, 1:365.
2 Calvin’s views were in line with those of earlier humanist and Reformation figures such



This is not the place to examine the varying influences of Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism on the comparative study of material ob-
jects of devotion. Suffice it to say that Western scholarship on relics is
heir to two rather different sets of prejudices, the one affirming the on-
going presence and power of the supernatural in objects, the other main-
taining its ontological absence and seeing such objects as no more than
material symbols or signifiers of a “divine” being or power whose locus
is elsewhere or who died long ago.

During the nineteenth and early twentieth century, at least in certain
circles, the second, or “Protestant,” perspective came to predominate in
the study of Buddhism. Championing the claim that the Buddha, after his
final nirvana, was totally removed from any relationship to this world,
scholars tended to see Buddhist objects of devotion such as images and
relics not as embodying the impossible presence of a deceased Master, but
as mere mnemonic devices for recalling his teaching and his example. The
Buddha was to be found primarily in his doctrine; to think of him as pres-
ent elsewhere, in statues or relics, for instance, was an aberration to be
condemned—as one missionary–scholar put it—as “mere material wor-
ship,” akin to the Roman Catholic cults of “the [seamless] Garment of
our Lord,” of “the skulls of the Three Wise Men” in Cologne, and of the
“exceedingly numerous” portions of the True Cross, all of which were
“examples of a dark age” (Wylie [1897] 1966: 79–80).3

“True Buddhism,” understood as the original teachings of the Buddha,
was thought to have nothing to do with such things as relics. Thus, the
American Monist Paul Carus, whose book, The Gospel of Buddha,
achieved considerable popularity around the turn of the century, turned
down the offer of a Buddha relic from a Sri Lankan monk, telling him,
“The worship of relics, be they bones, hair, teeth, or any other substance of
the body of a saint, is a mistake. . . . The soul of Buddha is not in his bones,
but in his words, and I regard relic-worship as an incomplete development
in which devotees have not as yet attained to full philosophical clearness”
(Carus 1897: 123).4 Along these lines, it was often assumed that those
who had reached “full philosophical clearness” were the cultured monas-
tic elite, while those who had not and worshiped relics and images were
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as Erasmus, for whom “there could never be anything more disgusting than the cult of
relics,” and Martin Bucer, who declared that “bones are bones and not gods” (Eire 1986:
40, 91). See also Bentley 1985: 169–94.
3 For Wylie, relics were “the surest symptom of decay” of a religion. For other examples of
Protestant condemnations of Buddhist relics by comparing them to Roman Catholic ones,
see Hardy 1850: 249; Smith 1918: 661; and Pratt 1928: 133n.
4 For a fuller presentation of Carus’s correspondence on relics with the monk Alutgama
Silakkhandha, see Trainor 1997: 18–23.



the laity. The existence of relics in the Buddhist tradition, when it was
recognized at all, was thus seen as a concession to the superstitious and
devotional needs of the lay populace. Espoused by prominent scholars
such as Hermann Oldenberg (1928: 377), this “two-tiered” view lingered
well into the twentieth century and may, indeed, still be found.5

In more recent times, however, a pendulum swing away from such
opinions has taken place in the study of Buddhism. Already in 1973,
David Snellgrove declared that, although “there were certainly pure philo-
sophical doctrines propounded during the early history of Buddhism, just
as there have been ever since, . . . there is no such thing as pure Buddhism
per se except perhaps the cult of Sakyamuni as a supramundane being and
the cult of the relic stupa (1973: 411). In more recent times, inspired by
the emergence of sophisticated studies of Christian relics (e.g., Brown
1981, Geary 1978), religious images (Freedberg 1989), notions of the
body (Bynum 1995, Dissanayake 1993) and death practices (Ariès 1982,
Danforth 1982, Bloch and Parry 1982), buddhologists have developed a
new seriousness about material culture in general and relics in particular.
Thus today, as Robert Sharf (1999: 78) has pointed out,

“[I]t is no longer acceptable to dismiss casually the worship of relics and im-
ages as aberrant or un-Buddhist, as a sop to the plebeian needs of the unlet-
tered masses. Scholars now appreciate that, with few exceptions, the clerical
elite found nothing objectionable in the worship of relics, but enthusiasti-
cally engaged in and promoted such activities themselves. There is thus little
reason to believe that the display of relics contravenes either the letter or the
spirit of Buddhist teachings.”6

In questioning Protestant presuppositions in the field, buddhologists,
in fact, have developed new perspectives of the tradition they study.7 As
Sharf (1999: 79), again, has commented, “Buddhism may no longer re-
semble European humanism, mysticism (the ‘perennial philosophy’), or en-
lightened rationalism, but it has come to bear an uncanny resemblance to
medieval Christianity . . . [with] its saints, relics, and miraculous images.”
In this process, certain views that attribute power and life and “presence”
to the relics have reemerged. For instance, Gregory Schopen, who has
eloquently critiqued Protestant prejudices in the study of Buddhism, has
also explored the many ways in which the Buddha was thought to be
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“alive” in his relics: he / they had rights as a legal “person,” or could own
property; and destroying a stupa containing relics was viewed as a capi-
tal offense, in other words, as the murder of a living person (Schopen
1997: 125ff. and 258ff., 1995, and 1996a). Alternatively, relics were seen
as “saturated / invigorated / enlivened by morality, concentration, wis-
dom, emancipation, knowledge and vision,” that is, “exactly the same
spiritual forces and faculties that characterize, . . . constitute and animate
the living Buddha” (Schopen 1997: 154). Elsewhere, Schopen declares
that “there is no distinction between a living Buddha and a collection of
relics—both make the sacred person equally present as an object of wor-
ship, and the presence of either makes available the same opportunity to
make merit” (1997: 132).

As a number of scholars have pointed out, this comes very close to at-
tributing to Buddhists a kind of Lévy-Bruhlian “prelogical mentality”
that senses a “mystical participation” (Lévy-Bruhl 1926: 76–7) between
the Buddha and his relics,8 or a Robertson Smith–like view of objects
being “instinct with divine life” or “embodiments of the presence of the
deity” (Smith 1972: 173, 204).9 I shall have more to say about Schopen’s
views of relics later. For now, suffice it to point out that, in the final
analysis, he appears to shy away from an ontological equation of the
Buddha and his relics and to assert rather their ritual and functional
equivalence. The relics are alive, own property, perform miracles, inspire
devotees, are filled with various buddha qualities, in exactly the same
way that the Buddha is. This does not mean that they are the Buddha,
that they make him present. Rather they are themselves present in the
same way that he is, they can act like him, they are a substitute for him
in his absence.

In between the poles of absence and presence, there is clearly a lot of
room for positions that seek, in various ways, to combine the two views.
Indeed, as more and more scholars have payed attention to Buddhist
relics, a plethora of positions attempting to pin down this dialectical rela-
tionship have emerged. These cannot all be spelled out here. To put it suc-
cinctly, we now have open to us the possibility of viewing Buddhist relics
as “indexical icons” (Tambiah 1984: 5, and 204, inspired by C. S. Peirce
and Arthur Burks), “sedimentations of charisma” (Tambiah 1984: 335ff.,
developing Max Weber), products of the Buddhist “habitus” (Kinnard
1999: 9–11, 157–58, inspired by Pierre Bourdieu), “zero signifiers”
(Ohnuki-Tierney 1994, inspired by Roman Jakobson and John Lotz, and
Jacques Derrida), “chronotopes” (Eckel 1992: 62, inspired by Mikhail
Bakhtin), “heterotopias” (Eckel 1992: 63, inspired by Michel Foucault),
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and places “where an absence is present” (Eckel 1992: 65, inspired by
Nagarjuna and Bhavaviveka). They can also be seen as the manifest pres-
ence of an essence that acts as a “visible representation of the immortal
nirvana state,” and that helps reconcile a contradiction between a “cog-
nitive” understanding that the Buddha is dead, and a “psychological” or
“affective” sense that he is living (Obeyesekere 1966: 8);10 as “memory
sites” that are “the ultimate embodiment of a commemorative con-
sciousness” (Hallisey 1996: 7, inspired by Pierre Nora); as manifestations
of the postmortem force of a buddha’s resolutions (Trainor 1997: 136–88,
inspired by Buddhaghosa); as “metamorphoses of the double” (Faure 1991:
132–47, inspired by Robert Hertz); as embodiments of “the sense of an
ending” (Collins 1992: 233, inspired by Frank Kermode); as that “final
and insensible scream that is the ‘supreme affirmation of life’” (Sharf 1999:
90, inspired by Georges Bataille); as “instruments of magical power [and]
kernels of pure imaginaire” (Faure 1999: 15, after Jacques LeGoff); as in-
stances of “euphemization” (Ruppert 2000: 96, inspired by Pierre Bour-
dieu); as “hierophanies” (Schober 2001, following Mircea Eliade); as
particular forms of buddha-emanation bodies (Bentor 1996, based on Ti-
betan nirmanakaya [sprul-sku] doctrine); as “blazing absences” (Ger-
mano 1994, based on Tibetan Nying ma sources); and probably in many
other ways.

Relics and the Biographical Process

In this book, I would like to approach this whole question on a slightly
different tack. I propose to view relics not as the embodiments of a tran-
scendent or imminent or otherwise absent Buddha, nor just as function-
ally equivalent to the departed Master, but as expressions and extensions
of the Buddha’s biographical process. The same point has been made by
others, especially with regard to buddha images. Juliane Schober (1997:
260–68), for instance, has shown how the relic-like Mahamuni image of
the Buddha in Mandalay was thought of as a continuator of the life story
of the Buddha, to the extent that it was even deemed to have to suffer
some of the unworked-out negative karma dating from the Buddha’s
previous lives. More generally, Donald Swearer (forthcoming) has dem-
onstrated how image consecration ceremonies, at least in Northern Thai-
land, involve the ritual narrative infusion into the image of the whole life
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of the Buddha, especially of the event of his enlightenment. As he puts it
elsewhere, “[T]he sacred biography takes a concrete, visual form in the
very image of the Tathagata” (1995: 268).

Much the same thing may be found in the practice of enshrining relics
in the midst of architectural or artistic reminders of the Buddha’s life
story. I will examine a classic instance of this, in chapter 6, in the case of
the relic chamber of King Dutthagamani’s “Great Stupa” in Sri Lanka
(first century b.c.e.). For now, suffice it to cite an example from Southeast
Asia. In 1912, an earthquake in Northern Burma crumbled the corners of
the Hlèdauk Pagoda, laying bare two of its relic chambers. Inside were
found not only a vessel containing relics of the Buddha, but “many small
figures in bronze representing the most important scenes in the life of
[the] Buddha” (Duroiselle 1911–12: 149). These included representa-
tions of the first jataka, the story of Sumedha prostrating himself at the
feet of the past buddha Dipamkara; images of all the other twenty-eight
previous buddhas venerated by the Buddha in his past lives; figurines de-
picting the Buddha’s mother, Mahamaya, giving birth to him; the seven
steps he took immediately after he was born; the signs of the old man,
sick man, dead man, and ascetic that prompted him to go forth on his
“great departure”; scenes of him cutting off his hair with his sword and
of Indra receiving that hair relic in heaven; statuettes showing his en-
lightenment and the events of each of the seven weeks following it; the
first sermon he preached to his first five disciples; and various events from
his teaching career, ending with the scene of his death and parinirvana
(Duroiselle 1911–12: 150–51).11 Such “bioramas,” as they may be called,
are not uncommon,12 and they testify to the importance of the life story
of the Buddha in defining the nature of a relic.

It should be remembered that in Buddhism, it is biography that makes
a buddha and not the Buddha who makes his biography. In other words,
all buddhas, even in the Theravada tradition, follow a biographical blue-
print that defines them and makes them who they are (see Strong 2001:
10–14). At the most fundamental level, this biographical blueprint is the
story of someone who comes and goes in the same way that other bud-
dhas have come and gone. Another way of putting this is that it is the
story of someone who becomes present as a buddha—who works toward
buddhahood through his past lives and his quest for enlightenment, and
manifests that buddhahood in his teaching—and who then becomes
absent as a buddha, through his death and his parinirvana. The great les-
son of Buddhism is not that of impermanence, if, by impermanence is
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simply meant “nothing lasts forever.” It is rather that of process—that
things, beings, buddhas come into existence due to certain causes and go
out of existence due to certain causes. Indeed, the one verse that best
summarizes the whole teaching of the Buddha is the often-repeated and
copied formula: “Ye dharma hetuprabhavas tesam hetum Tathagata
uvaca / tesam ca yo nirodha evam vadi mahasramanah˙” (“The Tatha-
gata has explained the cause of those elements of reality (dharmas) that
arise from a cause, and he, the Mahasramana [the “Great Recluse”], has
also spoken of their cessation”).

It is worth considering the implications of this for our study of relics.
It is my contention that the Buddha himself, in his life story, exhibits the
truth of this formula, in that his biography tells the causes of his final life
and buddhahood as well as their cessation. His relics, in so far as they are
expressions of the Buddha’s biography, are thus also expressions of this
process. In this regard, Buddhist relics (unlike Christian relics) do not
make manifest some transcendent or immanent reality, but retell a tale;
they sum up a biographical narrative; they embody the whole of the Bud-
dha’s coming and going, his life-and-death story; they reiterate both his
provenance and his impermanence.13 This is true, even when their imme-
diate reference is only to one portion of that biography14 for, as Steven
Collins (1992: 241) has pointed out, “when an enshrined relic is vener-
ated, the whole story is implicitly present.” Though they are material ob-
jects, relics can thus help bring to mind and invite reflection on a whole
narrative that is upheld and recognized by the community.

At the same time, however, relics are also extensions of the Buddha’s bi-
ography. It is perhaps possible to think of this as an assertion of the ongo-
ing “presence” of the Buddha, but it is preferable to think of it as the
further development of a powerful narrative. Simply put, though the life of
the Buddha stops with his parinirvana, his biography goes on. (Similarly,
though his life starts with his birth in Lumbini, his biography begins much
earlier than that with his previous lives). The Buddha’s relics, as we shall
see, do not just recall events from his life, but have adventures of their own.
They travel to distant countries, to heavens and naga worlds. They help le-
gitimate empires here on earth and they further spread the dharma to
places that the living Buddha never visited. Sometimes these adventures
have been foretold, predestined, by the Buddha himself; at other times they
have not. Sometimes they are aided and abetted by the actions of humans;
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at other times, they take on a life of their own. Either way, the relics con-
tinue to do things the Buddha did, to fill the roles the Buddha filled; but
they also do new things that the Buddha never did. They write new chap-
ters in the Buddha’s life story. Even so, the ultimate end of the story is not
new, for like the Buddha’s body before them, and like the Buddha’s dharma
after him, the relics are subject to dissolution. Indeed, as we shall see in
chapter 8, the true end of the Buddha’s biography comes only with the end
of the relics, at that time still in the future in which all the relics will as-
semble again and undergo a parinirvana (final extinction) of their own.

Types of Buddha Relics

I have, so far, been talking about Buddhist relics as though they were all a
single sort of thing, but obviously that is not the case. In fact, various clas-
sification schemes dividing relics into different categories were developed
by the Buddhist tradition. If we look again at the account with which we
began the preface to this book, Daorong’s description of what he found in
Nagarahara, it is easy to see that there were actual remains of parts of the
Buddha’s body (bones, teeth, and hair), objects that once belonged to the
Buddha (the staff), things associated with the Buddha’s teaching (the sink-
ing stupa and the inscription), and then a host of more ambiguous traces
of the Buddha’s former presence (his shadow image, his footprints, and
the rock where he washed his robe). The first three of these items corre-
spond pretty much to important Indian relic classification schemes that
distinguish (1) body relics, (2) contact relics, that is, objects that the Bud-
dha owned or used or with which he was closely associated, such as
bowls, robes, bodhi trees (or in this case, his staff); and (3) dharma relics,
by which was meant either whole sutras, or a dharma verse (such as the
“ye dharma . . .” formula given earlier), or a dharani, or anything some-
how recording the Buddha’s teaching (see Bentor 1994: 16 and the sources
quoted there).

Bones and Books

The inclusion of the Buddha’s dharma—more literally of actual texts—in
the category of relics is significant (see Wallis 2001). As is well known,
when the Buddha, on his deathbed, was asked by his disciple Ananda who
should replace him after he was gone, his answer was his teachings, his
dharma.15 There was a sense, then, that the dharma could act as a substi-
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tute for the departed master, a claim that was taken quite literally in certain
circles. “One who sees the dharma sees the Buddha” (Mil., 71 = Eng.
trans., Davids 1890–94, 1:110) went the assertion, and this was true re-
gardless of whether the Buddha was alive or dead.16 Similarly, other texts
were to declare that “when the relics are seen, the Buddha is seen,”17 a par-
allelism that should not go unnoticed. It comes as no surprise, then, to find
that some later texts actually rewrote the Buddha’s deathbed words to have
him say that, after his death, the dharma, vinaya and his bodily relics will
be his disciples’ teacher (see Jinal., 49 = Eng. trans., Gray 1894: 110).18

Not all Buddhists, however, were in agreement about the validity of
this parallelism. In one of the Perfection of Wisdom sutras, for instance,
when it is asked which is better, the whole of “Jambudvipa filled up to
the top with [Buddha]-relics” or “a single written copy of this perfection
of wisdom [sutra]?” the answer is unequivocal: the perfection of wisdom
scripture is preferable for the relics are subordinate to it; they are
worshiped only because “they are pervaded by the perfection of wis-
dom” (Conze 1973: 116; text in Asta., 48). And later, in the same text, the
bodhisattva Dharmodgata proclaims that the Buddha “cannot be seen”
from his physical body, but only from his dharma (Conze 1973: 291).19

Nevertheless, the fact remains that, in the context of the tradition
broadly conceived, both dharma relics and body relics could be used in
similar ways as stand-ins for the Buddha. For instance, stupas and images
and other objects that served as reminders of the Buddha were often
consecrated or “enlivened” by the insertion within them of a body relic
(e.g., a piece of bone), or of a textual dharma relic (e.g., a written verse
from the Buddha’s teaching), or of both. Thus, phenomenologically
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As is well known, the earliest notion of the Buddha’s “dharmakaya” was that of the corpus
of his teaching. See Ohnuma 1998: 345–46; Lancaster 1974; Reynolds 1977: 377; Harri-
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Jayawickrama 1971: 64 is a bit more ambiguous: “Even though [the Buddha] has passed
away in perfect nibbana, his bodily relics, however, remain.”
18 In Gandhara, there are signs that efforts were made to include texts conceived of as
dharma relics in the same reliquaries with bodily relics. See Salomon 1999: 68–86.
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For other references and a discussion, see Boucher 1993: 2–3. A rather different polemic
against relics may be found in the Maitreyamahasimhanada sutra which, according to
Schopen (1999), reflects a reactionary trend within the Mahayana.



speaking, “bones” and “books” could function in similar ways and ac-
complish some of the same things.

There was, in fact, an established practice of making “textual bodies”
or “dharma relics” (Skt: dharma-sarira) so as to embody the Buddha.
When Xuanzang was in Rajagrha, for instance, he heard of a pious lay-
man who, whenever he preached, busied himself at the same time in the
manufacture of such dharma-sarira (Ch: fa sheli), miniature stupas that
he then further consecrated by inserting into the center of each of them a
written verse from a sutra (T. 2087, 51:920a = Eng. trans., Li 1996:
266).20 Similarly, in the Zao ta gong de jing, a Chinese canonical work
translated by Divakara in 680 c.e., a method is described for making
small stupas by inserting into a lump of clay the dharma verse par excel-
lence “ye dharma hetuprabhavas. . . .” In this context, this line is called
the “dharma body” of the Buddha and is said to be just as effective in
consecrating a stupa as the insertion into it of a body relic of the Buddha
such as a tooth, a hair, or a nail (T. 699, 16:800–801 = Eng. trans.,
Boucher 1993: 8–10). On the other hand, in Gandhara, texts on birch
bark were sometimes buried directly in clay pots very much like the pots
used to inter the ashes and bones of deceased monks. Both have been
found in the vicinity of larger stupas (see Salomon 1999: 79–81).

Bones and Beads

In the case of body relics, it should be pointed out that distinctions came
to be made between (a) relics that were actual physical remains of the
body, such as bones, teeth, etc.,21 and (b) transmogrified somatic sub-
stances that could be as small as mustard-seeds and appear as jewel-like
beads (and which, in fact, in East Asia, eventually come to be associated
with magical wish-granting gems [cintamani]).22 These “very hard glit-
tering particles” (Das 1902: 1182, s.v. ring-bsrel) exist in a variety of col-
ors and sizes, and are usually found in the ashes of cremation fires. They
can also appear, however, during a person’s lifetime, by emanation, from
their hands, or hair, or eyes, or clothes, or calligraphy brushes, or they
can appear on altars, offering plates, other relics, or images, or by the
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side of stupas, etc. (Faure 1991: 138ff.; Prip-Moller 1967: 172, 176;
Kieschnick 2003: 34–35). The colors are said to reflect the part of the
body or organ with which these particles were associated: white if they
originated in bone, black if from the hair, red if from the flesh, etc. (T.
2122, 53:598c = Eng. trans., Ruppert 2000: 291; Faure, forthcoming).
One Tibetan tradition even gives these relics different names and associ-
ates them with different “families” of buddhas: Sharira are white, the size
of a pea, and come from the head; barira are blue, the size of a small pea,
and come from the space between the ribs; churira are yellow, the size of
a mustard seed, and come from the top of the liver; serira are red, also the
size of a mustard seed, and come from the kidneys; finally nyarira
are green, also the size of a mustard seed, and come from the lungs (Ger-
mano 1994).

Yet these particles, these colored crystalline “beads,” are clearly to be
distinguished from the organs or the bodily parts (e.g., bones) from which
they are said to come. In Korea, for instance, when monks look for such
relics in the cremated remains of saints and teachers, they at the same time
pick out the unburnt bits of bone. These are specifically understood not to
be relics, and are set aside to be pulverized and mixed with meal, formed
into balls of dough that are then abandoned in the woods for animals to
consume. The relics, if there are any, are carefully preserved and fre-
quently distributed later to disciples or to lay patrons.23 In Thailand, the
unburnt bone fragments are similarly not considered to be relics, but they
are often preserved because it is thought that they eventually may become
relics, through a process of metamorphosis over time.24

These bead-like relics have their analog and precedent, perhaps, in the
tradition reported by Buddhaghosa that the Buddha’s own relics (sarira)
were of three types—“like jasmine buds, like washed pearls, and like
(nuggets) of gold”—and came in three sizes, as big as mustard seeds, as
broken grains of rice, and as split green peas (DA., 2:603–4. See also
Thup., 172 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 34; and Jin., 37 = Eng.
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trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 52–53). This is important because there has
been a tendency among scholars looking at buddha-relics in India to
think of them primarily as bones or ashes left over from the Buddha’s
cremation.25 Given what we have just seen, however, we should be think-
ing of them also as “beads”—the results of a process of metamorphosis
brought on not only by the fire of cremation but also by the perfections of
the saint (in this case the Buddha) whose body they re-present. It is occa-
sionally said that, physically speaking, such “beads” may result from the
burning of the body under particular conditions at certain temperatures.
From a cultural perspective, however, it is possible that such crystalized
gem-like relics are a response to worries about pollution or further decay,
especially in those cultures where handling—let alone venerating—the
bones and ashes of the dead might be viewed as impure. On the other
hand, the whole phenomenon may simply reflect a need to be able to dis-
tinguish between the relics (“beads”) of the “special dead”26 (such as saints
and the Buddha) and the remains (“bones”) of the “ordinary dead” who
have no relics.

Relics, Bones, and Burial Practices in India and Beyond

Unfortunately, things are not as simple as this, if only because there were
also bona fide bones among the Buddha’s relics. Though this is not spec-
ified in the Pali text, the Sanskrit version of the Mahaparinirvana sutra
refers to the Buddha’s remains as asthi (bones) and specifies that they are
collected and placed in a golden urn (MPS., pp. 360, 432).27 Moreover,
as we shall see, the tradition in time came to feature, as relics, the teeth,
collarbones, neckbone, forehead bone, breastbone, usnisa bone, finger-
bone, etc., of the Buddha, which clearly retained their osseous nature.28

More immediately, however, such bits of calcined bone and ashes have
been found in countless Buddhist reliquaries of various shapes and sizes
made of various materials such as clay, stone, crystal, and precious met-
als.29 Often, those reliquaries were placed in larger receptacles (or several
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25 For example, Davids (1899–1924, 2:186) and Walshe (1987: 275) both translate sarirani
as “bones” in the Pali account of the Buddha’s cremation.
26 The word is borrowed from Brown 1981: 69ff.
27 In this it departs from the Pali text which, as we have seen, refers to these remains as sari-
rani. On the similar collection of bones of the deceased and their placement in an urn in
Brahmanical ritual, see Kane 1973: 240ff.
28 Most of these relics will be considered in the chapters that follow. On the Buddha’s us-

nisa relic, see T. 2085, 51:858c = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 172; and T. 2087, 51:879b = Eng.
trans., Li 1996: 69.
29 For a good sampling of illustrations of such reliquaries, see Zwalf 1985: 28–30; and Sub-
rahmanyam 1998: plates 33–62. For an unusual example of a wine goblet made into a reli-
quary, see Salomon 1996.



larger, nesting receptacles),30 which, in turn were put into stupas. For ex-
ample, in a stupa near Peshawar in Pakistan, the relics “consisted of some
fragments of bone placed, with a little gold, inside a small round casket
of schist stone; this in its turn was placed in a larger box of the same ma-
terial, and the whole wedged tightly into a long narrow vessel of coarse
earthenware, the space around being filled with hardened lime and
earth” (Marshall 1902–3: 173). Sometimes the urns are specifically la-
beled with inscriptions identifying them as containing the remains of par-
ticular Buddhist saints or even of the Buddha;31 alternatively, they remain
anonymous. Usually, in addition to bits of bone, the reliquaries contain
such things as beads, pearls, coral, semi-precious stones, jewelry, bits of
gold, silver, coins, etc.32

Among the more famous relic finds in India are those made at Piprahwa,
a site that some have identified with the Buddha’s hometown of
Kapilavastu;33 at Vaisali, where relics were unearthed from what was possi-
bly one of the original eight stupas built over the Buddha’s remains;34 and
near Peshawar, where a magnificently embossed gold reliquary was found in
which there were three small fragments of bone that “are undoubtedly the
original relics deposited in the stupa by [King] Kanishka which [Xuanzang]
tells us were relics of Gautama Buddha” (Spooner 1908–9: 49).35 Lesser
finds, however, are legion, and often stupas of more modest dimensions,
such as the so-called “votive” stupas, may not contain any relics at all.36

This is not the place to embark on a full history of Buddhist funerary
practices in India or other parts of South Asia. It is likely, however, that,
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30 On the terminology used for these receptacles, see Willis 2000: 17–21.
31 For examples of reliquaries of different saints, see Cunningham 1854: 285–94; and
Lüders [1912] 1973: no. 659–68. For examples of reliquaries labeled as being of the Bud-
dha, see Marshall 1936: 55; Lüders [1912] 1973: no. 931; Solomon and Schopen 1984;
Schopen 1997: 126; Stone 1994: 14; Subrahmanyam 1998: 85, 88; Roth 1987: 301;
Konow [1929] 1991: 49.
32 In general, see Subrahmanyam 1998. For specific examples, see Marshall 1902–3: 186,
and 1910–11: 2, 15; Sastri 1910–11: 64; Rea 1908–9: 88. In addition, various kinds of an-
imal bones have been found in these remains. Some scholars (see Subrahmanyam 1998:
110) have speculated that these are meant to represent animal forms of the Buddha in his
previous lives. See, however, Schopen 1995: 232–33.
33 See Peppé 1898, Srivastava 1986: 8–44, and Nakamura 2000: 48–54. For an extensive
bibliography on Piprahwa, see Kottkamp 1992: 70n. On the controversy involving the
identification and location of Kapilavastu, the dating of the reliquary vase found at
Piprahwa, and the rival claims of the site of Tilaurakot, see Härtel 1991: 70–80.
34 See Altekar 1956 and Sinha and Roy 1969. For other references, see Kottkamp 1992: 20–21.
35 For a bibliography on the so-called “Kanishka Casket,” see Kottkamp 1992: 64–65.
36 There has been much speculation about such “empty” stupas. Schopen (1995: 222) sug-
gests that they may be related to similar empty megalithic tombs. An intriguing argument
by Debala Mitra (quoted in Subrahmanyam 1998: 56) has it that reliquaries devoid of ashes
or bones belonged to non-Buddhist Brahmins.



in the context of Brahmanism, the Buddhist treatment of the dead was
viewed with some dismay as culturally anomalous and aberrant, and that
Buddhist monks, in particular, were not seen as taking sufficient mea-
sures against death pollution or to insure the well-being of ancestors.
This is reflected in both Buddhist and Brahmanical sources. For instance,
in a passage of the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya that has been highlighted by
Gregory Schopen (1997: 217–18), the Buddha is presented as instituting
new measures to mollify Brahmanical objections about Buddhist funer-
ary practices. At first, we are led to believe, when a monk died, his fellow
monks simply abandoned his body by the side of the road. But this made
the brahmins and householders criticize the new religion, declaring that
this was what happened when people renounced the householder’s life
and joined the samgha; they no longer had anyone to perform funeral
ceremonies for them! Accordingly, the Buddha told his monks that they
should start carrying out funerals for their dead brethren. But they did
not know what kind of funeral to perform, so the Buddha specified it
should be a cremation by fire (except in certain instances when cremation
was difficult, then immersion in water, or burial in the ground or aban-
donment in an isolated spot, was allowable). Further criticism arose, how-
ever, when monks, after handling a corpse at a cremation, failed to bathe
and wash away the pollution. So the Buddha told those who handled
corpses that they had to bathe.

The thrust of this story would appear to be corroborated in Brahman-
ical sources in which there were clear worries about various nonortho-
dox handlings of the dead. As early as the Satapatha Brahmana, for
instance, we hear of a particular type of funerary monument called the
smasana of the asuras [demons], which is considered to be impure and is
contrasted with the smasana of the devas [gods], which is deemed appro-
priate for those who accept the Vedas (Eggeling 1900, 5:423–24).37 Some
scholars have suggested that this smasana of the asuras (which predates
Buddhism) is the prototype for the stupa (Kottkamp 1992: 8–9; Sinha
1991: 1). It has also been identified with another funerary monument
known as the eduka, or eluka, or aiduka which has likewise been associ-
ated with Buddhism as well as with Saivism (Shah 1952: 280; De Marco
1987: 228; Allchin 1957: 1).38 It was intended to be a place for memori-
alizing the dead and preserving their ashes and bones. In the Mahavastu,
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37 On the various Brahmanical rites for erecting mounds over the calcined bones of the
dead, see Kane 1973: 251–53.
38 The word is said to be of Dravidian origin. See [U. P.] Shah 1970. An extensive descrip-
tion of this monument occurs in the Visnudharmottarapurana, edited and studied in Pal
1971–72. On Buddhist influences on this text, see Sircar 1953.



for example, we find the case of a Buddhist girl of ksatriya lineage, who
is being threatened by some jilted suitors whom she has refused. Worried
that they will murder her out of spite, she says to her mother, “If these
nobles from far away kill me, then gather up my bones and burn them.
And when you have burnt them, build a shrine (eluka) for my remains.
And when you have built the shrine plant a karnikara tree there. Then
when it blossoms in the springtime . . . , you will remember me, mother,
and say ‘such was the beauty of my daughter’” (Mtu., 3:20 = Eng. trans.,
Jones 1949–56, 3:19).

In the Mahabharata, however, the term appears in somewhat different
light. There, in a passage that is commonly taken as a critique of Bud-
dhist practices, eduka (which J.A.B. Van Buitenen translates as “charnel
houses”) are described as one of the signs of decline that will mark the
end of the aeon (kalpa): “This world will be totally upside down: peo-
ple will abandon the Gods and worship charnel houses (eduka) and the
serfs [sudras] will refuse to serve the twice-born. . . . The earth will be
marked by charnel houses, not adorned by the houses of the Gods . . .
and [all this] shall be the sign of the end of the Eon” (Van Buitenen 1973–
75, 2:596).39

Given these oppositions, scholars such as André Bareau (1963: 122)
have argued that Buddhists must have encountered considerable resis-
tance to a cult of relics of the dead “in an India that has always been so at-
tached to ritual purity.” Similarly, Jean Przyluski (1935–36: 353–54) has
declared, “Nothing [in India] prepared people’s minds for the celebration
of a cult of relics. The corpse was [generally considered to be] an impure,
dangerous object, to be kept away from human habitations.” The same
sentiment was expressed more elaborately by Monier Monier-Williams
([1889] 1964: 495–96):

Adoration of relics constitutes an important point of difference between
Buddhism and Brahmanism; for Brahmanism and its offspring Hinduism
are wholly opposed to the practice of preserving the ashes, bones, hair, or
teeth of deceased persons, however much such individuals may have been
revered during life. . . . Articles used by great religious teachers—as, for
example, robes, wooden shoes and seats—are sometimes preserved and
venerated after their death. All articles of this kind, however, must, of
course, be removed from the body before actual decease; for it is well known
that, in the minds of Hindus, ideas of impurity are inseparably connected
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with death, and contamination is supposed to result from contact with the
corpses of even a man’s dearest relatives. . . . Hence in the present day a
corpse is burnt, and its ashes are generally scattered on the surface of sacred
rivers or of the sea.40

Monier-Williams is probably overstating the case here, however. First
of all, relics are only half connected to death.41 As Bernard Faure (1991:
135) has put it, “[T]hey bring death into the world of the living, but they
also assure the continuity of life into death, the regeneration of life through
death, thereby contributing to blur the distinction.” Indeed, a good argu-
ment can be made for seeing the enshrinement of relics as a “secondary
burial,” which, far from being concerned with the polluting aspects of
death, seeks to end those by emphasizing the themes of purity, regenera-
tion, and permanence (Bloch and Parry 1982: 11; see also Hertz 1960).

Secondly, it should be noted that within the Hindu tradition a distinc-
tion is also made between the ordinary dead and the special dead. San-
nyasins, great yogins, and other renunciants in India have long had
funerary rituals that are radically different from those of householders.
Their bodies are generally not cremated, and their places of burial (or en-
tombment in a trance of samadhi) are often marked with monuments,
“countless tumuli which dot the countryside all over India” (Goswamy
1980: 6). In fact, these burials mark for sannyasins’ their second funeral
since their first was already ritually asserted at the time of their wander-
ing forth. The Buddha and Buddhists in ancient India were not orthodox
sannyasins, but they were certainly renunciants, and it is perhaps no co-
incidence that ancient descriptions of the tumuli of sannyasins, as well as
extant modern ones, resemble stupas in structure and shape (see Goswamy
1980: 10–11; De Marco 1987: 223, 225).

Bones and Bodies

Bones, however, served another purpose in Buddhism besides just memo-
rializing the dead; they also provided opportunities for enlightenment.
Buddhists advocated (or semi-advocated)42 “cemetery meditations,” a
practice that further separated them from Brahmanical householders but
tied them more closely to sannyasins (renunciants) and other Hindu
ascetics who, like them, had moved beyond certain social norms and so

16 INTRODUCTION

40 On the application of this practice to some unearthed buddha relics in Sarnath, see Dun-
can 1808. See also Kane 1973: 243–44.
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are not the object of any such fear of pollution.
42 The cemetery meditations were not obligatory but could be undertaken as an optional as-
cetic practice. See Ray 1994: 293–323, esp. 301–2; and Tambiah 1984: 33–37.



were to some extent already dead to the world.43 These practices con-
sisted not only of being a smasanika (Pali: sosanika), that is, one who
lives in a cemetery (or by a stupa), but also of contemplating the various
stages of decomposition of the corpse in order to realize the impurity and
the impermanence of a person’s physical form.44

Similar meditations were also advocated on the still living body. Over-
all, Buddhist views of the body have been shown to be somewhat am-
biguous (see Collins 1997), but anyone reading the oft-repeated list of the
thirty-two loathsome constituent parts of the body will have little doubt
that they were not very hedonistic. According to this view, the body con-
sists of hair of the head, hair of the body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews,
bones, marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, pleura, spleen, lungs, colon, intes-
tines, stomach, feces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, lymph,
saliva, snot, synovia, urine, and brain (Mil., 26 = Eng. trans., Davids
[1890–94], 1963. 1:42).45

Realizing the impermanence and impurity of the body was especially
an activity undertaken by Buddhist monks and nuns. Even today, Ther-
avada monks, at their ordination, are supposed to contemplate the first
five of Buddhaghosa’s thirty-two parts of the body in a ritualized medita-
tion on the impermanence and insubstantiality of the Self: “Kesa, loma,
nakha, danta, taco. . . .” they repeat, “hair of the head, hair of the body,
nails, teeth, skin.”46 Bhikkhu Khantipalo (1980: 13; see also Wilson 1996:
47) has commented that all these things are actually dead matter. Hairs,
nails, teeth, even skin, live only at their roots; the parts that we see are dead.
One might also point out, however, that the first four of these “dead” things,
when belonging to the Buddha or a Buddhist saint, can also be relics.

The question of the connection in Buddhism between the cult of relics,
on the one hand, and cemetery meditations and other contemplations of
the impurity and impermanence of the body, on the other, is interesting
and rather complex. One of the complications is that relics, generally,
were objects not of contemplation but of veneration. There is, moreover,
a radical difference between the body of an ordinary person and the
body of the Buddha, which, alive or dead, tends to be glorified. Indeed,
Buddhist texts are filled with descriptions of the glorious nature of the
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43 For a recent example and discussion, see Parry 1982.
44 On cemetery meditations and attendant views of the body, see Wilson 1996: 41–76; and
Boisvert 1996. The Vsm. (1: 178–79 = Eng. trans., Ñyanamoli 1976, 1:185–86) lists ten
stages of decomposition of the body. For other sources, see Lamotte 1949–80: 1312–14.
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gences between kaya and sarira, see the discussion in Williams 1997: 206–208.
46 See Vajirañanavarorasa 1973: 23; Seneviratne 1973: 154; Bizot 1988: 26. See also the dis-
cussion in Hiltebeitel 1998: 3–4.



Buddha’s physical form, and over against the thirty-two loathsome con-
stituent parts of the (ordinary) body, were set the thirty-two physical marks
of the “great man” (mahapurusa).47 Moreover, the Buddha’s body was also
thought to be pure, so much so that some texts went so far as to claim that
at the Buddha’s funeral, there was no need to wash his corpse (see Przyluski
1920: 179–80). Indeed, the Buddha had overcome death (and rebirth), and
this was reflected in his remains. Relics of the Blessed One thus have little
to do with cemetery meditations or the contemplation of the imperma-
nence and impurity of the body. As André Grabar (1946, 2:39) put it in a
different context: “The imagery of a [saint’s] relics is never . . . an imagery
of the memento mori [reminder of death]; rather it strives by all means in
its power to proclaim the suppression of the fact of death.”

And yet, as Peter Brown (1981: 75), who quotes Grabar, suggests,
“[T]he dialectic continued at a deeper imaginative level.” The Buddha’s
body, too, was impermanent, and his relics were a sign of that imperma-
nence. Jack Goody (1997: 83) has pointed out that there is an “underly-
ing paradox,” a “structural ambiguity” in the veneration of relics, “for
the concept of relics is characterized not only by attraction but also by re-
pulsion, by an attachment to the dead as well as by a distancing from
death which readily becomes associated with our death.” It may well be,
then, that relics of the Buddha are ultimately paradoxical and dialectic in
nature: as pure symbols of impurity, ongoing representations of imper-
manence, signs of mortality enduring after death, embodiments of bodi-
lessness; they are, as Lévi-Strauss said of myths, “good to think with.”
They are also, however, “good to worship,” “good to possess,” “good to
rule with,” and “good to tell stories about.” In all these ways, as we shall
see, relics become constitutive of communities; by means of narrative and
ritual, they serve to link particular places and peoples to the life and times
of the Buddha, or to the greater world of Buddhism; possessing sacred
power and significance, they act as magnets for pilgrims and devotees,
they enhance the prestige of their possessors, affording them magical
power and protection, and they further and bolster the agendas of kings,
monastics, and laypeople.

Relics and Images

It should be noted that none of the relic classification schemes mentioned
so far has included in it “images” or other artistic representations of the
Buddha. The same omission is found in another famous inventory of types
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of relics found in the Questions of King Milinda. There, the elder Na-
gasena describes what he calls the “Blessed Buddha’s bazaar”—a
metaphoric general market toward which one can direct one’s devotions
to obtain “long life, good health . . . high birth, and nirvana.” In this mar-
ket, there are four “shops”: bodily relics, relics of use, the teachings of the
Buddha, and members of the Samgha. No mention is made of buddha im-
ages here (Mil., p. 341 = Eng. trans., Davids [1890–94] 1963, 2:230).

This dearth of references to images is significant for there has been a
tendency in Western studies to lump together relics with images, as well
as with stupas and other things that denote or signify the Buddha, or are
thought to embody his buddhahood (see Sharf 1999: 81). The roots of
this tendency may perhaps be traced to an often cited late Theravada
classification of “relics,” which distinguishes, in addition to bodily relic
shrines (saririkacetiya, also called dhatu[ka]cetiya) such as stupas, and
shrines of use (paribhogacetiya) such as bodhi trees, a third category
called commemorative or “indicative” shrines (uddesikacetiya) (JA.,
4:228 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:142; KhpA., 221–22).48 This
latter class refers to objects that remind one of, or somehow point to or
re-present, the Buddha, and includes, primarily, Buddha images.49

There are certain problems with this inclusion of images in the cate-
gory of relics. First of all, it should be noted that the locus classicus of this
scheme, the “Kalingabodhi jataka,” does not actually refer to relics
(dhatu) but to various sorts of cetiya (Skt.: caitya; shrines or memorials)
(JA., 4: 228 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:142).50 There is no
doubt that all of these cetiya are in some ways “reminders” of the Bud-
dha, but that does not necessarily make them all “relics.” Indeed, the
“Kalingabodhi jataka” itself makes an important distinction between
uddesikacetiya (e.g., images), and the other two types of memorials. The
uddesikacetiya, it says, are “lacking in a foundation [avatthuka] by virtue
of their being a matter of mind only [manamattakena]” (JA., 4:228 =
Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:142). In other words, unlike body
relics and contact relics (relics of use), they do not have the basis of any

RELICS OF THE BUDDHA 19

48 In DhA., 3:251 = Eng. trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:69, the order of categories 2 and 3 is
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addition to these three, includes “dharma relics” as a fourth category. See Damrong 1973:
vi and Anuman Rajadhon, n.d.: 157ff.
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number of scholars have preferred a derivation from the root ˛/cit, meaning “to think,” “to
contemplate,” and so see a cetiya as anything that “reminds one” of the Buddha. See Bareau
1974b: 290–91 and Damrong 1973: v–vi. In this book, I shall not make a clean-cut



direct physical connection with the Buddha.51 For this reason, perhaps,
bodily (or textual) relics were sometimes used to “reinforce” an image’s
connection to the Buddha, and were inserted into images at the time of
consecration. As Steven Collins (1992: 237) has put it, “[S]tatues of the
Buddha, although allowing him to be ‘seen’ in a rather obvious way, in
fact are usually thought only to mediate his presence in a stronger sense
if they contain relics” (see also Collins 1998: 243).

On the other hand, there also exist qualitative distinctions between
category 1—bodily shrines (sariracetiya)—and category 2—shrines of
use (paribhogacetiya) such as bodhi trees—although these distinctions
are a bit more ambiguous. On the one hand, there are texts such as the
devotionally inclined Jinalankara (p. 49 = Eng. trans., Gray 1894: 110)
that claim that, just like the dharma and the vinaya, body relics and the
bodhi tree (as well as the seat of enlightenment) can equally be viewed as
the Buddha’s successor. This would seem to indicate equivalence between
them. On the other hand, there are more practically oriented sources
such as the Pali commentary on the Vibhanga, which found itself having
to resolve the issue of what to do when one kind of relic “encroached” on
another. Thus, after admitting that an equal amount of negative karma
may come from cutting down a bodhi tree or destroying a shrine that
contains bodily relics, it goes on to qualify this statement by adding that
it is permissible to cut a branch of a bodhi tree if it is pressing on a stupa
containing relics, or if birds roosting on it are dropping excrement on the
stupa. The reason given is that “the shrine [containing a part] of the body
(sariracetiya) is more important than a shrine [in commemoration] of
what was made use of (paribhogacetiya)” (Ñanamoli 1996, 2:175; text
in VibhA., 427).

Limitations of This Study

Generally speaking, in this book, in light of these various hierarchical dis-
tinctions and differentiations among relics, I shall consider commemora-
tive (uddesika) relics such as Buddha images hardly at all.52 I will consider
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distinction between stupas and caityas. To be sure, there is a famous statement found in the
Mahasamghika Vinaya that “if there is a relic, it is a stupa; if there is no relic, it is a caitya”
(T. 1425, 33:498b = Fr. trans., Durt, n.d.: 12), but there is also a lot of contravening evi-
dence (see, for instance, Schopen 1997: 90).
51 There are, of course, some exceptions to this; certain images such as the “shadow of the
Buddha” at Nagarahara or the famous “Udrayana” sandalwood image of the Buddha may
well qualify as contact relics of the Buddha.
52There is also a practical consideration at work here: the inclusion of Buddha images in
this book would at least double its length.



relics of use (paribhoga), such as bodhi trees, the bowl of the Buddha, etc.,
to some extent, but my primary focus will remain on bodily (saririka)
relics and the legendary and cultic traditions associated with them.

Secondly, I shall not be directly concerned with the cult of dharma
relics. Although, as texts embodying the departed Buddha, these form, in
some systems, an important category of relics, in others they are specifi-
cally distinguished from body relics, and are either praised as “purer”
representations of the truth that is the Buddha’s dharmakaya, or ma-
ligned as inferior symbols of the Buddha and not a remnant of his “real
body.” There may, in any case, be an important difference between the
two genres. As Patrick Geary (1978: 5) has pointed out in a different con-
text, unlike the text that “will always have some potential significance to
anyone capable of reading it,” the “bare relic—a bone or a bit of dust—
carries no fixed code or sign of its meaning. . . . As a physical object, di-
vorced from a specific milieu, [it] is entirely without significance.”
Geary’s assertion, which is reiterated by Sharf (1999: 81) is not unprob-
lematic, but it does point to the fact that what makes a body relic a relic
is not so much its makeup as its context, both legendary, cultic, and phys-
ical (i.e., its reliquary).

Thirdly, as mentioned, I shall focus largely on relics associated with the
Buddha, specifically the historical Buddha, Gautama Sakyamuni (al-
though I will also deal with his predecessors, the so-called previous bud-
dhas). I will not, however, occupy myself with relics of members of his
samgha, whether they be his disciples or any of the subsequent saints of
the Buddhist tradition—the great teachers, monks, nuns, and others who,
throughout the ages, achieved some degree of sanctity either in life or in
death. Their relics are even more common than the Buddha’s—especially
in East Asia and Tibet—but consideration of them would take us too far
afield.53 Nor will I deal with the possibility of seeing ordinary members
of the samgha—either individuals or the community as a whole—as “liv-
ing relics” of the Buddha, despite the indications of some texts that, as
one of the three refuges, the jewel of the samgha might well qualify for in-
clusion in the conceptual category of relic.

Finally, it should be specified that I will primarily focus on traditions
that developed in South and Southeast Asia—rather than in Tibet or East
Asia. For the most part, then, I shall be having recourse to Pali and San-
skrit materials, or at least to traditions that were translated from Pali or
Sanskrit materials or are ultimately based on them.
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Outline

With these limitations in mind, I shall, in the chapters that follow, turn to
an examination of a variety of traditions—mostly legends—associated
with bodily relics of the Buddha. To give these stories some narrative con-
tinuity, and in line with my belief that relics embody the biography of the
Buddha, I shall basically follow—through relic traditions—the biography
of the Buddha himself. Accordingly, I will start not with an account of the
Buddha’s funeral and the division of his relics among various contending
parties, but with a study (chapter one) of relics of previous buddhas, Sakya-
muni’s predecessors over the ages, under whom he first took the steps that
eventually resulted in his buddhahood. Relics of previous buddhas often
served to reinforce the pedigree of relics of Sakyamuni by giving to a par-
ticular site a greater depth of tradition and a truly cosmic sense of time. At
the same time, as we shall see, these relics raise some interesting theoretical
questions. For instance, it is commonly felt, at least in Theravada Bud-
dhism, that buddhas from different eras should not coexist. If buddhas of
the past, however, are felt to be present in their relics, the question arises as
to what happens to this “law” of nonsimultaneity of buddhas when the
present Sakyamuni comes together with the relics of one of his predeces-
sors. As we shall see, different texts have different solutions to this
dilemma, depending on contextual considerations and on the particular
school (Mainstream Buddhist or Mahayana) whose doctrine they reflect.

In chapter 2, I shall turn to a consideration of some of Sakyamuni’s
“bodhisattva relics,” including both relics stemming from his past lives as
a bodhisattva, and relics dating from his final life as Gautama but prior
to his awakening at Bodhgaya. It is often thought that relics embody the
qualities of someone who has transcended the processes of birth and
death, that is, of a Buddhist “saint” who has attained enlightenment. The
bodhisattva, because he is still working his way through samsara and is
still subject to rebirth, technically does not enter into that category. Yet,
as we shall see, a number of texts feature relics that date back to Sakya-
muni’s previous lives. This not only makes possible interesting scenarios
(such as the Buddha contemplating the bones of his former self), but it
raises new definitional questions about the nature of a relic. The exam-
ples that I will look at suggest that these bodhisattva relics are really em-
bodiments of one aspect of Sakyamuni’s career—his determination to
achieve enlightenment, and so may be thought of as “pre-presentations”
of the Buddha rather than as “re-presentations” of him (something made
possible in part by the fact that, at least etymologically, as we have seen,
“relics” [dhatu, sarira] are not necessarily “remains” of the Buddha).

22 INTRODUCTION



Chapter 3 focuses on relics of the Buddha from the period after his en-
lightenment but before his parinirvana. These relics of the “still living
Buddha,” which date from this period, obviously are not bones or ashes
from the cremation fire but include such things as hairs, fingernails, and
footprints, and form by themselves an important category. Among other
things, in considering them, I will raise certain issues about the use of
relics in spreading the dharma to persons who have never seen or heard
the Buddha, and the function of relics as “markers” for the future con-
version or conquest of countries.

In chapter 4, I shall finally reach the traditions surrounding the death
and funeral of the Buddha, and the division of his relics that followed it. I
will seek to read the account of the Buddha’s parinirvana from “a relic
perspective,” explaining certain enigmatic features of his cremation and of
the treatment of his corpse as intended to produce relics. Relics are thus
not just a by-product of the Buddha’s cremation and funeral, they are the
whole point of it. With this in mind, I will go on to consider the establish-
ment of buddha relics as a precious commodity, intensely desired by local
kings, to the point of their being willing to fight for them. This is the
episode often called “the war of the relics,” which results in the division
and distribution of the Buddha’s remains and their enshrinement in eight
North Indian countries, in the so-called drona stupas.”

Chapter 5 will focus on a subsequent but equally important legendary
event—the collection and redistribution of the Buddha’s bodily relics by
the Buddhist emperor of India, King Asoka. Here a number of themes
will come to the fore, including the use of relics to mark the kingship and
kingdom of a Buddhist cakravartin, and the political / ideological use of
relics to help unify the state and focus it, centripetally, on the king. In ex-
amining all these themes, I shall especially make use of some relatively
late Pali and Burmese sources where they are most fully developed.

In chapter 6, I will consider the further extension of the Buddha’s life
in what I have called “predestined relics,” that is, relics whose careers were
foretold by the Buddha but did not come to pass until long after his final
nirvana. Here the focus will be on Sri Lankan traditions, and I will look at
legends and cults surrounding the bodhi tree that was transplanted from
Bodhgaya to Anuradhapura; the collarbone relic that was enshrined in
the Thuparama in the same city; and the share of relics that ended up in
the Mahathupa built by King Dutthagamani.

In chapter 7, I will shift gears slightly to look at a number of traditions
surrounding relics that were not subject to any prediction by the Buddha
and that consequently long remained “on the move.” In particular I shall
focus on various tooth relics of the Buddha, paying most attention to the
eye-tooth that came to be seen, along with the bowl of the Buddha, as the
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palladium of power in Sri Lanka. In addition, some consideration will be
given to several other tooth relics that had varying fortunes in India and
East Asia. I will then end with a consideration of the international tours
that some of these relics have been sent on, in modern times, in what
amounts to a kind of “relic diplomacy.”

In chapter 8, I will turn to examine several eschatological traditions
surrounding the Buddha’s relics, laying out what is due to happen to
them and, therefore, to the Buddha’s life story. In particular, I will look at
the Buddha’s begging bowl, his robe, and the tradition of the parinirvana
of the relics.

In the conclusion, I will attempt to recapitulate the findings of the book
as a whole and to make some summary comments on the nature of Bud-
dhist relics.
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Chapter One

RELICS OF PREVIOUS BUDDHAS

It is customary to start works on
Buddhist relics with an account of the Buddha’s parinirvana and funeral,
and the subsequent division of the remains of his body (see Altekar 1956;
Benard 1988; Davids 1901; Fleet 1906–7; Heiler 1961: 1044; Wylie
[1897] 1966). As mentioned, however, I shall delay my presentation of
those events to look first at several less commonly considered preliminary
topics, beginning, in this chapter, with the question of the relics of Gau-
tama’s predecessors, the so-called previous buddhas. It is impossible to
cover here all of the various traditions about the precursors of the Bud-
dha; some selection of topics and sources is necessary. Accordingly, I shall
limit myself to (1) a brief introduction showing the connection between
previous buddhas and the biography of Sakyamuni; (2) an investigation
of the topic of previous buddhas and soteriology; (3) a study of traditions
associated with the stupa and the relics of the most recent previous buddha,
Kasyapa; and (4) an elucidation of the distinction between buddhas whose
relics are “dispersed” and those whose relics are not. In this process, a
number of important issues concerning the nature of buddha relics in gen-
eral will be raised.

Sa-kyamuni and His Predecessors

As is well known, according to Buddhist tradition, Siddhartha Gautama,
or Sakyamuni, was but the most recent of a succession of buddhas who
have appeared “at suitable intervals” (Conze 1959: 19) over the past
aeons, and who will continue to do so in the future (see Nattier, forth-
coming). In this context, although the Buddha himself is said to have
reached enlightenment on his own in his final lifetime, the dharma that he
found was not so much a brand-new doctrine as the rediscovery of an an-
cient truth. As he himself is supposed to have put it to his disciples, just
as a man, traveling through the forest, may come across “an ancient path
that was followed by men of ancient times,” so too, the Tathagata has
found “the ancient path that was followed by former buddhas” (S.,
2:106 = Eng. trans., Davids and Woodward 1917–30, 2:74).



The notion of a multiplicity of buddhas existing in time appears very early
in the history of Buddhism. Already in the third century b.c.e., King Asoka
recorded his visit to the stupa of the past buddha Kanakamuni (Pali, Kon-
agamana). The pillar inscription that he left there is presently located at Ni-
galisagar (Nigliva), in what is now Southern Nepal. That, however, is a
place where there are no traces of any ancient stupas. Accordingly, it has
been suspected that the broken pillar at Nigalisagar originally formed the
top of a pillar stump at nearby Gotihawa, where there are the remains of an
Asokan era stupa, and which some scholars consider to be the Kanakamuni
stupa in question (see Schopen 1995: 234; and Mitra 1971: 252). In any
case, the inscription Asoka had inscribed on the pillar reads as follows:
“When King Devanampriya Priyadarshin [= Asoka] had been anointed
fourteen years, he enlarged the stupa of the Buddha Konakamana [=
Kanakamuni] to the double [of its original size]. When he had been anointed
[twenty] years he came himself and worshipped [this spot] and caused [a
stone pillar to be set up]” (Bhattacharya 1960: 55; text in Bloch 1950: 158).
Asoka does not specify the exact nature of this stupa of Kanakamuni, but,
on the basis of Xuanzang’s testimony, it is generally thought that it was his
parinirvana stupa enshrining the remains of his body (T. 2087, 51:901b =
Eng. trans., Li 1996: 176; see also Watters 1904, 2:5–6).

Asoka’s inscription is precious evidence of an early cult of the relics of
a particular previous buddha. More generally, of course, Kanakamuni
was but one of a whole series of buddhas who have appeared in the past
and will continue to do so in the future.1 In theory, the number of these
predecessors and successors of Sakyamuni could be infinite, like time it-
self, but here and there in canonical sources, names and numbers are
given, along with distinguishing traits. Especially important in this regard
is the Mahavadana-sutra (Pali: Mahapadana-sutta),2 where the names of
seven past buddhas are given, together with specifications as to when
they lived, how long they lived, what their caste and clan were, what kind
of tree their bodhi tree was, how many disciples they had, and what were
the names of their two chief disciples, their personal attendant, their
father, their mother, and their son, and their birthplace (Waldschmidt
1953–56: 68–8).3 Thus Vipasyin (Pali: Vipassin) lived ninety-one aeons
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1 André Bareau (1962: 261) has hypothesized that there must have been, in Asoka’s time,
stupas at least of Kasyapa and probably of Krakucchanda as well, and that these were con-
nected together by pilgrims. A cryptic reference in the Asokav. (124 = Eng. trans., Strong
1983: 286) mentions a king named Asoka (presumably an ancient namesake of the Mau-
ryan monarch) who built a stupa for Krakucchanda made out of four kinds of jewels.
2 For parallel editions of the Sanskrit and Pali texts, together with notes on Chinese ver-
sions, see Waldschmidt 1953–56. The Pali text may also be found in D. 2:1–54 = Eng.
trans., Walshe 1987: 199–221.
3 See also Buv., 77–99 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 74–96. For other lists of various num-



ago and was a ksatriya; Sikhin (Sikhin) and Visvabhuj (Vessabhu) both
lived thirty-one aeons ago and were likewise ksatriyas; and Krakasunda
or Kracucchanda (Kakusandha), Kanakamuni (Konagamana), Kasyapa
(Kassapa), and Sakyamuni (Sakyamuni) all lived in our present “fortu-
nate aeon” (bhadrakalpa), and were all brahmins except for our own
Buddha Sakyamuni who was a ksatriya (Waldschmidt 1953–56: 169–75;
and Davids 1899–1924, 2:6–7).4

The rest of the Mahavadana sutra goes on to spell out, in some detail,
the life of the first of these buddhas, Vipasyin, who lived ninety-one
kalpas ago.5 Its account of his life in virtually every way parallels the fa-
miliar legend of the Buddha Sakyamuni, and so has been seen as one of
the early important textual building blocks in the development of the
Buddha’s sacred biography. It is clear to most scholars that the legend of
Vipasyin is here patterned on the life of Sakyamuni, whether that be un-
derstood historically or legendarily (see Gombrich 1980: 65; Nakamura
2000: 17). The thrust of the story itself, however, is to assert the opposite
and to claim that Sakyamuni, in leading his life, was actually just fol-
lowing a preestablished biographical blueprint for buddhas, paradig-
matically illustrated long ago by Vipasyin. Reminders of this, in fact,
constantly crop up in the telling of the Buddha’s own life story. Thus, for
example, when the bodhisattva first arrives at the bodhi tree in Bodhgaya,
he tries out various sides of the tree as possible spots for his meditation
seat; none of them is satisfactory until he finally settles down on the east-
ern side, realizing that that was the place where his predecessors, the pre-
vious buddhas, had all sat (JA., 1:70–71 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1990: 93–94).6

The tradition of an enlightened master having precursors or predecessors
who set patterns for him was, of course, not exclusively a Buddhist one.
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bers of previous buddhas, see T. 190, 3:672a = Eng. trans., Beal 1875:16; Lal., 6 = Fr.
trans., Foucaux 1884: 6–7); and Mtu., 1:136–41 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:108–12.
See also Yamada 1968, 1:125–26; Lamotte 1949–80: 248n.
4 These seven correspond to buddhas nos. 19–25 on the longer list of previous buddhas given
in table 1 below. It should be noted that in this tradition there are two types of aeons: empty
ones (sunyakalpa) that are devoid of buddhas, and non-empty (asunya) kalpas that are not.
The latter are further divided into five types according to whether they have one, two, three,
four, or five buddhas living in them. An aeon with five buddhas such as our own is an espe-
cially “fortunate” (bhadra) kalpa. See Horner 1975: xxvii; and Childers 1909: 185–86.
5 On the significance of this number, see Strong 1992: 54–55, and La Vallée Poussin 1928.
6 The site of the bodhi tree at Bodhgaya remains a constant for all buddhas, though the
identity of their trees differs. See JA., 4:233 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:146.
Xuanzang reports the tradition that the bodhisattva first tried to attain enlightenment on
the top of, and then in a cave on, Mount Pragbodhi before realizing that the bodhi tree was
the right spot that had been used by previous buddhas. See T. 2087, 51:915ab = Eng. trans.,
Li 1996: 243–44; Nakamura 2000: 148–50.



The Jains, as is well known, compiled a list of twenty-four tirthamkaras
(“ford-makers”), including their “founder,” Mahavira (Stevenson 1915:
312–13). The Ajivikas also had a tradition of twenty-four such departed
masters, including their “founder” Maskarin Gosaliputra (Pali: Makkhali
Gosala) (Basham 1981: 27). It comes as no surprise then to find that the list
of previous buddhas in the Mahavadana sutra was soon extended to a set
of twenty-four (twenty-five with Sakyamuni), which became the standard
number in the Theravadin tradition (see table 1).7 This list begins with the
figure of the Buddha Dipamkara, who is said to have lived over four incal-
culable ages ago (Buv., 22–23 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 27–29).8 It is in
the presence of Dipamkara that the bodhisattva, the future Sakyamuni
who was then an ascetic named Sumedha, formally embarks on the path
that will eventually result in his buddhahood. Seeing Dipamkara approach
a muddy section of the road, he prostrates himself in the mire at his feet so
that the Buddha can pass over unsullied, by stepping on him (or on his
spread out matted hair). He then resolves in his mind, and declares with his
lips, his intention to become himself, some day, a fully enlightened Buddha
(JA., 1:2ff. = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 3ff).9 Dipamkara then re-
sponds to this threefold expression of resolve (by body, speech, and mind)
by making a prediction that Sumedha will indeed achieve his goal, ages and
aeons hence, in a future lifetime, when he will attain enlightenment as
Sakyamuni, under the bodhi tree at Bodhgaya. This basic scenario—of the
bodhisattva expressing his determination to achieve his own buddhahood,
and receiving in response from that buddha an assurance that he is on the
path—is then reiterated under each of the subsequent twenty-three previ-
ous buddhas following Dipamkara (see Buv. = Eng. trans., Horner 1975;
and JA., 1:2–47 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 3–61).
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7 On the presumed Jain influence here, see Gombrich 1980: 64. An account of these bud-
dhas first appears in the Pali Canon in the Buddhavamsa. In an apparently later addition to
that text (Buv., 100 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 96), the number twenty-five is expanded
to twenty-eight by the addition of three buddhas prior to Dipamkara. See also BuvA., 131
= Eng. trans., Horner 1978: 189; and JA., 1:44 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 56. The
twenty-eight are also featured in Jinab., 65ff = Fr. trans., Liyanaratne 1983: 75ff; and in the
“Atavisi pirita,” on which see Saddhatissa 1975: 23–24 and DeSilva 1981: 11.
8 In the Sanskrit tradition, the story of Dipamkara is told at length in Mtu, 1:193–248 =
Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:152–203. The cult of Dipamkara is still popular today in
parts of Nepal (see Vergati 1982). On its connection to messianism in China, see Lagerwey
1998: 92.
9 In the Sanskrit tradition, Sumedha is variously known as Megha (see Mtu., 1:232 = Eng.
trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:188; and Bareau 1966–74), and Sumati (see Div., 246 = Eng.
trans., Strong 2002: 19). In other traditions, the origins of Sakyamuni’s path are pushed
back further. See Strong 2001: 19–27; and Lamotte 1949–80: 248–49.



Table 1
Relics of the twenty-five buddhas (based on Thupavamsa and Buddhavamsa)

Buddha: Time period of life Lifespan Relics: Height of
(in no. of incalculable (in years) scattered stupa

[asamkheyya] ages + aeons or not? (in yojanas)
[kalpa] ago)*

1. Dipamkara 4 ages + 100,000 aeons ago 100,000 not 36
2. Kondañña over 3 ages ago 100,000 not 7
3. Mangala over 2 ages ago 90,000 not 30

4. Sumana over 2 ages ago 90,000 not 4

5. Revata over 2 ages ago 60,000 scattered n/a

6. Sobhita over 2 ages ago 90,000 scattered n/a
7. Anomadassi over 1 age ago 100,000 not 25

8. Paduma over 1 age ago 100,000 scattered n/a

9. Narada over 1 age ago 90,000 not 4
10. Padumuttara 100,000 aeons ago 100,000 not 12
11. Sumedha 70,000 aeons ago 90,000 scattered n/a

12. Sujata 70,000 aeons ago 90,000 not 3/4
13. Piyadassi 1,800 aeons ago 90,000 not 3

14. Atthadassi 1,800 aeons ago 100,000 scattered n/a

15. Dhammadassi 1,800 aeons ago 100,000 not 3
16. Siddhattha 94 aeons ago 100,000 not 4
17. Tissa 92 aeons ago 100,000 not 3

18. Phussa 92 aeons ago 90,000 scattered n/a
19. Vipassi 91 aeons ago 80,000 not 7
20. Sikhi 31 aeons ago 70,000 not 3

21. Vessabhu 31 aeons ago 60,000 scattered n/a
22. Kakusandha in the present aeon 40,000 not 1/4

23. Konagamana in the present aeon 30,000 scattered n/a

24. Kassapa in the present aeon 20,000 not 1

25. Gotama in the present aeon 80 both many stupas

* The length of an “incalculable age” is usually left unspecified but is sometimes defined as 10140

years. A kalpa, or world cycle, is sometimes said to be 4,320 million years long.

Note: Extra spaces separate buddhas who appeared in same aeon.



Past Buddhas, Relics, and Soteriology

There is reflected in this a soteriological pattern that became well established
in Buddhist literature. At its simplest, the Buddhist process of achieving en-
lightenment may be described as being marked by two crucial moments: (1)
an embarkation on the path, which usually consists of a relatively simple act
of devotion (such as Sumedha’s) typically accompanied by the making of a
vow (pranidhana) to attain enlightenment in the future; and (2) an arrival at
the goal, that is, the actual attainment of enlightenment. In between these
two moments, of course, there can be (and usually are) many many lifetimes
of striving and merit-making, during which the initial act of embarkation
may periodically be repeated and reaffirmed.

Various schools of Buddhist thought, however, differed on the question
of how crucial it was to meet (or to have met) with a living buddha before
being able to embark on the soteriological path. For instance, in telling the
story of Sakyamuni’s career, the Jataka-nidana (representing the Theravada
tradition) makes such a meeting one of the sine qua nons for embarkation
on the bodhisattva path. There are, it proclaims, certain “right conditions”
for the making of a vow for buddhahood: the person who does so must,
inter alia, be a human being (and not a naga or a deity), and must be of the
male gender (and not a woman, eunuch, or hermaphrodite). He must be
capable of attaining arhatship in the very same existence in which he makes
the resolution (although he refrains from doing this and opts instead for the
more difficult course of becoming a buddha).10 Finally, and most interest-
ingly for our purposes, his resolution must be made “in the presence of a
living buddha”; it cannot be made “after the parinirvana of a buddha, in
front of a caitya, or at the foot of a bodhi tree.” If it is, the vow will not
bear fruit (JA., 1:14 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 18–19).

It is not altogether clear, in the Theravada, whether this injunction, made
in the context of the bodhisattva embarking for buddhahood, should also be
extended to persons embarking on the path to arhatship. Some scholars
have suggested that it should. Peter Masefield, for example, though ap-
proaching the question from a somewhat different angle, has maintained
that a person’s first steps toward arhatship (as well as arhatship itself) can be
occasioned only by the oral teaching of the dharma from a living buddha in
person. Relics or stupas will not do, for “the disappearance of the Buddha
was at the same time the disappearance of [the] chance of salvation” (Mase-
field 1986: 141). In other words, it would seem to be impossible for anyone
to embark on the road to enlightenment in this buddhaless time of ours.
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10 There is an interesting reflection, here in this Pali text, of the sentiment to be featured later
on in the Mahayana, namely that the quest for buddhahood involves rejecting or moving
beyond the attainment of arhatship. See Rahula 1974: 3.



Masefield’s argument is made on the basis of Pali canonical texts, and,
not surprisingly, certain Mahayana sources would radically disagree with
it. Santideva, for example, devotes a whole chapter to the praise of the
worship of stupas in his Siksasamuccaya (156–67 = Eng. trans., Bendall
and Rouse [1902] 1971: 270–82), in which he quotes numerous sutras all
designed to show that even the smallest act of devotion towards the relic
of a tathagata, when accompanied by the proper mental resolve, can put
one on the path to highest buddhahood. The Lotus Sutra, similarly, as-
serts that of those who circumambulate a stupa and venerate it, “some
realise arhatship, others attain pratyekabuddhahood; and others . . . in
immense numbers, raise their minds to supreme, perfect enlightenment
[i.e., buddhahood]” (Kern 1884:  247; text in Sdmp., 260).11

A third position may be seen in the Sarvastivadin anthology of stories
called the Avadanasataka. The first several chapters—those dealing with
persons on the path to buddhahood or pratyekabuddhahood—by and
large confirm the Theravada’s assertion that the moment of embarkation
for buddhahood necessitates a meeting with a buddha in person. The chap-
ters that deal with arhatship, however, present a more mixed picture. To be
sure, in many cases, the pattern is for an individual to encounter a buddha
in a past life and be inspired to make a vow to attain arhatship under an-
other buddha in a future life. In other words, both embarkation and ar-
rival are done in the presence of a buddha. There is also, however, a whole
chapter in the Avadanasataka (155–74 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 233–58)
featuring stories about arhats whose acts of embarkation are directed
toward the stupa enshrining the relics of the past buddha Vipasyin. Story
no. 62 is typical: in it, the arhatship of a young man named Sugandhi is ex-
plained by reference to a moment, ninety-one kalpas ago, when he made an
offering of flowers and incense to the stupa of the parinirvanized Vipasyin,
while at the same time making a pranidhana, vowing to attain arhatship
(Avs., 157–59 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 238–40).

The same pattern may be found in all the other stories of this chapter.
In each of them, the text seems to go out of its way to make the point that
what is being venerated here is not the living body of the buddha Vipasyin
but his stupa, that is, his relics. Indeed, Vipasyin is first introduced in
terms that are stereotypical for the description of a buddha: “Ninety-one
kalpas ago, O monks, in a time now gone by, there appeared in the world
the altogether enlightened blessed buddha Vipasyin, endowed with
knowledge and good conduct, well-gone, unsurpassed, knower of the
world, guide of those needing to be disciplined, teacher of humans and
gods” (Avs., 156 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 7). Then, however, we see this
Vipasyin—who, in the narrative, could very well have been venerated in
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person—pass away and become a relic before our very eyes: “The alto-
gether enlightened buddha Vipasyin went and dwelt in the royal city of
Bandhumati. And when he had fulfilled the functions of a buddha, he
parinirvanized without remainder, like a fire which has no more fuel. Then
King Bandhumat performed the funeral ceremonies for the body of the
Blessed One, and erected a stupa made out of the four gems which was a
league in circumference and a quarter-league in height” (Avs., 156 = Fr.
trans., Feer 1891: 7–8). It is toward this stupa that the future arhats in
these stories perform their initial acts of devotion. In the Avadanasataka,
then, both the enshrined relics of a past buddha (e.g. in the Vipasyin chap-
ter) or a past buddha in person (e.g. in other chapters) are equally effective
in inspiring devotees on the way to arhatship.

This apparent functional equivalence of stupa and buddha will, of
course, come as no surprise to students of Buddhist relics for whom a
stupa “is” the living buddha, but its contextual importance should not go
unnoticed. The authors of the Avadanasataka, like Buddhists today, were
living in post-parinirvana times, in an age when there was no buddha
present. The soteriological pattern they inherited and propounded was
one that stressed the importance of meeting the Buddha in order to em-
bark on the path to enlightenment. But meeting the Buddha in person is
impossible in a buddhaless time. The solution that was adopted, then,
was to leave open the possibility of meeting the Buddha in his relics, and
being inspired by them. Thus, in the Avadanasataka, relics, in the absence
of a buddha, make soteriology possible, but they do not apparently open
all soteriological paths; the relics are functionally equivalent to living
buddhas in bringing individuals to future arhatship, but not in bringing
them to future buddhahood (or pratyekabuddhahood). In this the Avada-
nasataka differs from the Lotus Sutra, and in this, it must be recognized,
there lies a difference between buddhas and their relics, a difference oc-
casioned by contextual considerations.

The Case of Ka- śyapa and His Stūpa

Of the seven buddhas listed in the Mahavadana sutra, the last three (i.e.,
Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, and Kasyapa) form a set of their own.
They all appeared in our present “fortunate aeon” (bhadrakalpa) and,
together with Sakyamuni who likewise came in the bhadrakalpa, they
constitute a group of four buddhas, to which can also be added the future
Buddha Maitreya, to make a set of five.12
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12 In later sources, the number of future buddhas (beyond Maitreya) in the bhadrakalpa
was greatly expanded to as many as one thousand. For discussions of this move and bibli-
ographies, see Nattier 1991: 23–24, and Yamada 1968, 1:136–39.



When the Chinese pilgrims Faxian (fifth-century) and Xuanzang (seventh-
century) traveled about North-Central India, they routinely came across
places where the first three buddhas of the bhadrakalpa were said to have
sat, or walked up and down in meditation, or preached. Generally, these
places were marked by stupas, and usually, they were associated with an-
other stupa enshrining some physical remain of Sakyamuni, such as some
of his hair or nails. The description of these is, in fact, utterly stereotypical,
as Etienne Lamotte (1988: 338) has pointed out: “[I]t is always the
same . . . formula that [comes] from Xuanzang’s pen: ‘An Asoka stupa on
the spot where the Buddha had propounded his excellent doctrine . . . ; to
one side, a stupa where buddhas of the past had sat or walked; finally, a
small stupa containing relics of the Buddha’s hair or nails.’”

There is very little indication that any of these memorials, except for the
stupas over the hair and nails of Sakyamuni, were anything but purely
commemorative. They mark places, sites made sacred no doubt by the
successive visits of various buddhas over the course of the aeon, but most
likely not containing any bodily remains or personal possessions of the
first three buddhas of the bhadrakalpa. Things are different, however,
when the pilgrims reach the town of Toyika (Pali: Todeyya), somewhere
between Sravasti and Benares. There, Faxian reports seeing three stupas
marking different events in the life of the Buddha Kasyapa, the last and
largest of which, at the place of his parinirvana, is said to enshrine “the
entire relic of [his] whole body” (Legge 1886: 63; text in T. 2085,
51:861a; see also Li 2002: 185). Xuanzang tells us much the same thing,
adding that this stupa had been built by King Asoka (T. 2087, 51:900c =
Eng. trans., Li 1996: 173). Both pilgrims describe similar sets of three
stupas for the past buddhas Kanakamuni and Krakucchanda, a bit further
on, in the region between Sravasti and Kapilavastu (T. 2085, 51:861a =
Eng. trans., Li 2002: 185; and T. 2087, 51:901b = Eng. trans., Li 1996:
176), but the claim that Kasyapa’s stupa contained the remains of his en-
tire body is remarkable, and serves to distinguish his stupa from those of
the two other previous buddhas.

According to a tradition preserved in the Pali commentaries, the build-
ing of Kasyapa’s stupa after his parinirvana was a magnificent and costly
enterprise; the bricks were solid blocks of gold, each one valued at a hun-
dred thousand pieces of money, and the mortar was made of yellow or-
piment and red arsenic mixed with sesame oil. The relic chamber was
especially costly and the people, having run out of funds, had to raise a
huge fortune to pay for it (DhA., 3:29–30 = Eng. trans., Burlingame
1921, 2:280–81).13 In the Sanskrit tradition, the stupa of Kasyapa is
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trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:330. For other sources on the construction of the stupa, see
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associated with the figure of King Krkin, who was responsible for its con-
struction, and who ruled at the time in Benares (see Avs., 207–8, 229–30 =
Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 316, 359).14

By Sakyamuni’s time, that ancient stupa at Toyika seems to have dis-
appeared or, at least, gone underground.15 The legend of Sakyamuni’s
visit to the site is recounted in similar stories contained in the Dhamma-
pada Commentary (Dh.A., 3:250–53 = Eng. trans., Burlingame 1921,
3:68–69), in the Vinayas of the Mahasamghika, Mahisasaka, and Dhar-
maguptaka sects (T. 1425, 22:497–98 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962: 257–59;
T. 1421, 22:172–73 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962: 259; T. 1428, 22:958 = Fr.
trans., Bareau 1962: 259–60), and in a passage from the Mulasarvasti-
vada Vinaya (GilgMss. 3, 1:73–79; compare Div., 465–69 and 76–80).
Gregory Schopen, who has studied these sources, summarizes the story
contained in the first four of these texts as follows:

The Buddha is travelling in Kosala; he reaches a spot near a village called . . .
Toyika; he has an encounter with a man [always a brahmin] working in a
nearby field as a result of which it becomes known that the stupa of the
Buddha Kasyapa lays buried under this spot; the Buddha then makes the
stupa momentarily appear and after it disappears he and/or the monks con-
struct a stupa on that spot from mud . . . ; this then is followed—in one case
preceded—by instructions on how a stupa should be built and / or by verses
praising the merit of building or worshipping stupas. (1997: 28).

To this Schopen contrasts the story in the fifth text, the Mulasarvasti-
vada Vinaya. While it is basically the same in its outline, one of its dis-
tinguishing features, he argues, is that “it knows absolutely nothing
about a stupa at Toyika or its construction. Here it is not a stupa which
the Buddha makes appear, but only ‘the undivided mass of the relics of
the Samyaksambuddha Kasyapa.’” This, he says, reflects the existence of
an early stage of the relic cult “in which the stupa did not yet have a part”
(Schopen 1997: 29).

The exhibition of Kasyapa’s whole skeleton, apparently outside of its
reliquary stupa (if, in fact, it had one), is indeed noteworthy.16 Most im-
mediately, it calls to mind a story about the bones of a pratyekabuddha
found in a Chinese Vinaya text not unconnected to the legend of Kasyapa’s
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14 See also Div. 22–24; T. 1425, 22:497–98 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962: 258–59; T. 1421,
22:172–73 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962: 259, 265–67; and Chavannes 1934, 2:349. See also
Iwamoto 1968: 209–18. For further sources on Krkin, see Schopen 1997: 47n.31; and
Hofinger 1954: 225n.
15 On the theme of sinking stupas, see Mus 1938.
16 The fact that the skeleton is whole caused Vincent Smith (1918: 659) to speculate that, in
ancient times (i.e., the time of the buddha Kasyapa), Buddhists practiced burial rather than
cremation.



stupa at Toyika. In this tale, King Prasenajit of Kosala goes to see the Bud-
dha and sits down to listen to him preach, but he is distracted by a smell
wafting through the assembly hall, a perfume so divine that he pays no
attention to the Blessed One’s sermon. Finally, he asks what is causing the
wonderful odor, and the Buddha, reaching down into the earth, pulls up
the sixty-foot skeleton of a former pratyekabuddha. The bones, still con-
nected, rise up into the air, manifest miracles, and spread a pleasant odor
everywhere. The king, naturally, is interested in the karmic history of this
pratyekabuddha, and the Buddha launches into a lengthy avadana about
him: this pratyekabuddha had once been a young man who had stolen a
flower blossom from the stupa of the former Buddha Kasyapa in order to
give it to a courtesan. As a result, he developed a horrible abcess on his
body, which, however, was cured when, repenting his ways, he offered
some sandalwood to the stupa and made a vow for pratyekabuddhahood
(T. 1464, 24:897–98 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1982: 19–24; see also Bareau
1962: 264–65; Huber 1908: 355–61).17

The details of this karmic explanation are perhaps less interesting than
some of the features of the tale itself. First of all, here too we have a case
in which there is no mention of a stupa and in which the pratyekabud-
dha’s relics—his skeleton—seem very much alive; they smell good, they
move about, they perform miracles. Secondly, because of the pratyek-
abuddha’s sweet-smelling “presence,” King Prasenajit is unable to pay at-
tention to the Buddha and fails utterly to hear his sermon. Simply put, the
two cannot coexist in his attention span. In this we have, perhaps, a distant
metaphoric recall of the doctrine that buddhas (buddhas and pratyekabud-
dhas, or present and previous buddhas) are not supposed to overlap in
time.18 This, we shall see, is also an important feature of the Toyika story.
Thirdly, the divine perfume emanating from the body of the pratyek-
abuddha shows that these relics are more than just bones. This is not a
cemetery meditation focusing on the corruption and rot of the human
form, but a glorification of the incorruptability of bones-become-relics.
Much the same can be said about Kasyapa’s bones at Toyika. There is no
hint of their decay or corruption, rather, they undergo an interesting
metamorphosis in the text; when still buried underground, Kasyapa’s
body is called an “undivided mass of bones [asthi],” that is, a skeleton
(GilgMss., 3, 1:74), but when the Buddha raises it up for all to see, it is

RELICS OF PREVIOUS BUDDHAS 35

17 The tradition associating a pratyekabuddha with Toyika reappears in a strange way in a
late Pali text about future buddhas beyond Maitreya. There a brahmin named Todeyya
(=Toyika) makes a vow for future buddhahood not in the presence of another Buddha, but
in front of a pratyekabuddha, which is unusual, to say the least. See Dasab., 149 = Eng.
trans., Saddhatissa 1975: 81.
18 Hence the stock expression “pratyekabuddhas arise in the world, when there are no bud-
dhas.” (Div., 88). See also Wiltshire 1990: 303.



called an “undivided mass of relics [sarira],” i.e., a body (GilgMss., 3,
1:75). Generally speaking, in the mythic cosmology of buddhas, what is
underground is what is past, while what is up (like Maitreya in Tusita
Heaven) is what is future; thus the raising up and exposition of the under-
ground relics of a buddha make him “present” in both the temporal and
spatial senses of the word.

Schopen’s claim that no stupa appears or is constructed in the Mu-
lasarvastivada Vinaya version of the story needs some mitigating. While
it is true that no mention is made of a buried stupa of Kasyapa in Toyika,
but only of his skeleton, the lay people of the area do end up building a
stupa there out of balls of mud or clay (mrttikapinda). A layman, acting
on his own, places one ball of mud there as an offering—to mark the
spot, so to speak—but when the Buddha proclaims that such an action is
just as meritorious as offering hundreds of thousands of balls of gold,
many hundreds of thousands of people, seeking to “cash in” merit-wise
on the opportunity, follow his example and make a big pile of balls of
mud there. In other words, a stupa is born from the offerings to the spot
(GilgMss., 3, 1:76). This, to be sure, is a commemorative stupa; its mode
of construction makes it clear that the remains of Kasyapa are not en-
shrined in it. But it is exactly the way in which the stupa at Toyika is built
in the Dharmaguptaka, Mahisasaka, and Mahasamghika Vinayas, except
that in the latter, King Prasenajit eventually arrives with seven hundred
carts filled with bricks and asks the Buddha for permission to “enlarge”
(and obviously to reinforce) the dirt stupa (see Bareau 1962: 257–60).19

We shall encounter, in a later chapter, some more specific examples of the
construction of stupas over the relics of the Buddha. Suffice it to state
here that the making of a stupa out of clay, mud, or any other material,
may be less a single act of commemoration than a result of ongoing com-
munal acts of devotion toward a holy place (caitya), and that such stupas
do not necessarily contain any relics.

Two Buddhas at Once

Schopen (1987: 210) also wants to use the Toyika story to reinforce the
view that “there is no distinction between a living Buddha and a collec-
tion of [his] relics.” This claim is particularly interesting since, if it is lit-
erally true, the story of the previous buddha Kasyapa at Toyika would
appear to violate what might be called the principle of the nonsimultane-
ity of buddhas. As is well known, in Mainstream Buddhist traditions,
though several (up to five) tathagatas may appear in the same aeon, they
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19 This has an interesting correlation with archaeological finds at the ancient sites of
Piprahwa and Vaisali where, according to some, the earliest layers show an original stupa
made of clay and then enlarged by a brick structure. See Sinha 1991: 1.



are not meant to coexist within that aeon. In Theravada sources, the rea-
son for this nonoverlap of buddhas is explained very simply: the Buddha
is extraordinary, unique, one of a kind; “if two or four or eight or sixteen
were to arise together, they would not be extraordinary” (VibhA. 433 =
Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:181). Thus, if a relic is a living buddha,
then Sakyamuni should not be handling the relics of Kasyapa unless, of
course, the text wishes to have him contradict the principle.

It comes as no surprise then to find, in certain canonical sources, sto-
ries apparently related to the Toyika tale in which no bodily relic or stupa
of Kasyapa is mentioned. In the Pali “Ghatikara sutta,” for instance, we
find that the Buddha, traveling in the land of Kosala, stops at an uniden-
tified spot and smiles. Upon being asked why, he explains that, in former
times, the monastic retreat (arama) of the Buddha Kasyapa had been in
that place (M. 2:45–46 = Eng. trans., Horner 1954–59, 2:243). Similarly,
in the Mahavastu, the Buddha stops at a small town in Kosala, smiles and
points out to Ananda four pieces of ground (prthivipradesa):20 the sites
of Kasyapa’s former monastic retreat (arama),21 of his hut (kuti), of his
meditation-walkway (cankrama), and his seat.22 In neither of these texts
is any mention made of Kasyapa’s stupa or of his bodily relics, nor are
any of the buildings or structures in question still extant, and in this way,
perhaps, the problem of actual Buddha-overlap is avoided. To be sure,
the memory of Kasyapa’s former presence adds mythological depth and
sacrality to the site, but there is no question of the actual apparition of
Kasyapa here. Indeed, what makes the Buddha smile in the “Ghatikara
sutta” is not the fact that two buddhas are being venerated at once (since
they are not), but his own remembering of his reluctance, in a former life,
as the brahmin Jotipala, to venerate Kasyapa (see M., 2:47–49 = Eng.
trans., Horner 1954–59, 2:244–46).

By way of contrast, in the Toyika stories mentioned above, there ap-
pears to be a rather deliberate self-conscious proclamation that what
makes the site an exceptional place is the possibility of worshiping two
buddhas there simultaneously. The Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, for in-
stance, seems to go out of its way to make that point; the brahmin who
fails to honor Sakyamuni properly is said to have made a mistake for, had
he only drawn near, he could have venerated two buddhas at once—
Sakyamuni, who is standing there, and Kasyapa, whose bones lie under
the earth at that spot. And Ananda’s response, when he finds this out, is
to fold the Buddha’s upper garment into a square, put it on the ground,
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20 On the importance of particular places and their connection to relics, see Schopen 1975.
21 Reading “arama” for “agama” as suggested by Jones 1949–56: 266, and by M., 2:45.
22 This was also the site of the seats of the previous buddhas Kanakamuni and Krakucchanda.
Given this last revelation, Ananda, of course, again has Sakyamuni promptly sit down there
as well. See Mtu., 1:318 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:266–67.



and tell the Tathagata to “sit on this seat so that two buddhas will have
enjoyed this piece of ground” (Gilg.Mss., 3, 1:74; compare Div., 76–77,
465). The Mahasamghika Vinaya is similarly explicit in having the Bud-
dha smile at the thought that the brahmin, in one act, is actually venerat-
ing two buddhas, though he does not realize it (T. 1425, 22:497b = Fr.
trans., Bareau 1962: 257).

This potential “violation” of the principle of nonsimultaneity of bud-
dhas is no oversight. It seems rather to be an intentional attempt to ac-
knowledge a doctrine that was perhaps already being undermined. Indeed,
the Toyika story may be profitably compared and contrasted to one of
the most popular chapters of the Mahayana’s Lotus Sutra , the one in
which Sakyamuni and the past Buddha Prabhutaratna are shown to co-
exist. Prabhutaratna made a vow long ago, that, after his parinirvana, the
stupa enshrining his entire body would appear, whenever and wherever
the Lotus was preached. Prabhutaratna’s Buddha-field is located count-
less thousands of myriads of kotis of worlds away, underneath the earth;
like Kasyapa’s, therefore, it is out of the ground that his stupa emerges, a
voice heard within it singing the praises of Sakyamuni. When the Buddha
actually opens the stupa, the apparently still-living Prabhutaratna con-
tinues to praise him and the Lotus Sutra, and offers him half of his seat;
the scene became a famous one, especially iconographically, and there
could hardly be a more explicit assertion of the coexistence of two bud-
dhas (Sdmp., 239ff. = Eng. trans., Kern 1884: 228–37; see also Watson
1993: 171–75).

Like Kasyapa in the Toyika story, Prabhutaratna “comes alive,” and in
both cases, both buddhas sit on the same spot, an event which in both
traditions is presented as rather revolutionary.23 Prabhutaratna, however,
seems somehow less skeletal—less of a relic—than Kasyapa. Despite the
fact that, at one point, his body is called a “relic form” (dhatuvigraha)
(Sdmp., p. 430 = Eng. trans., Kern 1884: 399), elsewhere his stupa is said
more ambiguously to enclose his “undivided [ekaghana] body [atma-
bhava]” (Sdmp., 240 = Eng. trans., Kern 1884: 228).24 More importantly,
of course, the buddhological context here is the Mahayana one that pro-
claims the eternality (or at least the longevity) of all buddhas, a view re-
inforced by the fact that, in the Lotus, myriads of other living buddhas
and emanations of buddhas all assemble to witness the occasion.
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23 The doctrine of the coexistence of buddhas was to become routine, however, and may
perhaps best be seen iconographically in East Asian Buddhist temples not only in the repre-
sentations of Sakyamuni sharing Prabhutaratna’s stupa seat, but in the common depictions
on altars of the buddhas of the three times—past, present, and future—sometimes identified
with Kasyapa, Sakyamuni, and Maitreya.
24 Kern misleadingly renders ekaghana as “condensed.” On the equation here of atmabhava
and sarira (body), see Edgerton 1953, s.v. “atmabhava.”



We are left, then, with three distinct treatments of a theme that once
again highlight the diversity of treatment of relics in different Buddhist
milieux: At one end, we find the Pali “Ghatikara sutta” and similar texts
in which there is no actual overlap between Sakyamuni and Kasyapa be-
cause there are no bodily relics of the latter; at most, there are only sec-
ondary relics or traces of his former presence. In the middle, we find
various versions of the Toyika story in which the relics of the former bud-
dha Kasyapa do appear and in which the possibility of venerating two
buddhas at once is proclaimed. Finally, at the other end of the spectrum,
there is the Lotus Sutra in which the overlap of buddhas of different
times is fully proclaimed, and the distinctions between relics and living
buddha become much more blurred.25

Relics and the Spread of the Tradition

The buddhological question of buddha overlap, however, is only one of
the factors at work here. Another is the contextual question of why, in all
versions of the story, Toyika is presented as a village of brahmins, and
why, in several of the versions, the Buddha’s initial encounter there is
with a brahmin who is tilling the soil. This brahmin, in fact, turns out to
have an intimate association—a close kinship—with Kasyapa’s stupa,
which is located underneath his land. Thus, in the Mahasamghika Vinaya,
when the Buddha first reveals to his monks the underground stupa of the
former Buddha, the brahmin exclaims, “I belong to the Kasyapa clan
(gotra); this stupa of Kasyapa belongs to me!” (T. 1425, 22: 497 = Fr.
trans., Bareau 1962: 258). Moreover, when the monks then make an
above-ground stupa to mark the spot, they do so with dirt taken from the
brahmin’s field, and this is what then inspires him to take refuge and be-
come a Buddhist. What we have here, then, is the story of a conversion to
Buddhism, but, importantly, it is the conversion not only of a person—
the brahmin—but of a person’s place—his “stupa” (which he claims be-
longs to his clan) and his land (where that old stupa was buried and
whose earth was used to make a new one).

The same point is made even more explicitly in the Dhammapada
Commentary. In that version of the story, the Buddha and his entourage,
approaching the village of Todeyya (Skt: Toyika), come to a shrine, a
“god-place” (devatthana) that is apparently dedicated to some local di-
vinity. The Buddha sits down next to it and sends Ananda to summon the
brahmin who is plowing the nearby field. The brahmin comes but instead
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Toyika story is found in the Dhammapada Commentary, a Theravada text.



of venerating the Buddha, he pays his respects only to the shrine. The
Buddha then asks him about the place he has just venerated and the brah-
min answers that that shrine, which he now calls a “caitya-place” (cetiy-
atthana), has long been there and that worshiping it is an old custom of
his people. The Buddha then reveals to him that this shrine is actually the
site of the golden caitya of the Buddha Kasyapa, a replica of which he
then fashions in mid-air, using his supernatural powers. This is enough to
convert the brahmin and his shrine to Buddhism (DhA., 3:251–53 = Eng.
trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:68–69).

The cooption and conversion of indigenous divinities and cults into
Buddhism is a well-known phenomenon that has marked the advent of
the religion wherever it has gone. Rather than proclaiming local gods and
spirits to be antithetical to Buddhist belief, Buddhists commonly endeav-
ored to incorporate them into the fold of the new religion by showing
them to be in essence Buddhists themselves or, at least, supporters of Bud-
dhism. The use of relics of Sakyamuni in this enterprise has been well
documented and is a theme to which I shall return. The suggestion that
emerges here, however, is the more limited one that the cult of the relics
of previous buddhas may also have been used in this way.26

There is some evidence of the association of previous buddhas with
pre-Buddhist divinities. Ernst Windisch, for instance, has argued that the
seven buddhas of the past should, as a group, be homologized to the seven
rsis (“sages”) of Vedic and Brahmanic tradition, not simply on the basis of
their number but because of overlap between their gotra (clan) names
and the gotra names of several previous buddhas (Kaundinya, Kasyapa,
Gautama) (see Waldschmidt 1953–56: 72n.1, 169n.2; Bareau 1974:30).
The rsis were identified with the seven stars of the Big Dipper (Ursa
Major) ,who themselves were deities (see Mitchiner 1982: 249–78), and
in East Asia, at least, identifications were sometimes made directly be-
tween the seven buddhas and the stars of the dipper. Other scholars have
suggested that the positioning of images of the previous buddhas above
the doors to Buddhist sanctuaries recalls the parallel positioning of the
seated figures of the grahas (planetary deities) that were often found over
the doors of brahmanical temples (Vogel 1954: 810–11).27 Finally, in a
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26 André Bareau (1974), agreeing for the most part with John Irwin (1973), attributes pre-
Buddhist connections to most ancient caityas and many stupas. Among other things, he ar-
gues that the theoretical restriction of stupas to certain categories of extraordinary beings
(including buddhas and cakravartins) meant that certain stupas that were actually funerary
mounds of ordinary persons were reassigned to past buddhas.
27 Such astrological associations are given perhaps their greatest elaboration in von Simson
1981, where, by means of elaborate etymologizing, the seven buddhas are identified with
the five planets + sun and moon, and so with the seven days of the week.



Sanskrit version of the “Ratana Paritta,” the protection is invoked not of
the buddhas of the past per se, but of the “deities [devata] who believe in
[the past buddhas] Vipasyin, Visvabhu, Krakucchanda,” etc. (Mtu.,
1:294 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:244–45).28

It is important to remember that Buddhism, in India as elsewhere, was
a missionary religion establishing itself—not always successfully—in a
largely non-Buddhist milieu. In this context, it is noteworthy that many of
the sites visited by the Chinese pilgrims, where there were stupas marking
the seat or meditation walkway of former buddhas, were located in the
North central part of Madhyadesa, to the west of the region where the
Buddha spent most of his life. This was a region that was long a cradle of
brahmanical civilization where, in Etienne Lamotte’s (1988: 338) words,

[T]he message of the Buddha had no hold on a population which was
fiercely attached to its books and traditions, proud of its brahmins, faithful
to its Devas and which punctually carried out ancestral sacrifices in which
animals were immolated and the Soma flowed. Asoka did indeed attempt to
introduce his Dharma there, . . . but his efforts were powerless to change the
population’s mind. As for the Buddhist missionaries and propagandists of
the Mauryan period, they did not even try to locate the great exploits of the
Bodhisattva during his former existences in those unprofitable regions, but
merely noted here and there the places which Sakyamuni had honored with
his presence and where earlier buddhas had appeared.29

Lamotte takes the mythic claims about the former presence of previous
buddhas in this region as a sign of a weak, almost desperate Buddhist
missionizing effort. Be that as it may, they are also a sign of a propaganda
strategy employed. The cult of previous buddhas, in fact, would seem to
have been an ideal way for incorporating non-Buddhist, pre-Buddhist, or
Brahmanical elements into the Buddhist fold. By identifying indigenous
divinities and local sacred places with past buddhas, Buddhists could ef-
fectively “convert” them to Buddhism while still maintaining them at a
distance. In this context, the injunction in some texts that previous bud-
dhas (or their relics) cannot overlap or coexist with Gautama may take
on a new significance as a convenient way of incorporating non-Buddhist
elements and giving them an identity without allowing them too much of
a presence. Much the same thing has been said about pratyekabuddhas
who, also, are not supposed to overlap with buddhas (although they can
coexist with one another). A number of scholars have argued that
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28 The “seven fully enlightened buddhas” are also invoked in a spell to ward off snake bites
in A., 2:73 = Eng. trans., Woodward and Hare 1932–36, 2:82.
29 In this regard, it is noteworthy that some of the stories about the veneration of the past
buddha Kasyapa feature fierce opposition of brahmins. See Chavannes 1934, 2:343–49.



pratyekabuddhas were originally pre-Buddhist (and pre-Jain) figures who
represented ascetic (muni) or recluse (sramana) traditions that were in-
corporated in different ways into those two religions (Wiltshire 1990:
46–47, 117–18; Norman 1983; Kloppenborg 1974: 5–6). But while the
cult of pratyekabuddhas may have been a way to incorporate non-Buddhist
sramanic traditions into Buddhism, the cult of previous buddhas would
seem to have focused on non-Buddhist brahmanic ones.30 Indeed, it is not
insignificant that Kasyapa was a brahmin, as were his immediate prede-
cessors Kanakamuni and Krakucchanda. Conversely, the brahmin of
Toyika was a “Kasyapa” and, on that basis, claimed to “own” the stupa on
his land, up until, of course, his conversion to Buddhism.

If these associations are correct, then it becomes easier to understand
why the cult of the previous buddhas should generally be carried out in
conjunction with the cult of Sakyamuni. There are, in fact, a few hints in
the tradition of the danger of divorcing the two. Faxian, for instance,
makes, almost in passing, a very interesting and revealing statement.
While traveling in the land of Kosala, he observes that “there are compa-
nies of the followers of Devadatta still existing. They regularly make of-
ferings to the three previous buddhas, but not to Sakyamuni” (Legge
1886: 62; text in T. 2085, 51:861a; see also Li 2002: 184). This passage
has usually been cited as evidence for the ongoing cult of Devadatta, the
Buddha’s cousin and archrival (see Bareau 1988–89: 544, 1989–90: 10,
1991: 123; and Mukherjee 1966: 104n), but it is also obviously informative
for what it tells us about the cult of the previous buddhas. Unconnected to
the worship of Sakyamuni, the making of offerings to his predecessors was
something that was associated with the teachings of one of the great schis-
matics of Buddhist history, Devadatta. This is significant and points to
the potential dangers of separating the worship of previous buddhas
from that of Sakyamuni.

It also serves to put into new light an enigmatic passage in the Dhamma-
pada Commentary version of the Toyika story. After the conversion of
the brahmin, the replica of Kasyapa’s golden shrine that the Buddha has
created in mid-air remains poised there and is venerated by a great crowd
of people. This veneration, it would seem, is directed toward Kasyapa’s
stupa alone and not toward the conjunction of Kasyapa and Sakyamuni.
In any case, after we are told that it was worshiped in various ways for a
period of seven days, the text suddenly informs us that “thereupon, there
arose the schism of the schismatics (laddhika), and by the power of the
Buddha the [golden] caitya was returned to its former place,” that is, it
disappeared (DhA., 3:253 = Eng. trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:69). We are
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not told who these schismatics were,31 but an intriguing reference in Bud-
dhaghosa’s commentary on an Abhidharma text speaks of a schismatic
group called the “white-robed recluses” (setavattha-samana), whose
claim to continue the order of the past Buddha Kasyapa into and beyond
that of Sakyamuni is questioned (VibhA., 432 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli
1996, 2:180–81).

If, however, the veneration of previous buddhas apart from Sakyamuni
was potentially seen as schismatic, the cult of their relics in conjunction
with that of Sakyamuni served to reinforce the latter and give it chrono-
logical depth. The Chinese pilgrims, as we have seen, visited many places
in India where there were traces of the previous buddhas, stupas marking
spots where they had sat or walked in meditation. These stupas were in-
variably associated with another one enshrining some actual relic (often
a hair and / or nails) of the Buddha Sakyamuni. Together, then, they
served to give layers of sacrality and antiquity to a particular site.

The establishment of such a pedigree for a given place of pilgrimage was
not a phenomenon limited to Northern India. Throughout South and
Southeast Asia, traditions developed that related the apocryphal visits of
the buddhas of the bhadrakalpa to countries and sacred spots far and wide.
Thus, the earliest chronicle of the island of Sri Lanka, the Dipavamsa, de-
velops an elaborate scenario according to which Kakusandha, Konaga-
mana, Kassapa, and Gotama, each in turn, travel to Sri Lanka, and, in
various places, leave various personal relics (water pot, monastic belt,
bathing cloth, and corporeal relics). In other places, they plant branches of
their various bodhi trees (sirisa, udumbara, nigrodha, and assattha) (Dpv.,
88–93 = Eng. trans., Oldenberg 1982: 196–201). A similar story is told
with reference to the Shwe Dagon pagoda in Burma. According to an oral
tradition recorded over a century ago by Shway Yoe (1882: 179), at the end
of the last kalpa, five lotus blossoms appeared on Singuttara Hill (the ac-
tual site of the Shwe Dagon in Rangoon). In these lotus blossoms were five
monastic robes. A large bird came to the hill and layed an egg. From that
egg, Garuda was born, and taking hold of the five robes, he flew away with
them to the heavens, where they escaped the destruction of the world that
took place at the end of the kalpa. Those five robes, of course, presaged the
coming to Singuttara Hill of the five buddhas of the next kalpa, our own
fortunate bhadrakalpa, and of their leaving relics there.32
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31 In JA., 1:373 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 1:216, the same term, laddhika, is applied
to a brahmin who objects to Gautama using clothes from the cremation ground.
32 The same pattern may be found at many other sites throughout Southeast Asia. See, for
example, Pruess 1976a: 177. The story of the large egg-laying bird here recalls the very
widespread Southeast Asian myth of the Mother Crow who gives birth to the five brothers,
each of whom becomes one of the buddhas of the bhadrakalpa; see Martini 1969: 125–44;
and Swearer, forthcoming.



It is noteworthy that, in these places, unlike most of the sites visited by the
Chinese pilgrims in India, the past buddhas actually leave relics of them-
selves. These relics, however, (except for those of Sakyamuni) are not bod-
ily relics, and in this they are unlike the remains of Kasyapa in the stupa at
Toyika. They are instead relics of use. It may be that we have here another
reflection of the principle of nonsimultaneity of buddhas and its concomi-
tant doctrine of the parinirvana of the relics, and the resultant hesitancy to
assert the survival of bodily relics from one Buddha to the next. For, al-
though Sri Lankan tradition sometimes asserts that all images of the Bud-
dha (along with his bodily relics) will also disappear at the time of the
parinirvana of the relics (see Gombrich 1971: 292), there are some indica-
tions that certain relics of use can make the transition from one Buddha
to the next, as we shall see in chapter eight. Such a notion may have been
significant in the choice of secondary relics to represent the presence of
these previous buddhas here. Yet the thrust of these stories is not so much
to make a point about different types of relics, as to give antiquity and a
pedigree to a particular site. Such legends, as Lamotte (1988: 124) has put
it, “must have been elaborated at a time when regions which had only em-
braced the Buddhist faith belatedly attempted to consider themselves holy
lands by claiming that the buddhas had trodden their soil.”

Relics Dispersed and Not Dispersed

There is one more tradition relative to the relics of previous buddhas that
needs to be considered here. That is the distinction between relics that are
“dispersed” or “scattered” (vikinna or vippakinna) and relics that are
not. Something like this distinction first appears in the Pali Canon in the
Buddhavamsa. In the course of describing the different characteristics of
each of the twenty-four previous buddhas, this text differentiates be-
tween those buddhas whose biographies end with “their relics being
spread far and wide [dhatuvittharika]” and those for whom single stupas
are built (see table 1). Typical of the former is the past Buddha Revata
(no. 5 on the list), whose mini-biography ends as follows:

Having demonstrated the power of a Buddha, he explicated deathlessness in
the world, and, no longer burning [with desire to be reborn], he nirvanized
like a fire whose fuel has been consumed. His gem-like body and his un-
common dharma—all have vanished. Truly, all karmic constituents are void
[ritta]. That great sage, the renowned Buddha Revata, nirvanized and his
relics were spread far and wide to various regions. (Buv., 36–37 = Eng.
trans., Horner 1975: 40–41)
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Besides Revata, there are seven other previous buddhas in the Bud-
dhavamsa whose relics are said to have been dispersed. They are Sobhita
(no. 6), Paduma (no. 8), Sumedha (no. 11), Atthadassi (no. 14), Phussa
(no. 18), Vessabhu (no. 21), and Konagamana (no. 23). For the other six-
teen buddhas in the text, no mention is made specifically of the dispersal
of their relics; instead, the focus is on the construction and on the dimen-
sions of the single stupas of the buddhas in question. Typical in this regard
is the case of Dipamkara (no. 1), whose mini-biography ends as follows:

Having elucidated the Good Dharma and brought the people across to the
other shore, blazing like a mass of flames, he nirvanized, in the company of
his disciples. His supernatural powers, and his entourage, and the precious
wheel marks on his feet—all have vanished. Truly, all karmic constituents
are void. Dipamkara, the Victorious One, the teacher, nirvanized in Nan-
darama, and there, a victor’s stupa [was built] for him that was thirty-six yo-
janas high. (Buv., 23 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 28–29)

No specific mention is made here of Dipamkara’s relics, but the fact
that a single stupa was built for him implies that his body (or skeleton or
relics) remained together in an undifferentiated whole. That, in fact, is
stated explicitly in a number of texts, with regard to other previous bud-
dhas. In the Apadana, for instance, some gods who wish to build a stupa of
their own (in heaven) over the relics of the Buddha Padumuttara (no. 10)
are told that, for that tathagata “there are no separate relics, his body re-
mained in a single agglomeration” (Ap. 1: 71. See also Konow 1941: 41).
Similarly, in the Buddhavamsa Commentary, we are told explicitly with re-
gard to the Buddha Kondañña (no. 2), that “the relics of this teacher were
not dispersed but remained in one single compact mass, like an image
made of gold” (BuvA., 141 = Eng. trans., Horner 1978: 202).33

It is therefore possible to conclude that, in terms of relics, there are two
basic types of previous buddhas: those whose bodily relics are scattered
to various regions, and those whose relics (bodies) are kept together and
enshrined in a single stupa.34 Much the same polarity may be seen in the
traditions dealing with the relics of the Buddha’s chief disciples. The first
“master of the Dharma,” the elder Mahakasyapa, for example, is not
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33 Much the same thing is stated, in the Lotus Sutra, with regard to the relics of the future
buddha Devaraja (Sdmp., 259 = Eng. trans., Kern 1884: 247) and of the past buddha Prab-
hutaratna (Sdmp., 240 = Eng. trans., Kern 1884: 229). See also, however, Gjertson 1989:
190–91.
34 The same bifurcation may be found in East Asia where a distinction is made between
teachers whose bodies are cremated and produce multiple relics and those who are mum-
mified and kept whole. On the latter, see Faure 1991: 148–69 and Sharf 1992. On the dif-
ferentiation between “dispersed” or “smashed” relics (Jpn: saishin shari) and “whole-body
relics” (zenshin shari), see Ruppert 2000: 291n.1.



even cremated after he parinirvanizes. Instead, his entire body (or alter-
natively, his whole skeleton [asthisamghata]) is enshrined intact under-
neath the mountain Kukkutapada, where it will remain until the advent
of the next Buddha Maitreya (T. 1451, 24:409 = Fr. trans., Przyluski
1914: 527–28; Div., 61). His successor, however, the second master of the
Dharma, the elder Ananda, parinirvanizes in mid-air over the Ganges; his
body is autocremated, and his relics, of themselves, divide into four
shares that fall to the people of Rajagrha, the kingdom of Vaisali, the
nagas, and the gods (T. 2042, 50:115–16 = Fr. trans., Przyluski 1923:
337–40; see also Strong 1992: 66).

This polarity, as we shall see, is of some significance in the traditions
surrounding the relics of Sakyamuni, who is presented, at least in one tra-
dition, as unique in that his relics are said to be both scattered and not
scattered. On the one hand, as we shall see in chapters 4 and 5, Sakyamuni
Buddha’s relics are “spread far and wide to various regions,” first, right
after his death, to the eight north Indian kingdoms that claimed a share of
him, and, then later, by King Asoka to the 84,000 stupas throughout Jam-
budvipa. On the other hand, it should be remembered that such a division
and distribution of relics were not part of the specification for the funeral
of a cakravartin king, which was supposed to serve as the model for the
Buddha’s obsequies. The remains of a cakravartin, the Buddha tells Ananda
in the Mahaparinirvana sutra, should be enshrined in a single stupa erected
at a crossroads (see D., 2:141–42 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987: 264; Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 213–16). No explanation is given for why this does not
happen in the case of the Buddha, but the contradiction remains, per-
haps, as a witness to the ambiguity on this issue.

A rather different treatment of this whole question emerges in the Thu-
pavamsa, a relatively late but important Pali text. There, we are told that
Sakyamuni’s relics, apparently unlike those of his predecessors, are actu-
ally of two kinds: “[If it is asked] how many of his relics were dispersed
and how many were not dispersed, [the answer is]: the four canine teeth,
the two collarbones, and the usnisa—these seven relics were not dispersed,
but the remainder were dispersed” (Thup., 172 = Eng. trans., Jayawick-
rama 1971: 34). Here, it would seem that “not dispersed” does not really
mean “not spread far and wide to various regions” (since the Thupavamsa
itself later recounts the dispersal of several of these seven relics). Rather,
“not dispersed” in this context appears to connote something like “not
disintegrated” or “still together enough to be identifiable” as a specific
bone or body part. These are all notable relics, what the Roman Catholic
Church might call “reliquiae insignes” (see Dooley 1931: 4, 65–66). By
way of contrast, the other relics mentioned in the Thupavamsa, the re-
maining ones that were dispersed, are no longer thought to be body-part
specific, or individually notable. They are instead described generically as
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rather small “relics” (dhatu) that are said to come in three sizes—the
smallest like mustard-seeds, the middling ones the size of grains of rice
broken in two, and the biggest ones the size of split peas.35 They are in-
tended to be distributed—not to different kings and countries—but to the
multitude of people who are to take them, make shrines (cetiya) for them,
and worship them, in their own individual dwelling places (vasanatthana)
(Thup., 172 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 34).

This is not to say that theThupavamsa does not know the tradition of
the division of the Buddha’s relics among the eight contesting kings; it
does and it recounts it. Nevertheless, in this particular passage, we seem
to have a different vision of things—one that sees “dispersed” relics as
minute objects of the kind that could be personal possessions venerated
in people’s homes, to be distinguished from more identifiable bones and
body parts, enshrined in major communal places of worship.36

Relics and Compassion

None of this, however, responds to a more fundamental question: why
(apart from history and legend) are some buddhas’ relics dispersed and oth-
ers not? The very last line of the Buddhavamsa seeks to address this issue. It
states simply that, according to ancient tradition, the dispersal of the relics
of a buddha is “out of compassion for living beings” (Buv., 102 = Eng.
trans., Horner 1975: 99). This makes good sense. The relics not only offer
protection to kings, nations, and /or ordinary people, but also give them oc-
casions to make merit, and, perhaps, to embark on the path to arhatship.
The more widely they are distributed, the greater are these chances.

This vision of things, however, raises the specter of having some previ-
ous buddhas (i.e., those who disperse their relics) being thought of as
somehow more compassionate than others (those who do not). Bud-
dhaghosa, in his commentary on the Digha Nikaya, was not blind to this
problem. He distinguishes between buddhas who have enjoyed a very
long final lifespan and those whose terminal life on earth has been much
shorter. The former, he claims, are the ones whose body (sarira) is not dis-
persed, but remains compact in a single mass. They have essentially had
the time to accomplish everything they were going to do, to spread their
teaching as far as it was going to spread. The latter, however, because
their lifespans were shorter, still have work to do, and so count on their
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36 Bareau (1974a: 34), following a somewhat different tack, likewise argues that the dis-
persed relics (i.e., those distributed to the eight stupas) should be thought of as the private
property of the faithful inhabiting a given region, whereas relics at the major places of pil-
grimage (caitya) were public, and belonged to all Buddhists.



relics to continue their careers, to be available to many people so that
those who make a cetiya with a relic even as small as a mustard seed, may
reap the rewards thereof (DA., 2:603–604).37 Much the same point is
made in the Thupavamsa, where, after resolving to have most of his own
relics dispersed, Sakyamuni points out his reason for doing so: “I will
parinirvanize without having been a long time [here on earth]; my Teach-
ing is not yet widely spread everywhere (Thup., 172 = Eng. trans., Jayaw-
ickrama 1971: 34).

Conclusion

I have, in this chapter, examined a number of different topics relating to
relics of previous buddhas; it remains to spell out how these can help us
better understand the relics of the Buddha, Sakyamuni, on which I shall
be focusing during the remainder of this book. First of all, it should be
said that many of the stories dealing with relics of previous buddhas are
equally applicable to the present post-parinirvana situation in which
devotees deal with relics of the “present” Buddha Sakyamuni. Secondly,
it is clear in these stories that a text’s understanding of the nature of relics
(e.g., whether or not a relic “is” the Buddha) varies contextually accord-
ing to its buddhology and doctrinal stance. In the section dealing with
relics and soteriology, for instance, we encountered a whole spectrum of
positions: from the claim of some Theravadins that relics (compared to a
living buddha) are ineffectual in getting a person started on the path to
buddhahood, to the stance of some Mahayanists that relics are just as
good as living buddhas; passing through the middle position of certain
Sanskrit Mainstream Buddhist texts (e.g., the Avadanasataka) that relics
can help persons embark on the path to arhatship, but not on that to
buddhahood. Similarly, there was a spectrum of traditions with regard to
the question of whether or not a buddha (e.g., Sakyamuni) could overlap
with the relics of a past buddha (e.g., Kasyapa), with the Toyika story this
time representing a middle position between the extremes of the Pali
“Ghatikara sutta” (which shied away from actual overlap) and the Lotus
Sutra (which fully affirmed it).
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scatter and two do not; in the only kalpa listed with five buddhas (our present
bhadrakalpa), the exact ratio is not yet clear since Maitreya is yet to come.



Thirdly, despite the question of buddha overlap, or perhaps because of
it, there was a sense that relics of buddhas of the past should be venerated
only in conjunction with the present Buddha Sakyamuni. In part, this
was to make clear the Buddhist nature of their affiliation (in cases where
previous buddhas may have incorporated pre-Buddhist or non-Buddhist
elements); in part it was to add mythological depth to certain sites or sce-
narios that could now be associated with a whole series of buddhas
throughout the ages. But within these conjunctions, a certain hierarchical
relationship is nonetheless maintained between Sakyamuni and the pre-
vious buddhas. For instance, when Sakyamuni is alive (as in the Toyika
tradition), he may relate to the bodily relics of previous buddhas (e.g.,
Kasyapa or Prabhutaratna); but when Sakyamuni is dead and is himself
a relic (as in the case of the Shwe Dagon tradition), his bodily relics relate
to secondary relics of use of previous buddhas. In other words, though
there seem to be different ways of asserting relative degrees of presence in
these traditions, Sakyamuni, the Buddha of the “present” is always being
given more “presence” than buddhas of the past, whether he himself ap-
pears in person or as a relic. Formulaically, this might be expressed by the
following equation. Living Sakyamuni : bodily relics of previous buddhas
:: parinirvanized Sakyamuni : relics of use of previous buddhas.

Finally, there is an important distinction to be made between buddhas
whose relics are divided and dispersed throughout various regions, and
buddhas whose bodies are kept together integrally in a single stupa. We
shall see that this fundamental polarity not only distinguishes different
buddhas of the past from each other, but it also informs the whole saga
of Sakyamuni’s own relics, which are dispersed and brought together
again a number of times during their history in a variety of literal and
symbolic ways. Ultimately the theme of dispersal and nondispersal is
connected to the equally important questions of center and periphery, of
attainment and continued teaching, of wisdom and compassion.
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Chapter Two

RELICS OF THE BODHISATTVA

It is sometimes maintained that
Buddhist relics embody, more than anything, the quality and power of
one who has transcended the processes of birth and death, of someone
who, like the Buddha, has attained enlightenment (see Kieschnick 2003:
34–35). According to this view, relics, almost by definition, stem from the
remains of saints—whether arhats, pratyekabuddhas, buddhas, or other
enlightened beings. They thus mark, as Steven Collins (1992: 233) has
pointed out, “the sense of an ending,”1 in this case, the terminal point of
the person’s life in samsara. Much the same point is made by Robert
Sharf (1999: 87). He suggests that relics should not be viewed as embod-
iments of something transcendent, but as marking the final end-point of
a life process that has reached changelessness. In doing this, he invokes
the notion of a “secondary treatment” of the corpse, “when the dried
bones or fully dessicated corpse are moved to their final resting place,”
something that ritually marks the terminal point of the person’s life cycle,
and brings to an end the process of rebirth.2

In this light, we should not expect to find any relics of the Buddha while
he was still a bodhisattva, working his way through samsara; the remains
of Sakyamuni should all “date” from what might be called his “terminal
time,” from after the endpoint of his parinirvana, or at least from after
the time of his nirvana—his enlightenment at Bodhgaya—when he first
realized an end to rebirth. Nonetheless, as we shall see in this chapter,
there is evidence that there did exist stupas and relics—both remains and
reminders—that recall events in the Buddha’s life from periods prior to
his enlightenment, when he was still a bodhisattva. These may basically
be said to be of two kinds: relics stemming from his previous lives
(jatakas), and relics stemming from the first thirty-five years of his final
life as Gautama, that is, after his birth at Lumbini but before he became
the Buddha at Bodhgaya.

1 See also Collins 1998: 280–81. The term is borrowed from Frank Kermode.
2 See also Faure 1991: 136. This view of the death process owes much to Van Gennep 1960
and to Hertz 1960.



Relics and the Jātakas

Tales of the Buddha’s previous lives (jatakas) were and continue to be
popularly recounted for both the entertainment and the edification of the
faithful throughout Asia. They also form a significant part of the overall
biography of the Buddha, and are intimately involved in the recounting
of his whole life story. As is well known, it is during the Buddha’s previ-
ous lives, through the practice of various perfections, that he works his
way toward buddhahood, karmically building the physical body (ru-
pakaya), that he is to have as Gautama.3 This is chiefly characterized as a
body endowed with the thirty-two major and eighty minor marks of the
“great man” (mahapurusa), and indeed, in some texts, particular jatakas
are said to feature the practice of particular perfections (paramitas) and
to lead to the attainment of particular physiognomic signs of the maha-
purusa (D., 3:145ff = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924, 3:139ff. See also
Makransky 1997: 120; Conze 1975: 659–61; Lamotte 1949–80: 668).
Thus, during all those previous lives, the bodhisattva is not so much striv-
ing for enlightenment, understood as a realization of the truth of the
dharma, as he is building a buddha body.4

This somatic scenario may help us understand better the close connec-
tion between jataka tales and buddha relics: both have to do with the
buddha body, the one in working toward its formation, the other in as-
serting its ongoing presence. This was true not only textually, but icono-
graphically and ritually as well. Mention need hardly be made of the
extensive use of depictions of jatakas, both in sculpture and painting, in
the adornment of stupas and other Buddhist monuments containing
relics.5 At the Mahathupa in Sri Lanka, for instance, all 550 jataka tales
were said to be represented inside the reliquary chamber itself (Thup.,
234 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 116), and, in East Asia, the sides
of small reliquaries were often beautifully embossed with illustrations of
previous life tales (see Soper 1940: 641, 647, 654; Ruppert 2000: 69–72).

Taken individually, such jatakas might be construed as morally edifying
or awe-inspiring. Taken together, they can be seen as building up the bud-
dha body, or perhaps more accurately, as creating a “biorama” in which
the Buddha can be present. The same pattern may be detected, perhaps,
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3 For this same reason, the consecration of Buddha images (buddharupa) involves imbuing
them with the various perfections (see Bizot 1994: 101).
4 As JA., 1:14 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 18 makes clear, the bodhisattva could have
attained enlightenment (i.e., arhatship) at the moment of his embarkation on the path under
Dipamkara.
5 For various examples, see Duroiselle 1920–21; Bryner 1956; Lüders 1963: 120–63; Wray,
Rosenfield, and Bailey 1972; Fontein 1981; Cummings 1982: 15–104; Brown 1997.



in ritual processions of relics (or of images), which can involve references
to the jatakas. For instance, the Chinese pilgrim Faxian, who witnessed
the festival of the Buddha’s tooth relic in Sri Lanka in the early fifth cen-
tury, tells us that, for ten days ahead of time, a man dressed in royal robes
rode an elephant through the streets, extolling in a stentorian voice the
sacrifices made by the Buddha in his previous lives: “The bodhisattva
practiced for the incalculably long time of three asamkhyeya (immeasur-
able) kalpas. . . . He gave up his kingdom, his wife, and his child. He even
tore out his eyes to give them to others. He cut his own flesh to ransom a
dove, gave his head as alms, offered his body to feed a famished tigress,
and did not begrudge his marrow and brain” (Li 2002: 206; text in T.
2085, 51:865b). And on the day of the procession itself, the road was
lined with statues depicting the five hundred previous lives of the Buddha
“true to life . . . painted in colors and richly adorned,” and through this
double hedgerow, the tooth relic was brought in procession as if passing
in review all of his previous lives (Li 2002: 206; text in T. 2085, 51:865b).

The stories given special mention here by Faxian are among the most
famous in the jataka repertoire. In what follows, I would like to discuss
their connections to relic traditions, as well as those of other tales, under
three topics: (1) stupas marking the sites of jataka events in North India;
(2) traditions concerning the bodhisattva’s matted hair, which, in his for-
mer life as the ascetic Sumedha, he spread at the feet of the previous Bud-
dha Dipamkara; and (3) legends about the enshrinement of the bones of
the bodhisattva—all that was left of him after he sacrificed his body to as-
suage the hunger of a tigress.

Jataka Stupas in North India

When Faxian and various other Chinese pilgrims visited Northern India,
starting in the fourth century, they all came across stupas commemorat-
ing previous lives of the Buddha. Xuanzang, for instance, reports seeing
stupas marking the following sites: in Puskaravati, the place where, as
Syama, the bodhisattva fulfilled his filial duties toward his blind parents;
nearby, the place where, as the young ascetic Ekasrnga, he was seduced
by a beautiful woman; in Mangalura, the place where, as Ksantivadin, he
submitted patiently to mutilation by a king; at Hadda Mountain, the place
where, as a young brahmin, he sacrificed himself for the sake of learning
a half verse of the dharma; in Mahavana, the place where, as Sarvadatta,
he sold himself for ransom in order to make offerings to a brahmin, etc.
(T. 2087, 51:881b, 881b, 882b, 882c, 883a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 78,
79, 84, 86). For the most part, such stupas, as David Snellgrove (1987:
311) has pointed out, are located in Northwest India, in Gandhara,
“where the faithful could not claim . . . possession of actual historical
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sites connected with his final life on earth.” The implication here is that
local Buddhists, given the dearth in this region of sites immediately asso-
ciated with the Buddha’s final life as Gautama, turned to the jatakas to
find pedigrees for their own local places of pilgrimage.6

Stupas of the bodhisattva were thus very important in this region.
Most famous, perhaps, were a set of monuments commemorating jataka
stories that were renowned as the “four great stupas” of Northern India,
and which Faxian describes as being large and magnificently adorned
with precious substances (T. 2085, 51:858b = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 170).
The stupas in question marked the sites (a) where the bodhisattva as King
Sibi sacrificed his flesh to ransom a dove from a hawk;7 (b) where he will-
ingly gave up his eyes when asked for them;8 (c) where he lay down his
body to feed a hungry tigress;9 and (d) where, as King Candraprabha, he
cut off his head as a gift to a brahmin.10

It is noteworthy that each of these stupas commemorates a jataka tale
in which the bodhisattva sacrificed part or all of his body. Reiko Ohnuma
(1998: 359) has emphasized the importance of such “gifts of the body”
(dehadana) in the overall context of the jatakas. More specifically, she
shows how such acts are both symbolic of the Buddha’s later gift of the
dharma and transformative of the bodhisattva into a knower and giver of
dharma (see also Parlier 1991; Durt 1998 and 2000). It is clear, then, that
these events form an important part of the conceptualization of the bod-
hisattva path, or the practice of the perfections, and it is for this reason,
perhaps, that they were venerated by pilgrims to the region. It is clear
also, as we shall see, that such tales inspired offerings to relics, in grati-
tude for the bodhisattva’s self sacrifice (see Ruppert 2000: 71), and emu-
lation by devotees who might sacrifice a part of their body (a finger, a toe,
an arm, even a life) in front of a stupa containing relics.11
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Jatakas featuring “gifts of the body” were not the only previous lives
commemorated in the Northwest, however. The penultimate life of the
bodhisattva as Prince Visvantara (Pali: Vessantara) was also honored by
a set of memorial mounds not far from the “four great stupas.” The story
of Visvantara is well known. It recounts the utter generosity of the bodhi-
sattva who, as son of a king, gives away the state white elephant, an act
that causes the people of his kingdom to become angry and banish him.
This does not stop him, however, from making further gifts before his de-
parture and even as he proceeds into exile with his wife and two children.
On the road and later in his place of exile, his generosity continues and
he successively gives away his horses, his chariot, and eventually his chil-
dren and his wife. In this way, alone in his hermitage, having abandoned
his family, he becomes, as it were, monk-like, while still remaining a lay-
man. There are different versions of the jataka and different endings to
the tale, but it would not be wrong to state that it has long been and re-
mains today, in its poignancy and implications, the most popular story in
the whole of Buddhism.12 It comes as no surprise, then, to find it identified
with pilgrimage sites. According to Xuanzang, at Varsapura, in North-
western India, there were stupas, said to have been erected by Asoka,
at the place where Visvantara was forced to leave his city after giving
away the state elephant; the place where he gave away his children as
slaves to the brahmin who requested them; the place where he resided as
a hermit; and the place where his children ran around a tree trying to es-
cape from the brahmin who beat them until their blood flowed on the
ground (T. 2087, 51:881b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 78–79). It is clear from
this that pilgrims in the region were able to retrace the whole route taken
by Visvantara as he went into exile.

For the most part, in these pilgrims’ accounts, the stupas at these sites
seem to be purely commemorative; they mark the place where a jataka
event is supposed to have occured, but no hint is given of their actually
enshrining the remains of the bodhisattva. Occasionally, some naturally
occuring phenomenon in the region may have given rise to a slightly more
somatic connection. Thus, Xuanzang describes a particular stone at one
site that exuded some damp viscous matter. This was identified as the
place where the bodhisattva, as the ascetic Utpala, had broken off one of
his bones to use it as a pen to write down a teaching (using his blood as
ink and a parchment made of his skin). The marrow that had spilled from
the broken bone, was supposed to be this viscous substance on the stone
(T. 2092, 51:1020 = Eng. trans., Wang 1984: 232).13 Alternatively, the
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vegetation or earth in a given spot is reddish in color, and this is attrib-
uted to the spilling of the bodhisattva’s blood at that place (T. 2087,
51:885c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 99). But there is no indication that the
stupas themselves contain any remains and that we should be speaking
properly here of bodily relics of the bodhisattva.

Sumedha’s Hair

The same is true of the pilgrims’ account of a stupa that marked the spot
of yet another famous jataka. Near Nagarahara, in what is now Afghan-
istan, both Faxian and Xuanzang visited the place where the bodhisattva,
countless aeons ago, made his vow for future buddhahood at the feet of
the past Buddha Dipamkara (T. 2085, 51:858c = Eng. trans., Li 2002:
193; and T. 2087, 51:878c = Eng. trans., Li 1996:66). According to his
biographer, Xuanzang was surprised to see a stupa here, and asked a
local monk how it was that this place had survived the repeated destruc-
tion of the cosmos at the end of the many kalpas since Dipamkara’s time.
The monk replied that “when the world was destroyed, this spot was also
destroyed, but when the world was reconstructed, the spot also reap-
peared at its original place where it was before. . . . As this is a holy place,
why should it not have the potency to emerge again?” (Li 1995: 54; text
in T. 2053, 50:229). Here, it is quite clear that what is being commemo-
rated is the place—or even more abstractly, the space—where an event
happened, but there is no question of the bodhisattva’s hair or deerskin
garb still being there.

This picture changes, however, when we move to consider literary
sources. The story of Dipamkara and Sumedha (who is also known, in
the Sanskrit tradition, as Megha or Sumati) is found in many different
texts. The precise manner in which Sumedha honors Dipamkara before
making his vow, however, varies somewhat. In some sources, he offers
some flower blossoms to the Blessed One. More famously, as we have
seen in chapter one, he unties his long hair and lies down in the mire on
the roadway in front of the Buddha so that Dipamkara can avoid sully-
ing his feet by stepping on his hair (and/or his body, and /or his deer skin
garment), as he passes.

A study of the many versions of this legend is not possible here. From
the perspective of the study of relics, however, what is interesting are the
ultimate status and fate of Sumedha’s hair, and, in this connection, it is
possible to distinguish three different layers of tradition. First, there are
relic-less tales where no further mention of the hair is made; after his act
of homage, Sumedha simply gets up, rejoicing at having received his pre-
diction of future buddhahood. Examples here would include the Pali
Jataka nidana (JA 1:10–14 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 14–18),
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and the Sanskrit Mahavastu (1:2231–48 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56,
1:188–203).14 Secondly, there is a story such as that found in the Dhar-
maguptaka Vinaya, in which Megha (=Sumedha), as soon as he receives
the prediction of his future buddhahood, springs up in the air to a height
of seven tala trees, but his hair remains spread on the ground, detached
from his body. Dipamkara then tells his disciples not to tread on that
hair, for “it is the hair of a bodhisattva, and no sravaka or pratyekabud-
dha should step on it.” Hundreds of thousands of persons then come and
make offerings of flowers and perfumes to the hair on the spot but no
mention is made of a stupa or of its being enshrined (T. 1428, 22:785 =
Fr. trans., Bareau 1966–74: 15).15 Finally, there is a story such as that pre-
served in the Divyavadana, in which Sumati (=Sumedha) likewise springs
up into the air to a height of seven tala trees as soon as he receives the pre-
diction of his buddhahood, but as he does so, his hair falls out and is re-
placed by “even better hair.” King Dipa then gathers up the bodhisattva’s
fallen hair and gives it to his friend, King Vasava, who counts out 80,000
strands of it. His ministers each request one of those strands, wishing to
have something to venerate. King Vasava gives them each one hair, and
they, variously going home to their own districts, set up caityas in which
to enshrine them (Div., 252–53 = Ger. trans., Zimmer 1925: 57–58).

In comparing these three versions of the jataka, it is not hard to imagine
a “progression” similar to that which we found in the case of the relics of
the previous buddha Kasyapa, and that seems to mark a gradual develop-
ment in the cult of this relic of the bodhisattva. We move from a scenario
in which Sumedha’s hair is not thought of as a relic at all, to a tradition in
which his hair is honored, undispersed and in situ, but not put in a stupa, to
a final outcome in which the hairs are divided up, dispersed, and enshrined
as bona fide relics in stupas in different regions. “Progression” is perhaps
not the right term here; all of these versions of the story are from Main-
stream Buddhist sources, and though it may be possible to arrange them
chronologically in terms of layers of tradition, it may be wiser to speak here
of “variations” on a theme that reflect different attitudes toward relics in
general and toward relics of the bodhisattva in particular.

The Bodhisattva’s Bones

Much the same pattern can be detected in an analysis of different ver-
sions of the well-known jataka tale in which the bodhisattva, seeing a
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hungry tigress who is unable to feed her cubs and is in fact considering
eating them, sacrifices his own body by lying down in front of her. She is
too weak to attack him; thus (at least in some versions of the story) he
cuts his own throat so that she can drink his blood and gain enough
strength to devour him.16 She does so and, satiated and now able to feed
her cubs, she goes away, leaving behind his bare bones.17

Again, there are many versions of this story, and I cannot analyze them
all here. It is possible, however, to distinguish between several different
ways in which the bones of the bodhisattva, not consumed by the tigress,
are treated. First, there are those sources that simply recount the bod-
hisattva’s sacrifice and make no mention of his remains or of a marker to
honor them (see T. 152, 3:2 = Fr. trans., Chavannes 1934, 1:15–17; Avk.,
2:317–19 = Eng. trans., Das 1893: 4–6; Avk., 2:437–38; and Jin., 4 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 5–6). This is the stupa-less, relic-less
phase. Secondly, there is a tradition in which the bones are found by the
bodhisattva’s companions or family. This is best exemplified, perhaps, by
the end of Jatakamala version of the story, in which the bodhisattva’s dis-
ciples, looking for him, come across his remains. Figuring out what must
have happened, they are amazed and stricken with admiration for his
deed, along with gods, gandharvas, yaksas, and nagas. And together this
multitude of beings then “cover the earth which held his precious bones,
with showers of garlands, garments, ornaments, and sandalwood pow-
der” (JM., 6 = Eng. trans., Khoroche 1989: 9). Here no mention is made
of a stupa, but instead, honor is paid directly to the remains of the bodhi-
sattva, which seem to be conceived of as simply buried in or lying on the
ground.18

Finally, there are stories that variously emphasize the actual enshrine-
ment of the bodhisattva’s relics. Two examples of this may be given. The
first is found in the Damamukanidana sutra (Sutra on the Wise Man and
the Fool), a collection of tales that became popular in many parts of the
Buddhist world. Here, we are told that it is the bodhisattva’s parents who
gather up his bones and put them in a seven-jeweled casket over which
they erect a stupa (T. 202, 4: 252–53; see also Schmidt 1843: 21–26; Frye
1981: 12–16). The second much more elaborate version is in the eighteenth
chapter of the well-known Mahayanist Suvarnaprabhasa sutra (Sutra of
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Golden Light). There, we are told that the Buddha himself, traveling
through the land of Pañcala, in Northwest India, comes to a resting spot
where he desires to preach a sermon. He sits down on a seat prepared for
him by Ananda and asks the monks whether or not they would like to see
“the relics [sarira] of bodhisattvas who have done what is difficult to
do?” (Suv. , 106 = Eng. trans., Emmerick 1970: 85; see also Nobel 1958,
1:333). The offer comes as a bit of a surprise considering the same text’s
earlier broadside attack on relics (dhatu) of the Buddha as having no ul-
timate reality whatsoever (Suv., 7–9 = Eng. trans., Emmerick 1970: 6–7),
but perhaps they are seen here as just an “expedient means” (upaya) of
teaching, or perhaps, the text’s antagonism to relics of the Buddha does
not extend to relics of the bodhisattva. In any case, the monks affirm their
eagerness to see the relics, and the Buddha strikes the earth at that spot
with his hand, and, instantly, a bejewelled stupa emerges. The Blessed
One asks Ananda to open it, and inside he finds a golden container that
is actually only the outermost of seven reliquaries. Ananda opens all of
them and in the innermost he finds relics, which are now called “bones”
(asthi), and are described as being as white as snow or water lilies. The
Buddha then asks Ananda to take out the relics (which are now qualified
as being “bones of a mahapurusa”) and to give them to him. Then, in an
extraordinary gesture, the Buddha takes the bones, praises them, places
them in front of the assembly, and says: “Worship, monks, the bod-
hisattva’s relics [which are now again called sarira], which are fragrant
with morality and virtue, which are extremely difficult to behold, and
which have become fields of merit” (Emmerick 1970: 86; text in Suv.,
106–7. See also Nobel 1958, 1:334). All present venerate the relics. Ananda,
however, is puzzled by something. “The Tathagata,” he declares, “has
surpassed the whole world and is venerated by all beings; how is it that
he venerates these bones?” And the Buddha replies, “It is because of these
bones, Ananda, that I quickly achieved unsurpassed total enlighten-
ment.” And then he goes on to recount the jataka of the hungry tigress,
ending with an account of how his parents, at that time long ago, found
these very bones that the tigress had left behind, honored them, and
buried them at that very spot (Suv., 107 = Eng. trans., Emmerick 1970:
87; see also Nobel 1958, 1:335f).

The importance of this Suvarnaprabhasa story cannot be overempha-
sized. In all the other sources we have looked at so far, the relics of the
bodhisattva, if they were featured at all, remained in the “tale of the
past.” Here, however, they are seen to be in the “tale of the present” and
to coexist with the Buddha whose bones, in fact, they once were. In the
last chapter, we encountered the question of the simultaneous presence of
two buddhas—of the past and the present—when one of them overlaps
with the relics of another, and we saw how different traditions treated
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that problem in different ways. Here the question is taken one step fur-
ther: the overlap is not between two buddhas, but between a buddha and
a bodhisattva, between the Buddha and the relics of his former self. What
is more, the Buddha is shown as venerating his own former self by his
honoring of the relics.

It is possible, of course, that the Suvarnaprabhasa, a boldly Mahay-
anist sutra, is playing here with notions of time and identity to make a
point about the utter transcendence and eternity of the Buddha, or to
show how a bodhisattva in a past life is really just another nirmanakaya,
a projection of the eternally enlightened Buddha, and no different in this
docetic context from any other manifestation of the Buddha, including the
final body he adopted as Sakyamuni. Even so, I would suggest that the sce-
nario raises some important questions about the nature of relics. What do
the relics of the bodhisattva here actually represent? Is their relationship to
the bodhisattva the same as that of buddha relics to the Buddha?

The answer to these questions may be found in the text itself. As the
Buddha puts it to Ananda, it is the effectiveness of those relics in having
brought him to final enlightenment that makes them worthy of veneration.
The bones of the bodhisattva are said to be “fragrant” or “perfumed” (va-
sita) with the virtue of morality (silaguna), as well as with many other
practices of one who “has continually acted more and more with his
mind [set] on full enlightenment” (Suv., 107 = Eng. trans., Emmerick
1970: 86; see also Nobel 1958, 1:335). The language here recalls inscrip-
tions and texts in which the relics of the Buddha are similarly said to be
“infused” or “invigorated” (paribhavita) with various perfections of the
bodhisattva path. Gregory Schopen, who has presented and studied these
references, takes them as further evidence of the conception of relics as
“living entities,” “impregnated with the qualities that animated and de-
fined the living Buddha” (Schopen 1987: 205).

In this light, the bones of the bodhisattva do not signify so much the
person whose bones they were (i.e., the son of King Maharatha), as the
person whose bones they became (i.e., the enlightened Buddha). If relics
generally make the past present, here they appear to make the future
present (at least retrospectively). In other words, bodhisattva relics are
not so much re-presentations of the particular hero of a jataka tale as
“pre-presentations” of the Buddha himself.19

There is an important difference, however, between these bodhisattva
relics that pre-present the Buddha, and the buddha relics we shall be con-
sidering that re-present him. The bones of the bodhisattva in our story are
not only relics of the dead, they are “dead relics.” Unlike the relics of the
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past buddhas Kasyapa or Prabhutaratna considered in chapter one—
relics which, in an analogous situation, proceeded to “come alive” by rising
up into the air or in some way manifesting miraculous behavior—these
relics of the bodhisattva remain inert. They commemorate a moment of
the past and recapture perhaps some of its emotions, but they do not
really make the past person present. The reason for this, of course,
should be clear. The “past person” (i.e., the bodhisattva) is not “present”
in the relics but remains in the past. The person who is “present” in these
relics is the future Buddha whom he became.

Bodhisattva Relics in the Final Birth as Gautama

It has been remarked, at least since the time of Paul Mus ([1935] 1998:
65), that there is a curious discrepancy, an asynchronism between the
achievement of the Buddha’s physical body, his rupakaya, and his attain-
ment of enlightenment. In other words, while the Buddha’s understanding
of the truth—what might be called his “dharmalogical realization”— does
not occur until his experience at Bodhgaya, the achievement of his buddha
body—what might be called his “rupalogical realization”—takes place at
the moment of his birth in Lumbini. He is thus born with the thirty-two
marks of the mahapurusa—physical signs that occasion the soothsayer
Asita’s prediction that he will become a buddha. Put simply, the bodhisattva
becomes a buddha in body before he becomes a buddha in mind.

The situation, however, is somewhat more complicated than this; when
one reads the biographies of the Buddha, it becomes obvious that Gau-
tama’s possession of the buddha body—in so far as it can be defined as
the presence of the physical marks of the mahapurusa—is something that
is emphasized more at certain times of his life than at others. In fact, for
great portions of Gautama’s pre-enlightenment life in the palace and dur-
ing his quest, the glorious marks on his buddha body would seem to be
hidden, obscured by his princely garments, his layman’s hair, or his orna-
ments, or unseen because of his fasting and extreme austerities.20

Only at a few specific points are the signs of the mahapurusa empha-
sized during this period of his life. The first of these points has already
been mentioned: at the time of his birth, the bodhisattva is said to be in
possession of the auspicious marks that make clear his status as a great
being. The second is the time of his famous departure from the palace
when he cuts his hair with his sword (JA., 1:64 = Eng. trans., Jayawick-
rama 1990: 86); the inch-long hair left on his head is said to curl to the
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right (one of the signs of the great man) (see Burnouf 1852: 560), and his
discarding of his princely garments in favor of a monastic robe further
makes clear his other physiognomic features. He loses these signs, however,
when he starts practicing his austerities. As one text puts it, “as a result
of his fasting,” his “body which was once golden in colour turned black
[and] the thirty-two characteristics of a Great Being were obliterated”
(Jayawickrama 1990: 89; text in JA., 1:67). This sets up the third point in
his pre-enlightenment biography when his buddha body becomes most ev-
ident: when he gives up his austerities and resumes eating, the signs of the
great man are said to reappear and his body regains its golden hue (JA.,
1:67 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 90).

It need hardly be pointed out that these biographical moments when
possession of the physical signs of buddhahood is most emphasized are
also soteriologically significant moments—times of passage when the
bodhisattva’s turn toward his future enlightenment is made most clear.
Thus, at the moment of his birth, he takes seven steps and declares that
this is his final life (i.e., that he will attain nirvana), and that he himself is
the foremost being in the world. This certainty and declaration then seem
to be forgotten as he moves into his life as a young prince. His departure
from the palace, however, again makes clear his opting for the life of re-
nunciation that will lead him, for sure, to buddhahood, only to have him
struggle to find a teacher and embark on the wrong path of asceticism. Fi-
nally, by ending his fasting, he discovers the middle way between asceti-
cism and hedonism and this, at last, leads him to buddhahood.

Interestingly, these same three soteriologically significant moments are
also the times of the early biography of the Buddha that are most clearly
associated with bodhisattva relics. Indeed, if one looks at pilgrimage
accounts of visits to sites associated with the early life of Gautama, one
notes that there is a curious lack of relics—at least bodily relics—recall-
ing the bodhisattva’s growing up, the “life in the palace” that he aban-
doned. Only those moments that are soteriologically significant times of
passage are so marked. For instance, in the Asokavadana’s account of
Asoka and Upagupta’s pilgrimage tour, the king is said ritually to mark,
with the building of a caitya and the making of an offering, only two pre-
enlightenment sites: the asoka tree at Lumbini, under which the Buddha
was born, and the spot near Bodhgaya where he meets the naga king
Kalika (who was closely connected to the episode featuring the Buddha’s
acceptance of the offering of milk rice, his resumption of eating just prior
to his enlightenment) (Asokav., 81–83, 86 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983:
244–46, 249).

This asoka tree at Lumbini is clearly a “relic of use” (paribhogika) like the
bodhi tree at Bodhgaya. In the legend, it “comes alive” for Asoka, through
the intermediary of its tree spirit, whom he asks to recall the moment of
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the bodhisattva’s birth, but the description of this moment emphasizes
not the infant but his status as a great being and the certainty of his
achievement (Asokav., 82–83 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 246). Much the
same thing happens in the case of the naga king Kalika, near Bodhgaya,
who similarly recounts meeting the Buddha and makes the glories of his
body come alive: “[H]is complexion [was] like blazing gold, his face like
the autumn moon . . . [he] shone on the world of men . . . surpassing the
sun in splendor” (Asokav., 86 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 249–50).

In between these two transfigurational sites, Asoka and Upagupta visit
many other places associated with the early life of the Buddha. In the city
of Kapilavastu, for example, they see the spots where the bodhisattva
was nourished by his stepmother, Mahaprajapati; where he learned to
write; where he mastered the arts of riding an elephant, a horse, a char-
iot; of shooting a bow, grasping a javelin, using an elephant hook; where,
in his harem, he pursued pleasure with sixty thousand concubines, sur-
rounded by a hundred thousand deities. In none of these places, however,
are there any relics, nor is any mention made of a caitya or a stupa (Asokav.,
82–84 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 245–47; see also Bareau 1974). Some-
what the same thing can be seen in the account of the Chinese pilgrim
Xuanzang, who describes many of the sites he visits in Kapilavastu as
being marked not by stupas but by small “temples” (jingshe), in which
are featured not relics but images depicting the event that took place
there (T. 2087, 51:901 = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 174–76; see also Watters
1961, 2:2).

The reasons for this comparative dearth of relics are complex, but it
would seem, once again, that bodhisattva relics are intended to be pre-
presentations of the Buddha. They are not supposed to glorify the person
that the bodhisattva was (in this instance, the prince Gautama), but the
person that the bodhisattva became, that is, the fully enlightened one.
This does not mean that there was not great appreciation for the great ac-
complishments of the young Gautama and for the magnificence of his
youth in the palace. Clearly both the biographies and the pilgrimage
tours dwell on these things, but Buddhist relics did not become channels
for expressing that appreciation. Relics were meant to signify things that
pointed the bodhisattva toward buddhahood.

With this in mind, I would now like to turn to traditions about some of
the relics that were associated with this early period of the bodhisattva’s
career, and that did point to his later accomplishment—relics that fea-
tured the moments of his birth, of his great departure, and of his final
embarkation on the Middle Path.

62 CHAPTER TWO



The Embryo in the Relic or the Relic as Embryo

It is not without cause that Maurice Winternitz ([1933] 1972, 2:251)
once remarked that “with regard to the legends of the conception and
birth of the Buddha, the Lalitavistara differs very conspicuously from the
accounts of the other schools.” Here, in what is perhaps one of the most
embellished of the Buddha’s biographies, not only does the bodhisattva
have the marks of the mahapurusa at birth, he already possesses them in
his mother’s womb. Moreover, that womb itself is rather extraordinary, for,
implanted in it (or rather, implanted into Queen Mahamaya’s right side) is a
bejewelled palace-like structure called a ratnavyuha in which the Buddha
spends his ten uterine months sitting on a couch that is soft as Benares silk.
Part of the thrust of the episode, of course, is to make it very clear that the
Buddha is unsullied by any contact with the impurities that are normally
characteristic of the womb and the birth canal (see Hara 1980). But signifi-
cantly, for our purposes, the ratnavyuha that makes this possible is also
treated as though it were a relic. Indeed, it is consistently called an “object
of enjoyment or use” (paribhoga) of the bodhisattva, and, as we shall see,
it is enshrined in a stupa after Mahamaya’s parturition.

It should be said that, in the Lalitavistara, the Buddha for the most
part narrates his own life story, which he tells to his monks. When he gets
to an account of his own conception, he pauses and asks his disciple
Ananda whether or not he would like to see the actual ratnavyuha in
which he had dwelt while in his mother’s womb? Ananda indicates that
he would, and so the Buddha summons the god Brahma, for Brahma is
the one who, soon after the bodhisattva’s birth at Lumbini, acquired the
no-longer needed ratnavyuha and took it to his Brahma heaven where he
enshrined it in a caitya. The Buddha now requests him to go and fetch
it. Brahma, however, is hardly discrete about this; on his way back to
his heaven, he lets it be known to all the divine hosts that an exhibition
of the bodhisattva’s ratnavyuha is going to take place, and by the time he
comes back with the relic, myriads of kotis of divinities have assembled
(Lal., 60–62 = Eng. trans., Mitra 1881: 98–100 = Fr. trans., Foucaux
1884: 60–61).

They have come with good reason, for the structure is extraordinary.
Made of gold and bejewelled, it has three turrets (kutagara) that are set
one within the other. Inside the innermost one, which is said to be made
of perfumes (gandhamaya), is set the couch of the bodhisattva. The whole
structure is indestructible, as hard as vajra, but also soft to the touch so
that it in no way disturbs Queen Maya in whose right side it has been set
(Lal., 63–64 = Eng. trans., Mitra 1881:101 = Fr. trans., Foucaux 1884:
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62–63). According to the Lalitavistara, it was in this palace-like abode,
on this seat, that the bodhisattva spent his ten months in the womb.21

Later, when he was born, painlessly, from his mother’s side, unsullied by
the pollution of birth, the ratnavyuha, like a kind of pure placenta, came
out too, and Brahma carried it off to his heaven where a caitya was built
for it and it was honored by the gods (Lal., 83 = Eng. trans., Mitra 1881:
124 = Fr. trans., Foucaux 1884: 77–78). This clearly, then, was the very
first relic from the Buddha’s last life as Sakyamuni, even though it did not
get enshrined here on earth but was transported away to the heavens.

In analyzing this account, it is sometimes difficult to decide what is the
relic and what is the reliquary. As mentioned, the ratnavyuha is said to be
a “paribhoga,” an object “enjoyed” by the bodhisattva, and as such it
seems to belong to the category of relics of use or enjoyment (paribhogika
dhatu)—a fact confirmed by its enshrinement in a caitya. At times, how-
ever, the ratnavyuha—bejewelled and golden, with its nesting turrets—
seems more like a reliquary than a relic, with the difference that, in the
innermost chamber, where one would expect to find the relic of the Bud-
dha, one finds the embryonic bodhisattva. The embryonic imagery here re-
calls the notion of the tathagatagarbha, a doctrinal expression, perhaps,
of some of the same ambiguities. The tathagatagarbha, as is well known,
can be seen both as the “seed” of buddhahood in all beings, and as such
associated with notions such as the Buddha nature within, or, alterna-
tively, as the matrix or womb of buddhahood, the environment in which
enlightenment is manifest. In both cases, what is emphasized is what
might be called the “realized potentiality” of buddhahood (see Ruegg
1969 and Grosnick, forthcoming). The same would seem to be the case
with the ratnavyuha relic: it is both a re-presentation and a pre-presentation
of Gautama’s buddhahood. At the same time, however, we should not be
blind to the nature of the ratnavyuha as a bejewelled pavilion/ throne.
This structure represents a palace, a divine abode, a heavenly dwelling,
and as such it symbolizes what the bodhisattva leaves behind—first, when
he comes down from heaven to enter this world; second, when he leaves
the womb at birth; and third, when he wanders forth from his princely life
in the palace to search for enlightenment. In this light, it is perhaps not
surprising that it gets enshrined not on earth but in Brahma’s heaven.
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The Relic of the Bodhisattva’s Hairknot 

Much the same thing can be said about a somewhat more down-to-earth
bodhisattva relic, the hair that he cuts off at the time of his great depar-
ture. After telling the tale of the bodhisattva’s ratnavyuha, the Lalitavis-
tara proceeds with equally elaborate descriptions of his infancy, his life
in the palace, his marriage, and his princely achievements. The next men-
tion of a relic or reliquary, however, does not come until fifteen chapters
later in the account of the bodhisattva’s departure from the palace. That
in itself is a magnificent occasion, marked by all kinds of miracles, but the
text soon passes to a description of the bodhisattva’s sending his groom,
Chandaka, and his horse, Kanthaka, back to Kapilavastu, and then his
cutting of his own hair with his sword. This episode becomes the focus of
a relic tradition. Having severed his hairknot (cuda), the bodhisattva
throws it up into the air, where it is caught by the gods of the
Trayastrimsa Heaven. They take it to their heaven where they enshrine it
in a stupa called the Cudapratigrahana “Receipt of the topknot” Caitya,
and where a festival (called the cudamaha) is instituted (Lal., 225 = Fr.
trans., Foucaux 1884: 197 = Eng. trans., Bays 1983: 339).22 Much the
same event is featured in other biographies of the Buddha. In the Ther-
avada tradition, for instance, we learn that the bodhisattva cuts off his
hairknot along with his crest jewel, and throws it up into the air saying,
“If I am to become a Buddha, let it remain in the sky; if not, let it fall to
the ground” (JA., 1:65 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 86). The hair-
knot becomes stationary in mid-air at the height of one league, and there,
Sakka (Indra), the king of the gods, receives it in a jeweled casket and es-
tablishes the Culamani (Crest Gem) Shrine for its worship in his Traya-
strimsa heaven (see also BuvA., 283–84 = Eng. trans., Horner 1978:
406–7; and Thup., 165–66 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 25).23

Much the same sequence of events is related in the Mulasarvastivada
Vinaya and other Sanskrit texts (Sanghbhv., 1:91 = Eng. trans., Strong
2002: 12; Mtu., 2:165–66 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 2:161; and
Bcar., 65–66 = Eng. trans., Johnston [1936] 1972: 89–90).

The same texts then go on to recount the bodhisattva’s “receipt of his
robes.” Here the traditions vary somewhat, and the story gets a little bit
more elaborate because it is caught up in customs involved in the giving
and finding of “monastic robes.” In some texts, no mention of a reliquary
is made for the princely robes that the bodhisattva discards. Instead, a
divinity named Ghatikara, said to have been a friend of the bodhisattva’s
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during the time of the previous buddha Kasyapa, comes down from
heaven and provides Gautama not only with a set of monastic robes but
with the other “requisites” of a monk (bowl, razor, girdle, needle, and water-
strainer) (JA., 65 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 87; see also BuvA.,
234 = Eng. trans., Horner 1978: 297). Here, clearly, the bodhisattva’s re-
ceipt of his robes is associated (as is the tonsuring of his head) with
monastic ordination ceremonies. In other traditions, the divinity who comes
down disguises himself as a hunter wearing ochre-colored robes, and the
bodhisattva, seeing him and thinking his own garments of Benares silk
are inappropriate for one who has wandered forth, asks to exchange
clothes with this “hunter.” The trade being accomplished, the “hunter”
then goes back to heaven, where, according to at least one version of the
story, he establishes a caitya for the bodhisattva’s royal robes (Lal., 226
= Fr. trans., Foucaux 1884: 197 = Eng. trans., Bays 1983: 339).24 In the
Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, the bodhisattva’s new robes are given a pedi-
gree that associates them with the tradition of “finding” discarded “dust-
heap” robes (pamsukula), the wearing of which is specifically associated
with ascetic practices. Such robes, presumably, were once made from rags
or shrouds found in such places as cremation grounds, but, as their ac-
quisition became ritualized, they were actually hung on trees by layper-
sons and left there for monks to “happen” to find (see Martini 1973). In
any case, it is to this tradition that the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya makes
initial reference. It tells a story of ten brothers who, long ago in Kapilavastu,
all became pratyekabuddhas and received hempen robes from their
mother. When they were about to parinirvanize, they told their mother
that they soon would no longer have need of these robes, but that even-
tually a king named Suddhodana would have a son named Sakyamuni,
and these robes should be passed on to him. The robes were then kept in
the mother’s family. When she died, she passed them on to her daughter,
who, in turn about to succumb to death, hung them on a tree, asking the
tree spirit to guard them and deliver them to the son of Suddhodana. At
this point, the god Indra decides to intervene. Taking on the guise of a
hunter, he takes the robes from the tree and waits for the bodhisattva to
happen by, and gives them to him in exchange for his garments of
Benares silk. These he then takes up to heaven, where he enshrines them
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and establishes among the gods a celebration called the “Festival of the
Garments of Benares Silk” (kasikamaha) (Sanghbhv., 1:93 = Eng. trans.,
Strong 2002: 13).

It is noteworthy that the actual relics here (the cut hair and exchanged
robes), like the ratnavyuha, do not remain on earth but are taken to
heaven, where they are worshiped by the gods. To be sure, the Mulasar-
vastivada Vinaya does specify that at the sites at which the topknot was
cut and the robes were received, here on earth, commemorative caityas
were built, and these are “still venerated by monks” (Sanghbhv., 1:91 =
Eng. trans., Strong 2002: 12). In fact they were visited by Xuanzang (T.
2087, 51:903a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 183–84). But the relics themselves
are in a shrine in heaven, and the festival in their honor is something car-
ried out by the gods. This curious “removal” of relics from this period of
the bodhisattva’s life requires some explanation.

It may be argued that, narratively, the story of the bodhisattva’s cutting
his own hair demands a resolution to the question: what then happened
to the hair? And likewise that the story of his divestment of his royal
robes poses a similar question: what happened to them? Indra’s heaven
would seem an appropriate place for their storage because of their inher-
ent involvement, as objects, in royal /divine symbolism. Moreover, as we
shall see, the gods, sometimes, are viewed as caretakers of relics who ven-
erate them until it is time for their enshrinement back on earth. Similar
functions are sometimes fulfilled by nagas who are often thought to be
enthusiastic collectors, guardians, and worshippers of relics.25 These
bodhisattva relics, however, are not among those that return to earth, ex-
cept briefly as in the case of the placental palace. Their permanent place
is in heaven, and this requires some explanation. In fact, these relics ap-
pear to be Janus-like symbols. On the one hand, as we have seen, they
mark a significant soteriological moment when the bodhisattva’s advance
to buddhahood is clear, and they look forward to that event. On the
other hand, like all the other objects from this period of the bodhisattva’s
life, they embody what gets left behind, and help devotees look back at
what is abandoned. And it is, perhaps, in this capacity, as markers that
capture the sentiment of sacrifice, that it will not do for them to make
present here on earth those very objects that were abandoned. Still, the
sentiment and the moment are important and should be preserved and re-
called somewhere. Hence the solution of having these relics permanently
enshrined “elsewhere,” in heaven.
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Relics and the Certainty of Buddhahood

After the his great departure and the establishment of his hairknot relic
and robes relic in heaven, the bodhisattva proceeds, in his quest, to study
with the sages Arada and Udraka, and then to undertake austerities for
several years. No relics appear to mark these soteriological detours.
Eventually, however, the bodhisattva realizes that extreme fasting is a
wrong path, and he decides to resume taking food and adopt a middle
way between the extremes of asceticism and hedonism. This decision is
epitomized in his acceptance of the offering of milkrice presented to him
by the laywoman Sujata (who in the Sanskrit tradition is sometimes re-
placed by the sisters Nanda and Nandabala). And here another relic is
generated: the bowl in which he receives the milkrice offering and which
he later sets afloat on the Nairañjana river.26 In the Jataka nidana, this
bowl is made to act as yet another omen of the bodhisattva’s imminent
enlightenment. “If,” he declares, “I [am to] succeed in becoming a Bud-
dha this day, let this bowl go upstream; if not let it go down with the cur-
rent” (Jayawickrama 1990: 93; text in JA, 1:70).27 The bowl, of course,
miraculously floats upstream and then sinks down to the naga Kala’s
abode where it comes to rest on the bowls of the three previous buddhas
of the aeon.28

No mention is here made of the bowl being worshipped by the nagas
or treated as a relic, but in the Lalitavistara, its status as such is made clear.
Indeed, in that text, almost everything associated with this episode is en-
shrined as a relic of use. Accepting the milkrice from Sujata, the bodhisattva
goes to the river, and, thinking he should bathe before eating, he leaves
the bowl and his clothes on the bank, and enters the water. Immediately,
hundreds of thousands of divinities perfume the river water with sandal-
wood and aloes and flower blossoms. And when the bodhisattva finishes
his ablutions, they each take portions of his bathwater away with them
and, in their various divine abodes, build caityas for them. Apparently,
while bathing, the bodhisattva also trimmed (or washed) his hair and
beard, for, as soon as the gods have made off with the bathwater, Sujata
herself gathers up some hairs from his head and some facial hair, and
takes them away to her home to build a caitya as well. The bodhisattva,
having gotten out of the water, wants to find a place to sit down to eat.

68 CHAPTER TWO

26 Not all sources agree that this bowl was received from Sujata or that the bodhisattva,
having eaten from it, got rid of it. According to a late Chinese tradition, he received this
bowl from a mountain god and kept it for most of his career. See Wang-Toutain 1994: 78–
79; and chapter 8 in this book.
27 On the different versions of this episode, see Nakamura 2000: 142–46.
28 For a Thai depiction of the moment, see Fickle 1979: pl. 15.



Immediately the naga maidens, coming out of the earth, offer him a
throne. He sits on that, consumes the milkrice, and having no more need
for the bowl, tosses it into the river. There, the naga king immediately
takes it, thinking the vessel worthy of veneration. However, Indra, who
also wants the bowl, takes on the form of a garuda bird and tries to steal
it from the naga. Failing in this, he resumes his own form as Indra and
asks for it courteously. The naga king then willingly gives up the bowl,
and Indra takes it to the Trayastrimsa heaven, where he builds a caitya
for it, and where he institutes a regular annual “festival of the vessel”
(patrimaha). The naga maidens, lest they be left with nothing, wait until
the bodhisattva gets up from the throne they had given him, and then cart
that away and enshrine it in a caitya in their kingdom (Lal., 267–68 = Fr.
trans., Foucaux 1884: 230–32).29

Conclusion

This profusion of relics of the bodhisattva marking events just prior to
the Buddha’s enlightenment is interesting. It is almost as though the
closer one gets to his buddhahood, the greater the demand for relics. This
should not surprise us. From what we have seen in this chapter, relics of
the bodhisattva, whether from his previous lives or from his early life as
Gautama, are all in someway precursive signals of his final enlightenment.
Thus Sumedha’s hair recalls the first step made by the bodhisattva on the
path, when, aeons ago, at the feet of the previous Buddha Dipamkara, he
took his initial vow for buddhahood. Similarly, the bones of the bod-
hisattva left by the tigress are a further reaffirmation of that vow and a re-
confirmation of the path. As we have seen, the Buddha himself proclaims,
“It is because of these bones, Ananda, that I quickly achieved unsur-
passed total enlightenment.”30 Finally, the few relics associated with the
early part of his life as Gautama—relics that act as markers for the sote-
riologically significant moments of his birth, his great departure, and his
finding the Middle Path—all serve to point to his buddhahood as well.

And yet, there is a certain ambivalence surrounding these relics. They
pre-present the bodhisattva’s buddhahood, but they cannot re-present
him lest they make him present as a bodhisattva rather than as a buddha.
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Hence there is a certain reticence about the relic status of Sumedha’s hair
or of the bodhisattva’s bones from the jataka of the tigress. And indeed,
the latter, as we have seen, remain bones in that they fail to “come alive”
and perform miracles. Similarly, the relics from the bodhisattva’s birth,
youth, and pre-enlightenment days are enshrined “elsewhere” in heaven,
or in the realm of the nagas, a move that gets around, perhaps, the prob-
lem of presence.

Finally, it is noteworthy that all of these relics are what might be called
“episodic” relics—in that they are directly connected to particular events
in the life of the bodhisattva. They recall specific moments when the bod-
hisattva’s determination to become a buddha was most manifest, and only
secondarily do they recollect the undifferentiated figure of the Buddha as
a whole.
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Chapter Three

RELICS OF THE STILL-LIVING BUDDHA:

HAIRS AND FOOTPRINTS

The Jataka-nidana, one of the most
influential of the Theravadin biographies of the Buddha, divides the life
of Sakyamuni into three major sections: (1) the “distant epoch,” which
recounts the career of the bodhisattva throughout his previous lives from
his birth as Sumedha, at the time of the Buddha Dipamkara, to his birth
as Jotipala, at the time of Kasyapa, the last of the previous buddhas; (2)
the “intermediate epoch,” which deals with his early life as Gautama—the
period from his birth at Lumbini to his enlightenment at Bodhgaya; and
(3) the “recent epoch,” which covers his career as a bonafide buddha from
his enlightenment at Bodhgaya until his death and parinirvana (JA., 95 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 127). In the last chapter, I considered
relics from the first and second of these epochs. In this chapter, I shall turn
to relics from the third. In so doing, of course, I will no longer be dealing
with relics of the bodhisattva, but relics of a being who, having reached
enlightenment at Bodhgaya, is now a fully awakened buddha.

Obviously, relics from this period of the Buddha’s life, since he is still
alive, cannot be bones or body parts or crematory ashes that could
emerge only after his death. Indeed, many of them are secondary contact
relics, that is, relics of use (paribhogika), which are often still episodically
based, and which are connected to pilgrimage traditions. For instance,
there are rocks where the Buddha washed his clothes, and shadows he
projected on walls, and forests grown from his discarded toothsticks, and
a whole series of places where he sat and where he walked up and down
(T. 2087, 51:875b, 879a, 898c, 915b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 47, 68, 163,
243–44. See also T. 2085, 51:860b = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 180).

As fascinating as such traditions might be, in this chapter, I will not try
to cover this plethora of paribhogika relics dating from this period of the
Buddha’s life. Instead, I shall focus on the presentation and analysis of
two important traditions that concern relics that might be thought of as
coming closer to the category of bodily (saririka) relics: (1) various hair
relics (and nail parings) of the Buddha, in particular the hairs given by
him to the laymen Trapusa and Bhallika; and (2) various footprints of the
Buddha imprinted by him in different parts of the world. As we shall see,



these two types of relics are classificatorily ambiguous, that is, they fall
somewhere in between the categories of bodily relics and contact relics.
Hairs and nails are technically part of the Buddha’s body, but they are de-
tachable parts, and, as such, they were sometimes viewed as saririka, and
sometimes as being in the same category as the Buddha’s clothes (see Ben-
tor 1994: 17).1 Likewise, footprints ended up being classified in a variety
of ways. Some were clearly uddesika—representational relics. Others
were seen as paribhogika—relics of use, or rather, more specifically, relics
of contact (Damrong 1973: vi). And occasionally they have even been
classified as saririka, as though they were not just footprints but buddha
feet (see Snellgrove 1978: 44 and Quagliotti 1998: 140–41).2

Hair and Nail Relics

Stupas supposedly enshrining hairs and nail parings of the Buddha were
“everywhere” in ancient India. Xuanzang mentions having visited over
twenty such sites (see Wylie [1897] 1966: 71–73). A Southeast Asian tra-
dition, less hampered by factuality perhaps, proclaims that the gods dis-
tributed 800,000 of the Buddha’s body hairs and 900,000 of the hairs
from his head “throughout this universe of ours” (Halliday 1923: 46; see
also Jin., 37 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 53). Sanskrit texts often
refer to “hair-and-nail stupas” (kesanakhastupa) almost in passing, as
though they were perfectly ordinary monuments (see Schopen 1997:
196n. 34). Indeed, we are told that “it is the norm” for all buddhas to
have hair-and-nail stupas while they are still alive (Div., 196), and vari-
ous texts feature hair and nail relics of previous buddhas such as Kasyapa
and Vipasyi (Avs., 56, 205 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 95, 312; and Sayanas.,
28). It seems that these stupas were intended to make the veneration of
the Buddha possible when it was otherwise difficult. For example, in one
story, the women of King Bimbisara’s harem find that although the king
takes them to visit the Buddha in his monastery in the evening, they often
cannot see him during the day. Accordingly, they ask the king to estab-
lish, in the harem, a hair-and-nail stupa of the Tathagatha where they can
“at any time, venerate him with flowers, perfumes, garlands, unguents,
umbrellas, flags, and banners” (Avs., 136 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 210).
Bimbisara relays their message to the Buddha, who complies by giving
him some hairs from his head and nail clippings that the king can en-
shrine in his gynaeceum. In a different story, it is specified that monks at
the Jetavana monastery were in the habit of venerating a hair-and-nail
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1 In a similar category, perhaps, we might find the Buddha’s excrement and his snot, en-
shrined in different sanctuaries in Northern Thailand. See Swearer, forthcoming A.
2 On the classificatory ambiguity of footprints, see also Kinnard 2000: 39–45.



stupa whenever the Buddha withdrew for the purpose of a meditational
retreat. The merit earned by a certain monk who repeatedly prostrated
himself before this relic is said to have been rebirth as a cakravartin king
as many times as there were grains of sand in the ground covered by the
stupa, extending downward to a distance of 80,000 leagues (Div., 197;
see also Siks., 82 = Eng. trans., Bendall [1902] 1971: 147–48).

Trapusa and Bhallika

The most famous hair relics, however, are those that were given by the
Buddha, shortly after his enlightenment, to two merchants named Tra-
pusa (Pali: Tapassu) and Bhallika (Pali: Bhallika). The story can be sum-
marized as follows: For seven weeks after his enlightenment, the Buddha
remained in the vicinity of the bodhi tree at Bodhgaya. Then, in the
eighth week, he dwellt under the tree called Rajayatana. While he was sit-
ting there, two merchants, Trapusa and Bhallika, happened to be travel-
ing by with a caravan of five hundred ox carts. At the urging of a local
divinity, who in fact had been their mother in a previous existence, they
were convinced to stop and make an offering of food to the Blessed One.
This was the first meal to be given to the Buddha after his enlightenment,
and the first food to be consumed by him for over seven weeks since the
time of the milkrice offering by Sujata. To receive the food, however, the
Buddha first needed to acquire a bowl, since he had thrown the bowl he
had used for the milkrice into the Nairañjana River. Thus, there is usually
inserted into the story at this point the legend of how the Buddha received
four bowls from the four heavenly kings and then squeezed them together
to make them into a single monk’s bowl.3 This done, the Buddha then
used his new bowl to accept Trapusa and Bhallika’s offering of sweets and
rice, ate it, and then gave them a few words of dharma in return. The
brothers responded by taking “double refuge” in the Buddha and in the
dharma (there being as yet no samgha).4 In this way, they became the first
lay disciples of the Blessed One. Then, wishing to take their leave, they
asked the Buddha for something by which they could remember and
honor him in his absence. Accordingly, the Buddha stroked his head with
his hand and gave them eight hairs as relics. They made golden caskets for
the relics and took them to their own city where they enshrined them in
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3 On this event, see chapter 8 in this book, and Catus., 84ff = Eng. trans., Kloppenborg
1973: 9. See also Wang-Toutain 1994: 60; Kuwayama 1990: 954–55; and Lamotte 1949–
80: 1676–79).
4 This “double-refuge” is usual in Pali versions of the tale, Rhys Davids’s indication (1880:
110) otherwise being a faulty translation. See also, however, Mtu., 3:310 = Eng. trans.,
Jones 1949–56, 3:297; Sanghbhv., 1:124 = Eng. trans., Kloppenborg 1973: 10; and, more
generally, Nakamura 2000: 225–26.



a stupa, by the city gate. On each festival day, we are told, a blue ray of
light still issues forth from this shrine.5

Xuanzang, who recounts this tale as well, adds that Trapusa and Bhal-
lika’s was the very first stupa to be built and that the Buddha had first to
instruct them in how to erect it by folding his three robes into squares,
piling them up, and then topping them off with his inverted bowl (T.
2087, 51:873a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 36). We thus have an important tra-
dition here that brings together several “firsts”: first lay disciples of the
Buddha to take refuge in him and his teaching; first meritorious food offer-
ing to the Buddha after his enlightenment; first Buddhist monk’s bowl; first
words of dharma given by the Blessed One; first relics of Gautama after his
attainment of buddhahood; and first stupa of the Buddha here on earth.6

The symbolic significance of hair—on or off the head—is, of course, a
much discussed topic, from the perspective of both psychology and an-
thropology.7 More specifically, in Brahmanical circles in India, cut hair
tended to be viewed as impure and the business of outcaste barbers.
Patrick Olivelle (1998: 28), in his elucidation of this subject, cites several
Sanskrit sources in which hair is seen to be equal to bodily waste. The
same could be true in Buddhistic circles: there is a “Sinhala belief that
hair and nails are made from the impure waste produced in the process
of digesting food, and that cutting hair and nails is similar to voiding ex-
crement” (Olivelle 1998: 28).8 More generally, in Buddhism, hair of the
head became a sort of symbol of the body in its impermanence and non-
self. In mindfulness meditations and in ordination rituals (e.g., M., 1:56
= Eng. trans., Horner 1954–59, 1:71), it consistently tops the list of the
thirty-two loathsome constituent parts of the body, where, as Alf Hilte-
beitel (1998: 3) has put it, it is “a synecdoche for the whole body and a
metonym for the whole meditation.”

Given these connotations, it may at first seem strange that hairs should
come to be venerated as precious relics, signs of the Buddha himself. In-
deed, in one variant version of our story, Trapusa and Bhallika are initially
disgusted by the hair relics (and nail parings) given them by the Buddha.
“These are things which people in this world despise and throw away,”
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5 This summary generally follows AA., 1:382–84, but there are many variants. Other
sources of interest include JA., 1:80–81 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1990: 107–8); VinA.,
5:959–61; ThagA., 1:49–51; ApA., 85; Mtu., 3:302–11 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56,
3:290–98); and T. 1428, 22:78–85 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1963: 107–09). See also Nakamura
2000: 457–58n.18.
6 As we have seen in chapter 2, stupas had already been erected for various relics of the bod-
hisattva by the gods in their heavens.
7 See Berg 1951; Leach 1958; Lang 1995; and the bibliography in Hallpike 1987: 157, to
which should be added Obeyesekere 1981: part 1.
8 See also Seneviratne 1992: 181. Leach (1958: 157) has also pointed to a number of Sin-
halese puns that associated baldness with the buttocks, and head hair with urine.



they declare, “why does the Blessed One wish us to make offerings to
this?” And it is only after the Buddha narrates to them the whole jataka
story of Sumedha laying out his hair at the feet of Dipamkara that he
manages to convince them that worshiping such things would be merito-
rious (see T. 1428, 22:781–85 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1963: 107–9; and
Bareau 1966–74, 1:1–16). This, then, amounts to a karmic justification
of hair veneration, one which asserts that the bodhisattva’s hair is worthy
of worship because it once served an important soteriological function.

A similar story occurs a bit further on in the same vinaya. There, we
are told that once, in Rajagrha, the Buddha needed to have his hair cut.
None of the monks, however, was willing to do it, until finally the novice
Upali, a member of the barber caste but still a young boy, was asked to
undertake the task.9 As he began shaving the Buddha’s head, Upali’s ner-
vous parents, present in the room, kept asking the Blessed One whether
or not their son was doing a good job. “Yes,” the Buddha would answer,
“but he is leaning over too much.” Or again, “Yes, but he is holding his
head too high.” And, “Yes, but he is breathing irregularly.” Young Upali,
overhearing all these comments, made efforts to control his posture and
his breathing to such an extent that he entered into the fourth level of
trance (dhyana). Fortunately, Ananda, ever on the qui vive, saw what was
happening and was able to take the razor from Upali’s hand in time. The
haircut had come to an end but, with the barber in samadhi, a problem
had arisen: what to do with the cut hair? And here, Ananda’s initial re-
action is very interesting: he thought the hair was an impure thing, put it
in an old broken pot, and was about to throw it in the trash, when the
Buddha reprimanded him, and told him to put the hair in a new pot and
give it, as a relic, to a general named Gopali, who took it into battle
where he was victorious (T. 1428, 22:957a-b = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962:
262. See also Demiéville 1934: 170).

Edmund Leach (1958: 158), in the context of a broader discussion, has
proposed that we see buddha hair (and tooth) relics not only as symbols
of a beneficial deity but as objects of magical power. More specifically,
the success of hairs as relics would seem to involve several other contex-
tual considerations. First of all, just as the body of the Buddha was dif-
ferent from that of most people, so too the hair of the Buddha was not
the same as the hair of ordinary persons. For one thing, once cut short at
the time of the Buddha’s great departure, it no longer grew; it thereby
achieved a sort of permanence and freedom from growth and decay
(samsara) that is not unlike that of relics, which by definition are beyond
death.10 Secondly, though the veneration of the Buddha was in many
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ways different from that of Hindu gods, the bhaktic assertion—that the
most impure part of a divinity or great being (such as their feet or left-
overs, or, in this case, their cut hair or nail parings) was still purer than
the purest part of their worshipers (their heads)—was pan-Indian in na-
ture and may have gotten applied here to the Buddha. Thirdly, and per-
haps in contradiction to these two points, there is a sense in which the
Buddha’s plucking of a hair from his head repeats the cutting of his hair
that symbolically made him a monk, a buddha, and asserted his purity.
The veneration of the cut hair of the Buddha is thus a veneration of one
of the things that made the bodhisattva into a buddha and so makes it
worthy of worship. Finally, there was probably a very practical consider-
ation in the use of hairs as relics, namely their removability and movabil-
ity. Simply put, hairs made good relics, especially while the Buddha was
still alive. As detachable parts of his body, they could be taken away and
venerated in his absence anywhere.11

It is understandable, then, that in time several elaborations on the story
of Trapusa and Bhallika’s hair relics arose, as well as several traditions
rival to it. In what follows, I want to look at some South and Southeast
Asian examples. I shall start with the tradition that claims that hair relics
of the Buddha were enshrined in the Shwe Dagon Pagoda in Myanmar,
then I shall consider a number of Sri Lankan traditions about hair relics,
before moving to a Pali chronicle, the Chakesadhatu-vamsa, which re-
counts the enshrinement of hair relics in a variety of places.

The Hair Relics at the Shwe Dagon Pagoda

The best-known elaboration of the Trapusa and Bhallika tale is the
Southeast Asian tradition which asserts that these two brothers were ac-
tually Mon merchants from Lower Burma, named Tapu and Tabaw, who
were responsible for bringing the hair relics back to their home country
and enshrining them in what is today one of the most magnificent monu-
ments in the Buddhist world, the Shwe Dagon Pagoda in Rangoon.

The legend of the enshrinement of the Buddha’s hair relics there is a rel-
atively late one, probably not appearing in its present form until the fif-
teenth century, but it can be seen as a local elaboration of certain themes
that appear in older Pali materials. Three kinds of sources are useful in
reconstructing it: (1) Mon and Burmese inscriptions, most notably those
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premise that the Buddha’s hair stopped growing. The view that the hairs and nails of living
liberated beings did stop growing, however, is also found in Jainism. See, on this, Olivelle
1998: 22 and 44n.30.
11 On the portability of relics in Christianity, see also Brown 1981: 89; in Buddhism, see Shi-
nohara 2001.



at the pagoda itself (see Forchhammer 1883; Pe Maung Tin 1934: 8–33;
Singer 1995: ch. 1); (2) literary chronicles of the legend in Mon and
Burmese;12 and (3) oral accounts preserved in various books over the past
one-hundred-and-fifty years (e.g., Shway Yoe 1882: 179–83 and Halliday
1917: 86–88). I will, in what follows, put together a number of these
sources.

The first part of the story basically follows the Pali account given in the
previous section. Hearing that there is a famine in a land in India, two
Mon merchants named Tapu (“dove”) and Tabaw (“plentiful”) load a
ship with rice and other foodstuffs (honey, molasses, etc.), and set out
across the sea. Upon arrival, they transfer their cargo to bullock carts,
and proceed inland until they meet a nat (a divine spirit), who had been
their mother in a previous existence. She tells them that the Buddha, hav-
ing just attained enlightenment, happens to be dwelling, right then, at the
foot of a nearby tree, and that if they wish to attain benefit for themselves
they should pay homage to him. The brothers do so and offer him sweet-
ened rice cakes. There follows the story of the Buddha getting a bowl
from the four regent nats of the four directions.

After his meal, the Buddha asks the two merchants where they are
from, and, upon learning that they are natives of of Ukkala in lower
Burma, he tells them a story about their native place and how it got its
name.13 He then goes on to explain the names of a number of other lo-
calities in lower Burma, focussing especially on Mount Singuttara, the
hill in Ukkala on which the present- day Shwe Dagon Pagoda is located.14

Singuttara is so-called because, ages ago, a giant centipede or scorpion used
to devour elephants on the hill and piled up their tusks (Pali: singa) in a pile
that was very high (uttara).15 Alternatively, it is known as Tikumbha,
meaning “Three Hills,” because the mountain originally had three sum-
mits.16 Yet another theory connects Tikumbha to the Mon word takun
supposed to be at the origin of the dagon of Shwe Dagon (Forchhammer
1883: 17). Takun (dagon) is said to mean a tree trunk placed athwart
something—a popular etymology that lies, perhaps, at the root of the
story that Trapusa and Bhallika will know they have found the mountain
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12 These include the Shwe Dagon Thamaing Athit = Eng. trans., Pearn 1939: 1–8; the Lik Wan
Dhat Kyak Lagun, Lik Wan Dhat, Slapat Taphussa Bhallika, and Slapan Wan Dhat Kyak
Ceti Lagun, passages of which are edited and translated in Pe Maung Tin 1934: 33–57, 65–
91; and the Slapat Rajawan Datow Smin Ron, edited and translated in Halliday 1923.
13 For this amusing (and somewhat lengthy) tale featuring a deer, gooseberries, a hare, a
tiger, and a monkey, see Pe Maung Tin 1934: 37–38; and Strong 1998: 84–85.
14 For other traditions concerning Mount Singuttara, see Swearer, forthcoming: ch. 8.
15 This tale is much developed in the oral tradition recorded by Shway Yoe (1882: 179–80).
16 Literally kumbha means “elephant head” or “pot” but the word is used to designate any
rounded hillock. For other names for the hill, see Pe Maung Tin 1934: 41 and Singer
1995: 12.



on which they are to enshrine the hair relics when they see a tree trunk
perfectly balanced on top of a peak in such a way that neither end of it
touches the ground (Shway Yoe 1882: 181–82).

Whatever the etymologies of its names, Mount Singuttara is much
praised by the Buddha as a special place, for it was visited and honored
in times past by the previous buddhas; Krakucchandha left his water pot
to be enshrined there, Kanakamuni his staff, and Kasyapa his bathing
cloth.17 Having said this, the Buddha then reveals to Trapusa and Bhal-
lika that he himself is due to have some hairs of his head enshrined at the
same spot, and that the task of enshrining them there on the mountain
will be theirs. And he gives them eight hairs from his head, enjoining
them to return with them to their own land (Pe Maung Tin 1934: 41–42).

In this tradition, then, Trapusa and Bhallika do not actually ask for the
hairs; they are, rather, given them, with a specific mission in mind. The
brothers therefore quickly abandon their plans to sell their goods in India
and immediately set out for their home country, bearing the relics that are
now housed in an emerald casket. According to the Mon and Burmese
tellings of the tale, their way is embellished and made easy by the god
Sakka (Indra) and by his divine engineer Visvakarman, who provides
them first with five hundred newly fashioned divine carts, and then with
a great ship befitting their mission.

This does not prevent them, however, from having certain adventures
and encountering certain mishaps en route. Sailing aboard the ship they
first come to a land called Ajettha, and there the local king, in an excess
of piety leading to attachment, takes two of the relics from them and de-
cides to keep them for himself. Trapusa and Bhallika are very upset by
this, but there is nothing they can do about it and, in the end, they have
to resign themselves to sail on with only six hair relics. In due time, they
round Cape Negrais (Nagaraj Point) and drop anchor at a place that is
just above the underwater palace of a naga king called Jayasena. At-
tracted by six rays of light emanating from the relics, the naga boards the
boat at night, opens the casket and steals two more of the Buddha’s hairs,
which he takes down to his palace to worship. Unable to do anything
about this theft either, the two brothers sail on their way with just four
hair relics left (Pe Maung Tin 1934: 42–45).

The logic of the story seems to imply that further mishaps will occur
and that they will lose some more relics before getting home. However,
nothing of the sort happens; instead, there follow a series of positive en-
counters in which various beings profit from the passage of the brothers’
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longed to. In Halliday 1923: 41, each previous buddha leaves two relics on the hill.



ship as an occasion for venerating the relics and making offerings to them
(Pe Maung Tin 1934: 45; see also Pearn 1939: 3).

Finally, Trapusa and Bhallika reach their home where they tell their
king about their journey. When they relate to him how the Buddha gave
them eight hairs to be enshrined on Mount Singuttara in their own king-
dom, he becomes ecstatic, thinking this makes him uniquely honored,
more glorious than all the other monarchs in the world. He immediately
wishes to view the relics and is about to open the casket, when the broth-
ers, realizing that they must forewarn him, quickly complete their story
and admit that, though the Buddha gave them eight hair relics originally,
there are now only four of them left, since King Ajettha took two of them
and the naga king Jayasena stole another pair. The king is very upset by
this news, and angry with the brothers, but his fury is forestalled when
they undertake an act of truth, stating, “If it be true that the Omniscient
Buddha vouchsafed us to enshrine the eight hairs on Mount Singuttara,
let the missing four hairs return so that we may have the full eight hairs”
(Pe Maung Tin 1934: 46–48).18 The miracle happens, and when King
Ukkalapa opens the casket, all eight hairs are there.19

They still need, however, to locate “Singuttara Hill” where they are
meant to enshrine the relics, and here there ensues a second saga, in
which, for a period of more than three years, the brothers search for the
hill. Success comes only with the intervention of the god Indra who, as a
deus ex machina, comes down from heaven and clears the whole moun-
tain top of trees and vegetation, thus revealing its location (Pe Maung
Tin, 1934: 48–49; see also Halliday 1923: 41 and Pearn 1939: 4). Indra,
however cannot help them find the exact place on the mountain where
the relics of the former buddhas—Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, and
Kasyapa—were enshrined, for he is only thirty-six million years old and
that is not old enough to remember the visits of those former buddhas.
Thus, they turn to the five great nats of Rangoon. The oldest of these is
the Sule Nat (associated with the Sule Pagoda not far from the Shwe
Dagon). He, it turns out, remembers Krakucchanda well, for, in fact,
he once tried to eat that former buddha (he then suffered from ogreish
tendencies). But Krakucchanda had converted him to Buddhism instead,
and had given him his water pot, which Sule Nat then enshrined on
Singuttara hill (Pearn 1939: 6; see also Pe Maung Tin 1934: 51).20
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With some effort, Sule Nat is able to point out the location of the hill.
He is so old that his eyelids droop down over his eyes, and Trapusa and
Bhallika have to prop them up with palm trees so that he can see. The
next day, however, the identity of the site is confirmed when they cut
down a tree on the summit and it remains perfectly balanced, “a trunk
lying across” (dagon) the mountain top, just as the Buddha had pre-
dicted. And they enshrine the relics there (Shway Yoe 1882: 181–82).

Sri Lankan Traditions

The Shwe Dagon legend does not end with this but goes on to describe
the building of the relic chamber, the construction and later aggrandize-
ment of the pagoda (see Strong 1998: 90–92). We cannot follow the story
here, but need to turn instead to other elaborations on the Trapusa and
Bhallika legend. In Sri Lanka, several variant traditions arose. One of these,
recorded in an eighth-century inscription as well as in the thirteenth-
century collection of stories, the Pujavaliya (see Paranavitana 1934–43:
154; Goonasekere 1966: 686; Rahula 1956: 241n.5), maintains that Tra-
pusa and Bhallika themselves actually visited Sri Lanka in person, and
brought one of their hair relics with them, in a golden reliquary.21 At a
place called Girihandu,22 they put it down on a rock while they prepared
their meal. When they got ready to go on, they found to their surprise
that they could no longer move the reliquary. They concluded that this
was a sign that this was the place for its enshrinement and they built a
stupa over it (Fernando 1970: 91–93).23

A second Sri Lankan tradition is somewhat more elaborate. It picks up
on the Burmese / Mon tradition that Trapusa and Bhallika lost at least
some of their hair relics to the naga king Jayasena on their way home.
Jayasena took the hairs down to his palace in the bottom of the ocean
where he worshipped them. Centuries later, King Kakavanna Tissa of Sri
Lanka (father of the heroic ruler Dutthagamani) came into possession of
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ment of their relics (the staff and bathing cloth) at the same spot, and they further imply
that the two remaining nats (of the five great nats of Rangoon) should be associated with
the relics of the two remaining buddhas of our era, Gautama and Maitreya. The traditions
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7; Pe Maung Tin 1934: 51–52; Singer 1995: 15; and Halliday 1923: 41.
21 As mentioned, the Burmese inscription at the Shwe Dagon (see Pe Maung Tin 1934: 29)
indicates that Trapusa and Bhallika, in fact, did not enshrine all of the hairs in the pagoda.
22 There is some debate as to the location of Girihandu. Paranavitana (1934–43: 156) is in-
clined toward locating it at a site north of Trincomalee; others have proposed placing it at
Ambalantota on the South Coast.
23For another miracle associated with this site, see Vsm., 143–44 = Eng. trans., Ñyanamoli
1976, 1:150. Fernando (1970) includes an account of a modern-day pilgrimage to the site.



the forehead bone relic of the Buddha. This relic had originally been ac-
quired by the Mallas at the time of the Buddha’s parinirvana, and then
was appropriated by Mahakasyapa, and passed on, within monastic cir-
cles, from elder to elder and monastery to monastery in India. Eventually,
it was transmitted to Southern Sri Lanka (Rohana), where it was pre-
served within royal circles until the time of Kakavanna, who was des-
tined to put an end to its peregrinations by permanently enshrining it at
a place called Seruvila.24 In doing so, Kakavanna wished to coif this
headbone relic with some actual Buddha hairs. These, he had learned,
could be found in the land of the nagas. Accordingly, he summoned the
samgha and asked for its help in obtaining them. The elders promptly
despatched a monk with magical powers, named Siva, to the kingdom of
the nagas to get the relics. The naga king Jayasena, knowing why Siva
was coming, quickly swallowed the hairs in their casket in an attempt to
hide them, but Siva, stretching out his arm and making it very thin and
long, reached down into Jayasena’s stomach, grabbed the relics, and re-
turned to Sri Lanka with them.25 The elder Siva then delivered the hair
relics to the king, who enshrined them on the forehead bone of the Bud-
dha as planned, despite the protestations of the nagas, who claimed the
relics had been stolen from them (see Pe Maung Tin 1934: 63–64).

These two Sri Lankan traditions are connected to the Trapusa and
Bhallika story in that they still feature those two merchants as direct or
indirect intermediaries in the delivery of the Buddha’s hair relics to Sri
Lanka. Other Sri Lankan traditions, however, were to bypass Trapusa
and Bhallika altogether. Thus, in the very first chapter of the Mahavamsa,
we learn that the Buddha himself, during his first “apocryphal” visit to
the island, just nine months after his enlightenment, gave some hair relics
to Mahasumana, the god of Adam’s Peak.26 The latter (just like Trapusa
and Bhallika) had requested some memento by which he could worship
the Blessed One after his return to India, and the Buddha obliged him
with a handful of hairs from his head. These Mahasumana placed in a
golden urn on a bed of variegated jewels, and had the whole thing en-
shrined in a magnificent stupa at Mahiyangana. After the Buddha’s
death, this first stupa at Mahiyangana was then covered over by an even
larger monument, which also enshrined the neckbone relic (givatthi) of
the Blessed One (Mhv. 1.33–36 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 5; see also
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24 This tradition, recorded in the fourteenth-century Dhatuvamsa and elsewhere, has been
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Thup., 209–10 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 80; and Skv., 46 =
Eng. trans., Hazlewood 1986: 61).

The continuation of the Mahavamsa, the so-called Culavamsa, tells yet
another story. Citing a no-longer extant text called the Kesadhatuvamsa
(Chronicle of the Hair Relic),27 it tells of a certain man named Silakala,
who went into exile to India with King Moggallana (r. 496–513) and be-
came a novice at a monastery in Bodhgaya. There, he obtained a hair
relic of the Buddha, which he eventually brought back with him to Sri
Lanka. Moggallana had it enshrined in a crystal casket, and had it
housed in a building depicting scenes from the life of the past Buddha Di-
pamkara (at whose feet the Buddha, in his past life, had spread his hair).
He furthermore instituted a regular festival in honor of the hair, and en-
dowed Silakala, who apparently by then had returned to lay life, with the
rank of “sword-bearer” (asiggaha) and the duties of keeper of the relic
(Cul., 1:36–37 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 1:48–49).

The Chronicle of the Six Hair Relics

Finally, there is one other hair-relic tradition that needs to be referred to
here. The just mentioned Kesadhatuvamsa should not be confused with
the still extant Chakesadhatuvamsa or Chronicle of the Six Hair Relics of
the Buddha (see Chak. = Eng. trans., Law 1960–61; see also Das 1994).
Written in Burma by an anonymous author, this relatively late Pali text
tells the history of six hairs given by the Buddha—not to Trapusa and
Bhallika—but to six of his disciples, while he was residing at the Venu-
vana in Rajagrha. The Buddha’s motive in providing them with these hair
relics is one with which we are already familiar: the disciples, all of them
arhats, announce that they are going to a distant border country where
the inhabitants have never had a chance to venerate the Buddha in per-
son.28 Could he not, therefore, provide for them some sort of memento
that could act as a substitute for his person, and be enshrined in those
countries?

The six arhats making this request comprise both famous and virtually
unknown disciples. Having received the hair relics from the Buddha, they
fly off together to the border country, and then proceed, each in turn,
to find a total of six donors willing to build stupas—one for each of the
separate hairs. Anuruddha asks the god Indra (Sakka) to undertake the
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27 In 1928, Malalasekera claimed that this text was “extremely rare” (1928: 227). In 1938,
he stated it was “not now available” ([1938] 1960, 1:668).
28 The identity of this country, later called “Kesavati” (“Endowed with hair [relics]”), is not
exactly clear. The Chak. was composed in Burma, however, and a Mon legend (see Shorto
1970: 17) knows an alternative tradition in which six arhats bring six hairs of the Buddha
to Burma.



construction of the first stupa. This done, the six arhats worship it, and
proceed in a southerly direction where Sobhita asks the deity (devaputta)
Pajjuna to build a second stupa for the second hair relic. They then go
west[?] to the shore of the ocean, where Padumuttara asks the goddess
(devadhita of the sea, Manimekhala, to build a third stupa. At first she is
reluctant, saying that she is a woman, so how can she undertake such a
project, but eventually she is convinced to enlist the help of the local in-
habitants. The arhats then proceed to the north, and there they meet a
spirit (devata) dwelling in a banyan tree. Gunasagara is the arhat who ne-
gotiates with her and gets her to agree to become the protective divinity
of a fourth stupa, which a passing sailor actually builds by her banyan
tree. The arhats then go east where, on the banks of a river, they find a
propitious spot, and the elder Ñanapandita calls on the naga king Varuna
to build the fifth stupa. Finally, going to the north again, the arhats come
to a place frequented by travelers, and there they meet some Tamil mer-
chants and sailors who arrive in seven boats. They are said to have faith
in the Buddha, but some doubts arise in them as to the powers of the last
remaining hair relic. Accordingly, it then performs a miracle, and, their
doubts allayed, the Tamils agree to the elder Revata’s request that they
build the final, sixth stupa in that place. On account of all these hair relic
stupas, we are told, the whole country came to be known as “Kesavati”
(Chak., 7–16; Law 1960–61: 33–42).

Table 2.
Distribution of hair relics in the Chakesadhatuvamsa.

Hair Disciple responsible Location Being who is in charge
Relic # for the relic of the stupa of stupa construction

1 Anuruddha Center? (Zenith?) Indra, king of gods
2 Sobhita South Pajjuna, god of rain
3 Padumuttara West (?) (by ocean) Manimekhala, sea goddess
4 Gunasagara North Tree spirit
5 Ñanapandita East Naga
6 Revata North (Nadir?) Humans (Tamil merchants)

Two patterns of relic distribution seem to be at work here (see table 2).
The one, imperfectly developed, is a directional one, spreading the six
stupas out to at least three, and probably all four, of the cardinal points.
It seems to hint at a circumambulation scheme whereby the relics are es-
tablished on a tour of the whole country. We shall encounter such pat-
terns again in subsequent relic traditions featuring King Asoka. The other
distribution scheme involves a hierarchy of beings. Each of the hair relics
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and each of the stupas is associated with a different type of being in a
more-or-less descending cosmological order. The first is enshrined by
Indra, king of the gods. There is no surprise here; Indra often intervenes
in the affairs of humans and is specifically said to play special roles in the
enshrinement of relics. The second stupa is built by Pajjuna, a deva sub-
ordinate to Indra who is often invoked as the god of rain (Mhv., 21.31 =
Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 144; and JA., 1:330 = Eng. trans., Cowell
1895–1907, 1:183). He is said to inhabit the heaven of the four kings
(Catummaharajika) and, indeed, in the text is called a maharaja (Chak.,
9). The third stupa takes us further down the hierarchy to Manimekhala,
the goddess of the sea, who is assigned the role of protecting shipwrecked
sailors by the four heavenly maharajas (See JA., 4:17 and 6:35 = Eng.
trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:11 and 6:22).29 Her cult was especially pop-
ular among sea-goers in Lower Burma (see Strong 1992: 345), and, ap-
propriately, her stupa here is located on cliffs by the seashore. The
involvement of sailors continues in the case of the next stupa commis-
sioned by Gunasagara, but at the same time, we move lower in the hierar-
chy of divine beings, for the appointed guardian of this fourth stupa is, for
the first time, a local divinity—a tree spirit (rukkhadevata)—the equiva-
lent of a nat associated with a banyan tree. With the fifth stupa we find yet
a different kind of divine being—a naga, or snake divinity—in the person
of the naga king Varuna. There were at least two different nagas named
Varuna in the Pali canon (see Malalasekera 1960, 2:836–37), but naga
kings more generally are famous for their involvement with relics. Finally,
with the sixth and last stupa, we enter the human realm, but a human
realm of a special type, featuring Tamil sailors and merchants who have
to be convinced by a miracle to become the donors of the stupa.

It becomes apparent from the Chakesadhatuvamsa, as well as from the
Sri Lankan and Mon (Shwedagon) traditions we have considered, that
one of the themes of the Buddha’s hair relics centers around the concepts
of “distribution and dispersal.” I have already mentioned the tradition
that the Buddha’s thousands of body hairs and head hairs were spread
“throughout the universe.” Here, it would seem, we have a more specific
and concrete instance of this; these hairs of the Buddha are meant to be
spread, far and wide, to foreign countries (Burma, Sri Lanka), and to
many different realms (the land of the nagas, of the gods, and of the vari-
ous types of beings just specified in the Chakesadhatuvamsa). In these var-
ious settings, these hairs are to act as substitutes for the Buddha in his
absence, for persons (such as Trapusa and Bhallika and the God of Adam’s
Peak) who will no longer be able to see him, or for persons (such as the
inhabitants of border lands or of other realms such as the world of the
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nagas) who will never get a chance to see him. In these traditions, for the
most part, the absence of the Buddha, which these relics are meant to rem-
edy, is physical—geographical rather than temporal. Simply put, the Bud-
dha’s hairs are able to go and stay where the Buddha cannot. At the same
time, of course, it is clear that these same hairs were able to remain as
relics long after the Buddha’s more metaphysical absence in parinirvana.

Footprints

The veneration of the feet of great beings such as the Buddha was com-
monplace in ancient India. Indeed, one of the most routine ritual gestures
in Buddhist texts, described countless times in formulaic terms, consists
of a person approaching the Buddha and prostrating him or herself fully
at his feet, sometimes touching them with the head or hands or mouth,
before getting up and sitting down to one side to ask the Buddha a ques-
tion.30 The logic of this kind of prostration is well known and is much the
same as that of venerating the cut hairs of a great being. By placing the
purest part of one’s self (one’s head) at or under the most impure part of
another person (their feet), one makes a declaration of hierarchy, affirm-
ing the absolute superiority and complete purity of the venerated one, as
well as one’s total submission and devotion.31 The extension of this logic
to footprints of the Buddha, in the absence of his actual feet, was an easy
step, especially in the context of the similar veneration, in Hinduism, of
stone imprints of the feet of the god Visnu (Visnupad), or of veneration
of the footprints impressed on a piece of cloth of a departed guru (see
Bakker 1991: 25).32

Within Buddhism, the veneration of footprints of the Buddha seems to
have started quite early. Sculpted depictions of the Buddha’s footprints
were featured already during the so-called aniconic phase of Buddhist
art, at Sañci, Bharhut, and elsewhere (see Snellgrove 1978: 27, 30, 38,
43; Niwa 1992: pl. 66–72; Cunningham 1879 pls. 16 and 17, and Brown
1990: 96–98). Some of these representations may have been meant to
signify events in the life of the Buddha, but, as Susan Huntington (1990:
404 ) has suggested, others may actually have been depictions of persons
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30 For a pan-Buddhist study of the practice, see Durt 1979. On the significance of prostra-
tion with specific reference to Buddhism in China, see Reinders 1997.
31 It comes as no surprise, then, to find—for example in Pagan—footprints of the Buddha
commonly depicted on the ceiling vaults of entryways to temples. See Pichard 1993: 97–98;
Strachan 1989: 101, 136; Shorto 1971: 80.
32 The connection with Visnu became especially strong at Gaya and Bodhgaya (see Mitra
1972: 126–27; Kinnard 2000). The Buddha, of course, was deemed to be an avatar of
Visnu.



worshiping at footprint shrines.33 Paul Mus, on the other hand, has ar-
gued that in India footprints were “the very type of magical object which
enables one to act at a distance on people related to it.” In this light, he
considers the “aniconic” footprints to be superior sorts of representa-
tions of the Buddha than fully bodied images. Footprints are not “a de-
fect of plastic art, but the triumph of a magical art” (Mus 1998: 67).

Robert Brown (1990: 73–96) has spoken eloquently of the importance
of walking in the life story of the Buddha and of the connection of foot-
prints to that theme. More specifically, the footprints help mark the Bud-
dha’s first presence in this world, when, just born, the young Gautama
takes seven steps in the four directions, “the soles of his feet resting
evenly upon the ground,” and leaving footprints that, as one text puts it,
“remained bright as seven stars” (Beal 1883: 3–4; text in T. 192, 4:1b).34

At the same time, however, footprints could serve to emphasize the Bud-
dha’s absence, being traces of where he had once been. In this light, it is
noteworthy that a number of scholars have connected the worship of
buddhapada to Mahakasyapa’s veneration of the Buddha’s feet, which,
just prior to his cremation, miraculously stick out from the coffin of their
own accord (see Perera 1971: 450 and chapter four of this book). The
Buddha’s feet thus serve to mark both his coming into and his going from
this world.

Like hair relics, footprints of the Buddha abound throughout the Bud-
dhist world and throughout the ages. Anna Maria Quagliotti (1998) has
catalogued multiple examples of isolated sculpted footprints of the Bud-
dha in the art of ancient India and Southeast Asia, and has discussed also
those seen by various Chinese pilgrims.35 Motoji Niwa (1992: 10), an en-
thusiast who spent years tracking down buddha footprints throughout
Asia, estimates that he found over 3,000 such “relics,” dating from vari-
ous periods. In China, during the Tang Dynasty, the discovery of a very
large footprint in Chengzhou actually caused the Empress Wu Zetian to
institute a new reign name in that year (701 c.e.) and initiate the Dazu
(“Big Foot”) era (Jan 1966: 47; Barrett 2001: 41).36 In Japan, not long
thereafter, a sculpted footprint of Sakyamuni at the Yakushiji temple in
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33 For a discussion of Huntington’s view, see Dehejia 1991. See also Huntington 1992.
34 Here the footprints of the infant bodhisattva are apparently likened to the stars of the
Dipper, or to the five planets and the sun and the moon. In other texts, the seven steps are
marked by lotus blossoms or by footprints on a cloth held by gods (see Stone 1994: pl. 172;
and Snellgrove 1978: 27). On the seven steps, see also Mus 1935, 2:473–576. For their pos-
sible connection to Vedic rites, see Auboyer 1987: 126–27.
35 One of these, seen by Faxian and Xuanzang in Northwestern India, was said to vary in
size depending on the merit of the devotee (T. 2085, 51:858a = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 169; T.
2087, 51:882c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 85). See also T. 2087, 51:870b, 882c, 883a, 911c =
Eng. trans., Li 1996: 23, 85, 86, 226.
36 On a contemporary footprint at Wutai shan, see Hummel 1971.



Nara gave rise to a set of twenty-one devotional poems, the bussokusekika
(“Buddha footstone poems”), which remain an important example of
early Japanese verse (see Mills 1960; Miller 1975). In Myanmar, “one or
two of Buddha’s foot-prints can be found in monasteries or temples or on
pagoda platforms in almost every town or village” (Mya 1936: 321). In
Sri Lanka, a recent survey estimates that there are perhaps two thousand
footprints on the island (Sailer 1994: 65), and in Thailand, they have also
been popular in large numbers since at least the fourteenth century (Lo-
rillard 2000).37

Many of these, of course, are acknowledged not to be actual footprints
of the Buddha, but replicas or representations of them, which, if they are
thought to be relics at all, should be considered to be uddesika relics, in
the same category as Buddha images (Damrong 1973: vi).38 Indeed, in
some cases, they are really parts of Buddha images, the “prints” being ac-
tually on the bottoms of the feet of large Buddha statues, usually lying
down in the outstretched parinirvana posture, in such a way that their
soles are visible (see Quagliotti 1998: 46–49, 62). In such instances, the
Buddha’s feet are usually engraved with various symbols—from the sim-
ple representation of a single wheel (one of the signs of the mahapurusa
is that the soles of his feet were marked with a cakra), to an elaborate
charting of as many as 108 auspicious signs (buddhapadamangala).39

There are also, however, a certain number of footprints, “stamped on
mountain-top and river-bank” (Damrong 1973: vi), that are thought to
be the actual impressions left in a place by the Buddha in person.40 These
are counted as paribhogika relics of contact, and it is on these that I wish
to focus here. As François Bizot (1971: 421) has pointed out, these “nat-
ural relics,” whether partially sculpted out or not, are always treated dif-
ferently from the more common fabricated uddesika prints. Footprints,
in fact, are not accidental everyday markers of the Buddha’s passage but
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37 Although an earlier footprint, dating from the seventh to the eighth centuries, has been
found at Sa Morakot (see Brown 1990: 106). For a survey of types of footprints in Cam-
bodia, see also Leclère 1899: 481–95; Bizot 1971.
38 Some are, in fact, replicas of other famous footprints, such as that at Adam’s Peak. See
Fournereau 1895, 1:242–54; and Griswold 1967: 54.
39 For various studies of these auspicious marks on the bottom of buddha feet, see Burnouf
1852: 622–47; Alabaster 1871: 286–310; Leclère 1899: 488–91; Mya 1936: 323ff.; Perera
1971: 451–53; Bizot 1971: 411–19; Karunaratne 1976; Skilling 1992, 1996; Quagliotti
1998: 79–107; Lorillard 2000: 33–37. Such marks could be read by persons knowledgeable
in signs. A Pali legend, for instance, tells the story of a brahmin woman who realized, from
her examination of his footprints, that the Buddha was one who had given up lust and for-
saken the world and so was not a suitable match for her daughter (DhA., 1:201 = Eng.
trans., Burlingame 1921: 775–76; see also Obeyesekere 2001: 54).
40 Vogel (1925:17) refers to these as “svayambhu” (“self-born”) footprints. For cases of the
Buddha leaving his footprints in different places during a tour of Northeastern Thailand,
see Pruess 1976:18–22.



exist only when the Buddha deliberately wills them to. According to a
number of Pali commentaries, the Buddha only leaves tracks when he
consciously wants to do so for the sake of other beings; ordinarily his
footprints cannot be perceived (DhA., 3:194 = Eng. trans., Burlingame
1921, 3:32; AA., 3:77–78; see also Brown 1990: 95–96). A Sinhalese tra-
dition specifies that the Buddha’s foot generally brushes the ground as
though it were cotton wool; it leaves no impression, and, if it did, people
following the Buddha would want to stop and venerate it and this would
impede their progression (Hardy [1853] 1995: 367). A Khmer text on the
worship of the Buddha’s prints makes much the same point, only more
elaborately. It indicates that, generally speaking, the Buddha leaves no
footprints, since golden lotuses spring up from the ground wherever he
walks. These lotuses disappear as soon as the Buddha moves on or sits
down. Occasionally, however, the lotuses fail to appear, and traces in the
sand can be seen. But when this happens, a wind immediately arises and
blows the footprints away. The reason for this obliteration is to avoid
having people inadvertantly step upon the Holy Footprints of the Bud-
dha, an act of desecration that would entail grave demerit, and possibly
immediate disaster. Footprints that are left, therefore, are special and in-
tended to be recognizable objects of cult, and these, nothing can obliter-
ate (Bizot 1971: 413; see also Perera 1971: 457).

Perhaps for this reason, these footprints are, for the most part, far
larger than a normal human foot.41 Sometimes they show some of the
auspicious signs said to be on the soles of the Buddha’s feet, but usually
they are not much more than very weathered depressions in some natural
rock formation, with few, if any, discernible marks on them. Indeed,
some of them, at least, would hardly be recognized as footprints at all
were it not for pilgrimage traditions centered around them, or nearby in-
scriptions pointing them out. “It requires a great deal of imagination to
trace it out,” said Lieutenant Malcolm of the footprint on Adam’s Peak in
1815 (see Skeen 1870: 339).42 “Likeness to foot there is none,” said Henry
Alabaster (1871: 284) of the Phrabat in Saraburi, Thailand, in the late
nineteenth century.43 “All that is visible,” said Charles DeFacieu of the
footprint in Minbu District in Burma, is “an egg-shaped depression . . .
[that] does not bear the faintest resemblance to the human foot. It has

88 CHAPTER THREE

41 The argument is sometimes made that the size of the footprints reflects the giant stature
of the Buddha, said to be sixteen feet tall. But even such a great being would not have feet so
large. Charpentier (1918: 1) connects the size to the disease, elephantiasis (Skt: slipada; Pali:
sipada), a word he associates with the oversized footprint on Sripada—Adam’s Peak [!]
42 Fournereau (1895, 1:243) called the same print “a shapeless cavity, dug into the rock,
without any visible sculpture; it may be that it is just a natural phenomenon.”
43 For an interesting account of a pilgrimage to the Phrabat by the Thai king and a Dutch
party, see Van den Heuvel 1997: 11–50.



neither heel nor toes. It is covered with thin gold leaves, which pilgrims
stick on it annually.” (see Mya 1936: 321).44

The number of these paribhogika footprints is hard to estimate, and
may indeed fluctuate as the location of certain prints is either rediscov-
ered or forgotten (Bizot 1971: 421–22). Certain Theravada traditions,
however, have tended to limit the number of famous ones to just a few.
Thus Guy Tachard ([1688] 1981: 298), a European ambassador to the
Thai court in the late seventeenth century, was told that people “from all
parts” go on pilgrimage and honor the footprints left by the Buddha in
“three different places, in the Kingdom of Siam [i.e., the Phrabat, in
Saraburi Province], the Kingdom of Pegu [i.e., in Minbu in Burma], and
the Isle of Ceylon [i.e., on Adam’s Peak].” Similarly, Burmese children, at
least those of a couple of generations ago, were taught to say nightly bed-
time “prayers” in honor of three footprints, that the Buddha had left on
earth before his parinirvana. One of these was said to be in Sri Lanka
(i.e., at Adam’s Peak); the other two were located in Burma (in Minbu
District) (Mya 1936: 320–21). In Sri Lanka itself, an oral tradition pre-
served by monks cites four footprints, which it tends to situate in the four
cardinal directions—on Adam’s Peak, in Yonakapura, in the Nammada
River, and on Mount Saccabandha (Wirz 1948: 62–63; see also Lorillard
2000: 24; Aksland 2001: 107; Perera 1971: 451).

More standardly, perhaps, a Khmer source, reflecting a Pali mnemonic
verse still learned by Theravada monks today, specifies that there are five
places in the world with most excellent genuine footprints that are wor-
thy of worship: Suvannamali, Suvannapabbata, Sumanakuta, the Nam-
mada River, and Mount Saccabandha (Bizot 1971: 413). Sumanakuta, as
we shall see, is one of the names for Adam’s Peak in South Central Sri
Lanka, and the footprint there is well known. But the location and iden-
tity of the other sites are not always evident and tend to fluctuate from
one tradition to the next. Suvannamali is one of the names for the Ma-
hathupa, the great stupa at the Sri Lankan capital of Anuradhapura
(Mhv. 27.3 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 182), but there is no known tradi-
tion of a famous footprint there today or in Sri Lankan sources. Nonethe-
less, the Chinese pilgrim Faxian mentions a tradition in which it is
thought that the Buddha, when visiting Sri Lanka, stood with one foot on
top of Adam’s Peak, and the other “north of the royal city [i.e., Anurad-
hapura]” and that over that footprint the king built “a great stupa four
hundred feet tall . . . of gold and silver and . . . decorated with . . . various
kinds of jewels” (Li 2002: 204; text in T. 2085, 51:864c).45 The identity
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of Suvannapabbata (the “golden mountain”) is equally uncertain, but in
Thai tradition, it refers to the place of the footprint (Phrabat) in Saraburi,
and, by legend, is associated with the story of Mount Saccabandha
(Manowattanan 1995: 6).46 The Nammada River is, on the basis of Pali
materials, said to be located in Sunaparanta, and is commonly identified
with the Nerbudda River, in Western India (Malalasekera [1938] 1960,
2:1211). Burmese tradition, however, transfers the whole of Sunaparanta
to Middle Burma, and identifies the Nammada with a small stream in
Sagu township in the district of Minbu (Duroiselle 1905: 167; Mya 1936:
321). Thai and Khmer sources generally place it in Northern Thailand, in
the region called Yonakarattha (Yonok) (see Porée-Maspero 1962–69,
2:365n.2 and 3:733).47 The footprint on Mount Saccabandha is often
closely connected, in legend, with the Nammada relic (Malalasekera
1960, 2:1211). Accordingly, Burmese and Cambodian and Thai tradi-
tions have also transposed it to locations in Southeast Asia (see Mya
1936; Law 1952: 61; Alabaster 1871: 245–310).48

It is not possible to consider here the whole history and cult of each of
these footprints. I shall, rather, concern myself primarily with the stories
of their origin—of the Buddha’s visits to these lands and his leaving his
footprints on them. In what follows, I shall consider, first, together, sto-
ries of the footprints on Mount Saccabandha and on the bed of the Nam-
mada River, and then the legend of Adam’s Peak (Sumanakuta).

The Saccabandha and Nammada Footprints

The tale of these two relics is associated with the Pali legend of Punna
(Skt.: Purna), a disciple of the Buddha who is said to have been born in
the land of Sunaparanta.49 After becoming ordained, Punna goes back to
his native land where he soon becomes enlightened. Realizing that his fel-
low countrymen have never had a chance to see the Buddha and that they
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of Mecca, where, rumor had it, there was a great stupa enshrining the relic (the Makkama
Mahavihara). Accordingly, the Buddha was sometimes called “the sage of Mecca”
(Makkama Muni). See Obeyesekere 1984: 135–36, 307.
46 For this reason, perhaps, Thai Pali listings of the five footprints do not include Sacca-
bandha. Instead, they mention Yonakapura, in Northern Thailand. See Bidyalankarana
1935: 1. On the Saraburi shrine, see Van den Heuvel 1997.
47 The Yonaka country is sometimes (see Malalasekera 1960, 2:699) located in Northwest
India. On its identity in Northern Thailand, see Law 1952: 54–58; Vickery 1976: 362.
48 More generally, on this kind of geographical transposition of Indian sites to Southeast
Asia, see Duroiselle 1905; and Aung-Thwin 1981.
49 On the legend of Punna, see SA 2:373ff = Fr. trans., Duroiselle 1905: 161–66; MA 5:85–
92 = Eng. trans., Tatelman 2000: 180–87. The Sanskrit version, the Purnavadana, is found
in Div., 24–55 = Eng. trans., Tatelman 2000: 46–95, as well as in Avk. 1:233–38 = Eng.
trans., Tatelman 2000: 192–99, but it makes no mention of the footprint relics.



are eager to do so, he uses his newly acquired supernatural powers to fly
to Sravasti, where he formally invites the Blessed One to pay a visit to his
homeland. The Buddha agrees, and the next day, together with 499 disci-
ples, he flies through the air to Sunaparanta. Along the way they stop at
the mountain called Saccabandha, where they meet a heretic teacher of the
same name, who has been leading people astray with his false doctrines.
The Buddha preaches the dharma to him, and immediately Saccabandha
not only attains arhatship but finds himself transformed into a monk, his
layclothes magically replaced by monastic robes, his head suddenly shaven,
and his hands carrying a bowl. Thus “ordained,” he joins the Buddha’s
party, and, together, the group proceeds on its way. In Sunaparanta, they
are cordially received by Punna and the entire population, and the Buddha
preaches there for seven days, converting thousands of people. On his way
home, he stops on the banks of the Nammada River, where he is wel-
comed by a naga king who is a devout Buddhist, and who invites him into
his home. When it comes time for the Buddha to leave, the naga king asks
him for some sort of memento by which he can continue to honor him
after his departure, and the Buddha obliges him by leaving the mark of his
footprint (padacetiya) on the riverbank. Depending on the height of the
water, we are told, this relic is sometimes visible and sometimes not, but
greatly venerated in any case, by humans and nagas alike (MA., 5:86–92
= Eng. trans., Tatelman 2000: 180–85; see also Duroiselle 1905: 161–
66).50 Leaving the Nammada River, the Buddha and his entourage then
stop again at the mountain, where they leave Saccabandha, who, in bid-
ding farewell to the Buddha, also asks for a relic that he can use as an ob-
ject of veneration. Once again, the Blessed One obliges by impressing his
footprint in the solid rock of the mountain, as though it were soft mud
(MA., 5:92 = Eng. trans., Tatelman 2000: 186).

The Pali commentaries that recount this story assume that Mount Sac-
cabandha and the Nammada are located not far from one another in
Western India. However, in Thai and Burmese sources, as we have seen,
the story has been transfered to Southeast Asia. Both these vernacular
traditions, moreover, suggest that these original sites, established by the
Buddha, were lost and forgotten (in some cases, several times) until they
were more definitely “rediscovered” and “reconnected” to the parent tra-
dition. Thus, it was not until the early seventeenth century that a passing
hunter, following a wounded deer, happened across the Saccabandha
footprint, in the Saraburi region of Thailand, not too far from the capital
of Ayutthya. Upon being told the news, the king “sent a number of
learned monks to examine it, and compare it with the description of the
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Buddha’s foot in the sacred books,” and the place soon became the Phra-
bat—“the great Siamese memorial of Buddha”(Alabaster 1871: 253–54;
see also Van den Heuvel 1997: 84–85; Wood 1924: 170).

Similarly, the Burmese footprint in Minbu was “rediscovered” under
“quasi-miraculous” circumstances at more or less the same time. The
story goes that the king of Ava, having heard one day the tale of the relic
as contained in the Pali commentaries, made inquiries about it. He then
sent some monks (along with an army of five thousand men to protect
them against the Chins and the Karens) to search for it. The monks sailed
down the Irrawady as far as Minbu, where they stopped for the night.
This was the region thought to be the Sunaparanta of the Pali Commen-
taries, and that night, the head monk dreamt he met a man who told him
that, if he wished to find the prints left by the Buddha, he should follow a
black dog. The next day, the search party set out, and, as they were about
to enter a woods, they met the black dog. It led them as far as a stream,
which turned out to be the “Nammada river.” There they eventually
found the sacred footprint, guided by the light it emitted. Nearby was a
mountain, where they were led to the exact spot of the “Saccabandha”
footprint by a black crow, an incarnation of the protective deity of the hill.
In time, a cetiya was built over the footprint and each year, thousands of
pilgrims come to visit it from all over Burma (Alabaster 1871: 253–54).

The Footprint on Adam’s Peak

If the traditions about the Mount Saccabandha and Nammada footprints
are mixed and fluctuating, those about the “most famous” footprint of
the Buddha—the one on Sumanakuta (aka Samantakuta, aka Sri Pada,
aka Adam’s Peak) in South Central Sri Lanka—are relatively more stable.
We have already seen how, on his first apocryphal visit to Sri Lanka, the
Buddha is said to have given some hair relics to Maha Sumana, the god
of Adam’s Peak, which were then enshrined at Mahiyangana. According
to the Mahavamsa, on his third visit to the island, in the eighth year after
his enlightenment, the Buddha went first to Kelaniya, where he was en-
tertained by a naga king, Maniakkhika. Then, after he had preached the
dharma there, “he rose . . . and left his foot[print] on Sumanakuta”
(Mhv., 10 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 8). That is all that the chronicle
tells us.

In time, however, Adam’s Peak became one of the sixteen major pil-
grimage sites in Sri Lanka (see Gombrich 1971: 109–10), but it is quite
likely that it too was “forgotten” or at least not developed as a center of
worship for a number of centuries.51 Despite an oral tradition that claims
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that King Vattagamani Abhaya (c. 100 b.c.e.) was led to the footprint by
a deer he was hunting (Skeen 1870: 16–17), we have to wait until the
time of King Vijayabahu I (1059–1114 c.e.) for more solid historical ref-
erences. In 1111 c.e., he left an inscription at Ambagamuva, not far from
the mountain, in which he declares that he made offerings of various
sorts (including his own crown) to the footprint at “Samanola rock”
(Adam’s Peak), which the previous buddhas of this aeon had also visited.
The inscription goes on to specify that he built rest-stations and alms
houses for pilgrims, both lay and monastic, and that he dedicated a num-
ber of properties in villages in the surrounding area to the service of the
footprint, and that on the mountain itself, he enclosed the upper terrace
with a wall and two gates, and constructed below it a lower terrace from
which low caste people could worship the relic (Wickremasinghe 1928:
217–18). Clearly, it was at this time (early twelfth century) that the tra-
dition of pilgrimage to the mountain must have begun in earnest.

By the thirteenth century, the footprint on Adam’s peak was the focus
of a long eulogistic poem in Pali by Vedeha Thera, a forest-dweller monk
who may have lived not far from the mountain. His panegyric, the
Samantakutavannana, begins by recalling the whole life of the Buddha,
including his first two visits to Sri Lanka before climaxing with an ac-
count of his third. At the invitation of the naga king Maniakkhika, the
Buddha flies to Kelaniya, where he and his retinue are honored by the
nagas, and where he also meets Sumana, the god of Adam’s Peak. The lat-
ter invites the Buddha to come to his mountain and to “make a pure
mark there with the rays of his foot” (Skv., 721 = Eng. trans., Hazlewood
1986: 86).52 “O Chief of Sages,” he declares, “you made an imprint of
your foot on the bank of the River Nammada at the meeting of the river
with the ocean—may this compassion of yours be towards me also! In-
vited by the ascetic Saccaka, you made an imprint of your foot on Mount
Saccakabandha for the good of the world—may that favour of yours be
towards me also!” (Hazlewood 1986: 93–94, slightly altered; text in
Skv., 72–73).53 And the Buddha obliges him by making an imprint there
with his left foot, the way a ruler might mark a piece of wax with his
signet ring. Instantly, a cloud comes up and rains down upon the foot-
print a shower not only of water but of jewels, flowers, and gold (Skv., 73
= Eng. trans., Hazlewood 1986: 94).
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It is not possible to trace here the further traditions about this foot-
print.54 It should be pointed out, however, that it was an object of devo-
tion for more than just Buddhists. Indeed, it came to be thought of also
as the footprint of Adam (by Muslims, as well as some Christians—see
Rosenthal 1989: 292; Hussein 1976: 222–23; Skeen 1870: 58), of Thomas
the Apostle (by other Christians—see Tennent 1859, 2:138; Ludowyk
1958: 19), of Siva (by some Tamil Hindus—see Paranavitana 1958: 21;
Skeen 1870: 9–10), of the eunuch of Candace, Queen of Ethiopia (by
some Portuguese—see Smith 1918), of Pangu (by the fifteenth-century
Chinese Ma Huan—see Paranavitana 1958: 21). Starting in the sixteenth
century, a number of Portuguese adventurers visited the peak (see Pieris
1909: 168–70; De Queyroz 1930, 1:37–42), and Robert Knox, who lived
in the Kandyan Kingdom in the seventeenth century, often mentions it as
a popular place of pilgrimage (Knox 1958: 136). The first Englishman to
have climbed the peak seems to have been Lieutenant Malcolm of the 1st
Ceylon Rifles. He made it to the top in April 1815 only weeks after the
British conquest of the Kandyan kingdom. He reports the belief that the
footprint was that of Adam. Lacking a Union Jack (which he had hoped
to hoist on the peak to spite the priest who had told him that no white
man could ever ascend the mountain), he fired three volleys instead, to
the surprise of the Buddhist and Hindu pilgrims who were there (see
Skeen 1870: 337–40).

Conclusion

It is a long way from the Buddha’s apocryphal visits to Burma, Thailand
and Sri Lanka to Lieutenant Malcolm’s conquest of Sri Pada, and we
have by no means exhausted, even for South Asia, the traditions relating
to footprints (and hair relics). Enough has been said, however, to allow
for some conclusions about these relics of the still-living Buddha. Hair
relics and footprints serve, as we have seen, to make the Buddha present
where he is not, both during and after his lifetime. Not being a product
of his dead body, they bear a slightly different symbolic thrust than bones,
ashes, and teeth taken from the cremation fire. If the latter hearken back
to the event of the Buddha’s decease and parinirvana, his hairs and foot-
prints recall, for the most part, encounters with or visits of the living,
preaching, still-in-this-world Buddha. They are, or were initially, substi-
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tutes for a Buddha who could not physically be present or remain every-
where. Typically, they are given to devotees who request them as an on-
going object of devotion or as a safeguard against backsliding, at the time
of the Buddha’s departure, when they realize that he cannot stay with
them always. They are thus extensions of the Buddha’s own physical self
rather than metamorphoses of his body.

A number of themes can be discerned in the various traditions about
hair relics and buddha footprints, and it may be useful to spell these out
here. First of all, they were clearly early means of expressing or asserting
the spread of the dharma to a given area, especially a place that had not
known Buddhism before. In this regard, it is significant that Sunaparanta,
Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, were all non-Buddhist and rather remote
areas when the Buddha supposedly visited them. As in Christianity, relics
in Buddhism often served the missionizing purpose of extending and es-
tablishing the religion in regions where it was previously unknown or to
which it was just spreading (see Brown 1981). In this, they were almost
inevitably related to politics and the state.

Formally putting one’s foot down on or in a country or place is, of
course, a symbolic assertion of sovereignty and dominance. The tradi-
tional markings thought to be on the sole of the Buddha’s foot, and repli-
cated on at least some of the footprints, further iterate that symbolism.
For the most part these signs, whether they number 108 or not, are sym-
bols of the cosmos and of the sovereignty of a cakravartin king. The most
common of these emblems—the wheel—in fact directly recalls the
Dharma Wheel, by which a cakravartin conquers the cosmos (see D., 3:58ff.
= Eng. trans., Walshe 1987: 395ff.), and the other symbols—of Mount
Meru, the continents, the emblems of sovereignty, etc.—reinforce that
message. As François Bizot (1971: 438) has put it, “[T]he sacred foot-
print takes on the character of an ideal microcosm, a replica of the uni-
verse governed according to the Dharma. . . . The Buddha, and the Wheel
which he puts in motion, preside over the structural and temporal order
of the world.” The impressing of a buddha footprint thus represents an
imposition of Buddhist Order on a land.

The same symbolism of cosmic conquest and order—obvious in the
case of footprints— may perhaps also be found in some traditions about
hair relics. Thus, in a sequel to the story of the Buddha’s haircut by Upali
given earlier, the Buddha’s hair clippings, once enshrined in a new vase,
are given to the son of a king, a general named Gopali. Being careful to
treat the hair relics with respect (they are transported in caskets on ele-
phant back or on the heads of soldiers), Gopali takes them with him on
his military campaigns in Western India, and, thanks to their magical ef-
ficacy, he is always victorious, establishing the rule of dharma wherever
he goes. He then returns to his capital, where he builds a large stupa for
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the hairs (T. 1428, 22:957a–b = Fr. trans., Bareau 1962: 262. See also
Demiéville 1934: 170). In this story, then, the hair relics function much as
would a cakravartin’s wheel: they make possible the conquest of new lands.

The cosmic dimensions of this spread are reinforced by the notion that
the relics are to be extended to all realms of the cosmos. This can be
expressed horizontally, as in the Mon assertion that the hundreds of
thousands of hairs of the Buddha’s head and body were distributed
“throughout this universe,” or, as in the Chronicle of the Six Hair Relics,
where the hairs are taken to the various directions for enshrinement. Or
it can be expressed vertically, as in the same text’s assertion that the six
hair relics were enshrined by a whole hierarchy of divinities, from Indra
at the top to local spirits and nagas at the bottom. Much the same verti-
cality is implicit in traditions about footprints that are impressed either
on mountain tops (Adam’s Peak, Saccabandha) or on river bottoms (the
Nammada). Mountains (beginning with Mount Meru) are commonly, in
Buddhism, the abode of the gods, Adam’s Peak being no exception.
There, the footprint was both for pilgrims who made the ascent, but also
for the divinity Sumana.55 Similarly, the footprint on the bed of the Nam-
mada was both for humans and for the nagas, a duality reinforced by the
fact that, depending on the height of the water, it was sometimes visible
and sometimes covered. It was thus in the interest of the nagas periodi-
cally to “bring on the rains” so as to be able to submerge the footprint
and reclaim it for worship.56 The intermediate position of these relics
points to their liminal status as commodities of communication and con-
trol between human beings and other realms. Viewed in this way, the
footprints of the Buddha (and perhaps relics in general) may be seen as
meeting points between worlds, as places where humans and deities, or
humans and nagas, may encounter each other. At the same time, the pe-
riodic visibility and invisibility of the Nammada relic—its submergence
and resurfacing—reinforces the notion that buddhas come and go, that
they become present and are then absent.

Finally, it is important to note that all of these footprints and hair relics
are being impressed on and enshrined in new lands with the cooperation
and consent of indigenous forces. In virtually all of the stories we have
looked at, the Buddha is invited to these new lands by locals. Sometimes,
these locals are humans (Trapusa and Bhallika, the ascetic Saccabandha),

96 CHAPTER THREE

55 This theme was also iterated in Muslim traditions about the peak; according to al-Tabari
(Rosenthal 1989: 292–93), the mountain was so close to heaven (and Adam was so tall)
that, though he was standing on the ground, he could hear the angels in paradise.
56 On this theme of the relation of relics and other rituals to climatic cycles in “monsoon
Asia,” see Porée-Maspero 1962–69: 730ff; and Archaimbault 1972: 88ff. On the use of
Buddhist relics in rainmaking, see chapter seven of this book. For East Asia, see Ruppert
2002a: 157–58.



on other occasions, they are divinities and spirits (the nats of Rangoon,
the god of Adam’s Peak, the naga of the Nammada River, the various
gods and spirits in the Chakesadhatuvamsa). The presence (or at least the
future presence) of the Buddha and his relics in these lands, therefore, is
presented as something that is requested or agreed to, not imposed. The
hair relics and footprints, however, do not always signify the immediate
conversion of these new lands, for there is a sense in which they, and es-
pecially the footprints, may be thought to lay latent for a while, until the
land is ready for the actual teaching of the dharma. Donald Swearer has
spoken eloquently of the ways in which relics of the Buddha—at least in
the Southeast Asian tradition—may be seen as seeds that are planted in
new soil only to emerge and be cultivated at a later date (Swearer and
Sommai 1998: 25). The visits of the Buddha thus prepare the land for fu-
ture growth. Here, obviously, the theme of the discovery or “rediscov-
ery” of the site of these relics comes to the fore, and, with it, the notion
that this discovery is intended, and brought on by local protective forces,
often symbolized by the animals—deer, crow, dog—who typically reveal
the site of the relic, or by some other type of “miracle”—the relic itself re-
fusing to move on (as at Girihandu in Sri Lanka).
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Chapter Four

THE PARINIRVANA OF THE BUDDHA

The Mahaparinirvana-sutra, in its
many versions, is one of the most studied of Buddhist texts, as well as one
of the earliest substantial fragments of a buddha biography.1 It recounts
the last days of the Buddha’s life and contains many fascinating episodes
and important teachings—the final sermons and advice of the Blessed
One to his disciples, his last conversions and concerns. It is of special in-
terest to us here, however, because it recounts also the funeral ceremonies
undertaken for the Buddha at Kusinagari,2 in the land of the Mallas,
where he died between the twin sala trees, and it details the treatment
and preparation of his body, its cremation, and the subsequent collection
and distribution of his relics.

It is, of course, impossible to do justice here to the whole of the
Mahaparinirvana-sutra, so I shall enter the narrative at a point just
slightly before the actual death of the Buddha, when the Buddha tells his
disciple Ananda about the proper treatment of a tathagata’s corpse. I will
then follow the course of events, pausing to consider various features of
the Buddha’s funeral and instances of the post-mortem but pre-cremation
veneration of his body. Finally, I will deal with the immolation of that
body, and the post-cremation dispute over and distribution of the Bud-
dha’s bodily relics to no fewer than eight monarchs. Throughout, the
theme of this chapter will be a simple one: the Mahaparinirvana-sutra
ends and culminates with the distribution of the Buddha’s relics. Far from
being a postscript, these relics are, in fact, the governing motif that helps
determine the whole shape and format of the Buddha’s obsequies up to
and including his cremation; the Buddha’s funeral rites thus have less to

1 On the place of the MPS. in the gradual development of the Buddha’s biography, see Lam-
otte 1988: 650–51 and Reynolds 1976. The text itself exists in multiple renditions. For the
Sanskrit, see MPS., 102–453; for the Pali, see D., 2:71–168 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–
1924, 2:78–191, and Walshe 1987: 231–77; for Chinese versions, see T. 1, 1:11–30 = Ger.
trans., Weller 1939–40; T. 5, 1:160–75; T. 6, 1:176–190; T. 7, 1:193–207, and T. 1451,
24:382–402 = Ger. trans., Waldschmidt 1950–51: 103–496. For the Tibetan Mulasarvasti-
vada Vinaya version, see Waldschmidt 1950–51: 103–496 = Eng. trans., Rockhill 1907:
122–47 (see also Obermiller 1931–32, 2:56–67). For studies of these sources, see Przyluski
1920, Waldschmidt 1944–48, and Bareau 1970–71, 1975, and 1979.
2 In Pali texts, this town is called Kusinara. I have opted to use the Sanskrit Kusinagari,
which is the form used in the MPS. The name Kusigramaka is also found.



do with the treatment of his body and the mourning of his passing than
they have to do with the preparation of his relics.

The Duties to the Corpse

In the Pali version of the text (the “Mahaparinibbana-sutta,” which is
part of the Digha Nikaya), the Buddha’s disciple Ananda, as part of a
whole series of requests for last-minute instructions and admonitions
from his master, asks what should be done with the Blessed One’s body
(sarira) after his death? The Buddha, at least initially, answers, “Do not
worry yourselves about the funeral arrangements, Ananda. You should
strive for the highest goal, devote yourselves to the highest goal, and
dwell with your minds tirelessly, zealously devoted to the highest goal.
There are wise Khattiyas [Skt.: ksatriyas], Brahmins and householders
who are devoted to the Tathagata: they will take care of the funeral”
(Walshe 1987: 264; text in D., 2:141. See also Waldschmidt 1944–48:
213–16; and Bareau 1970–71, 2:36).

The word that Maurice Walshe translates here as “funeral arrange-
ments” is sarirapuja (Skt.: sarirapuja). It has sometimes been taken to
mean “the worship of relics,” and the passage has been interpreted as an
indication that monks are not to concern themselves with such things—
that the cult of relics is something that lies entirely in the provenance of
the laity (see Hirakawa 1963: 102; Bareau 1970–71, 2:37). Gregory
Schopen, however, has convincingly argued that such an interpretation is
wrong (1997: 99–113). On the one hand, there is plenty of evidence for
the involvement of monks in relic worship. On the other, sarira is here in-
tended as a singular, and when used in that way, it means “body” rather
than “relics” (Schopen 1997: 101–2; see also Norman 1990–92, 2:250–
68). Sarira-puja thus does not appear to focus on the post-mortem cult of
a person’s enshrined relics as much as it does on the preparation of the
body for cremation and commemoration. As such, it means “the worship
of the body,” or, less literally, “the funeral arrangements,” and, as Schopen
(1997: 99ff.) points out, Ananda is essentially being told here not to worry
about the whole business of carrying out the Buddha’s obsequies.

More specifically, a sarira-puja would seem to involve a particular se-
quence of ritual acts. In the very next paragraph of the Pali text (D.,
2:141–42 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987: 264), Ananda—although he has
just been told not to worry about the whole business—still wants to know
what should be done with the body of the Tathagata.3 And this time, the
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Buddha answers him. The body of a tathagatha, he says, should be (a)
treated in the same manner as that of a cakravartin king.4 This means
that it should be (b) wrapped in alternating layers of new cloth and
teased cotton wool (five hundred pieces of each)5 and (c) placed in a sort
of sarcophagus made of an iron vessel (Pali: doni, Skt.: droni) filled with
oil (Pali: tela, Skt.: taila), which is then to be covered with another iron
oil vessel.6 Throughout this period, implicit in the very notion of sarira-
puja (though not explicitly mentioned by the Buddha here) are (d) vari-
ous ritual forms of veneration (puja) of the Buddha’s body which I shall
examine as a sort of excursus. Returning to the list, we then find the in-
junction that (e) the Tathagata’s body be cremated on a fire made with all
sorts of odoriferous woods, (f) that his relics / remains be collected,7 and
(g) that a stupa be erected for him at a crossroads.8 In what follows, I
want to comment on each one of these points.

The Funeral of a Cakravartin

The introductory injunction that the Buddha’s sarira-puja should be like
that of a cakravartin king may be dealt with rather quickly. In the
Mahaparinirvana-sutra, the theme is reinforced by the argument that the
site of the Buddha’s death and funeral was itself once the capital of a great
cakravartin king. Indeed, upon arrival at Kusinagari, Ananda calls the
place a “miserable little town of wattle-and-daub” in the middle of nowhere,
and asks the Buddha why he has chosen to die in it rather than in some
more grandiose and famous city (D., 2:146 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987:
266; MPS., 304–5). The Buddha responds by extolling the past glories of
the town—once called Kusavati—and reveals that he himself once, in a
former life, dwellt there as the great king Mahasudarsana, and passed away
there, being given the funeral of a wheel-turning monarch. This then is
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4 Though the Pali text uses sarira here to describe the body of a cakravartin, the Sanskrit
(MPS., 360) uses kaya, a point that Roth (1987: 293) seeks to make much of.
5 T. 1, 1:20 = Ger. trans., Weller 1939–40: 434 adds that the body should first be washed in
warm, perfumed water. The same specification occasionally appears elsewhere (see Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 296). In most texts, however, no mention is made of washing the Bud-
dha’s corpse, it being considered to be inherently pure. See Waldschmidt 1944–48: 213; and
Schopen 1994: 38–39.
6 For a bas-relief, in the Gandharan style, of the Buddha’s coffin, see Foucher 1987: 305.
7 Schopen (1997: 103, 107) resists the idea that the sarira puja has anything to do, even pre-
liminarily, with the relics. However, though the collection of relics (sarira) is not specified in
the Buddha’s instructions in the Pali text, it is in other versions of the story (see Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 214–15, and Bareau, 1970–71, 2:46).
8 At one point, Schopen also seeks to divorce the erection of a stupa from the funeral cere-
mony, but later corrects that view (see Schopen 1994: 39).



not the first time he will be dying in this town as a cakravartin—although
it will be the last.9

This is not the place to examine the origin of the cakravartin ideal and
its influence on the legend of the Buddha. Suffice it to say that the paral-
lelism between the Buddha’s funeral and that of a cakravartin continues
a theme already implied in the doctrine of the twin careers of a mahapu-
rusa. It is sometimes argued that this association with great kingship was
intended to enhance the prestige of the Buddha as a figure of great dis-
tinction. At the same time, however, it is important to see one of the more
specific implications of this. Jean Przyluski, who has looked to North-
west Indian, Hellenistic, and, ultimately, Ancient Near Eastern traditions
as sources of at least parts of the cakravartin mythology, has argued that
we should look in the same direction for the origins of relic worship in
India. He points out that Alexander the Great was divinized and that a
dispute erupted over his body, which the Macedonians felt would bring
happiness and prosperity to the land where it was kept (Przyluski 1927
and 1935–36: 354–55). Even more specificially, he cites the case of King
Menander, whose ashes (according to Plutarch) were divided among the
cities of Northwest India, which erected mnêmeia [memorials, i.e.,
caityas] over each portion (Przyluski 1935–36: 354; see also Foucher
1943: 2). For Przyluski, then, the veneration of a great being’s remains
was intimately linked to the nascent cult of the cakravartin and both
were imported ideologies. This is important because, if it is true, the fact
that the Buddha’s body is to be treated as though it were that of a great
king may not simply be intended to “glorify” or “divinize” him. More
basically, it may be related to the injunction that his relics be preserved,
and that his body not be handled like those of ordinary beings or of other
sannyasins, whose remains were not preserved (see Kane 1973: 229–31).
This is a theme to which I shall return.

The Corpse’s Clothing

The first substantial instance of what a cakravartin’s (and hence a tatha-
gata’s) funeral consists of is the specification that his body should be
wrapped in five hundred pairs of shrouds or pieces of cloth and then
placed in a sort of iron coffin filled with oil. This intriguing injunction has
caused much scholarly ink to flow. Alfred Foucher (1987: 318) bemoans
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the difficulty of imagining the Buddha’s body as “an enormous mummy,
enshrouded in a thousand cotton sheets,” and wonders how his disciples
could possibly have gotten it into a sarcophagus approaching anything
like normal size. André Bareau (1970–71, 2:39), always seeking to de-
mythologize, clearly prefers the one Chinese textual variant that puts the
number of shrouds at ten rather than five hundred. Jean Przyluski (1920:
143) is willing to go further, arguing that the number five hundred can be
dismissed as hyperbole; what is important here is the notion of a pair of
cloths, which he sees as garments rather than as shrouds. Charlotte
Vaudeville (1964: 84–85), in a study of the description of the Buddha’s
parinirvana found in the Avadanasataka (260–63 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891:
430–36), is guilty perhaps of “remythologizing” the question. She sug-
gests that the five hundred pairs of “shrouds” referred originally to five
hundred layers of flowers that two divinities, resident in the two sala
trees, rained down upon the deceased Buddha. Finally, Ernst Wald-
schmidt (1944–48: 264) is convinced that the multiple shrouds were in-
tended to help preserve the body from decay in the seven days it had to
wait before cremation.

All of our textual sources are agreed that the fabric out of which the
shrouds were made (or at least one of the fabrics when two types of cloth
are specified) was cotton (see Bareau 1970–71, 2:39–41). In the Pali text,
a distinction is made between alternating layers of cotton that is “torn,”
or “beaten” (vihata), and cotton that is “untorn,” or “unbeaten” (ahata)
(D., 2:141–42). Waldschmidt’s conclusion (1944–48: 211), as well as
Walshe’s (1987: 264), is that the former represents some sort of cotton
wool, and the latter some sort of new, “unbeaten,” that is, never washed,
cotton cloth.

It has been suggested, at least since the time of Buddhaghosa, that these
kinds of cloth—especially the teased cotton wool—were chosen because
they would better absorb the oil in the iron vessel (DA., 2:583).10 Appar-
ently it was hoped that the oil-soaked cotton would make the body burn
better. More specifically, the description of the wrapping of the Buddha’s
body suggests that he—or rather it—was being made into a sort of
human torch or oil lamp. The metaphor is not without significance. At
one level, it recalls the old likening of final nirvana (i.e., “extinction”) to
a fire or lamp going out when all its fuel has been spent, when there is no
remainder.11 In fact, this image is invoked in the Pali account of the Bud-
dha’s own cremation, when, we are told, after being completely burned,
his body left no ash or soot, “just as an oil or butter [lamp] leaves none
when it is burned” (D., 2:164 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987: 275). At an-
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10 T. 5, 1:169 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1970–71, 2:43 likewise specifies that the cotton is to be
sprinkled with oil and fat.
11 See, for a graphic example, Thag., 134–35 = Eng. trans., Norman 1969–71, 2:14–15.



other level, however, the wrapping of the Buddha’s body in cotton and
the soaking of it in oil recalls (or prefigures) other examples in which
kings or great Buddhist devotees transform their bodies into lamps or
torches and set them on fire as self-sacrificial expressions of devotion.12

Thus, the past Buddha Mangala, in one of his previous existences, is said
to have “wrapped his whole body in the manner of making a torch” and
to have set it ablaze along with a golden thousand-wick butter lamp, as
an offering to the caitya of another Buddha (JA., 1:31 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1990: 40. See also BuvA., 143–44 = Eng. trans., Horner
1978: 206–207).13 Similarly, in a famous passage of the Lotus sutra, we
read of the bodhisattva Sarvasattvapriyadarsana, who ate resins and
drank oil for twelve years and then wrapped his body in garments and
bathed in oil before setting himself ablaze in honor of a Buddha; he
burned, we are told, for twelve thousand years (Sdmp., 405–8 = Eng.
trans., Kern 1884: 377–80). Sarvasattvapriyadarsana’s name suspiciously
recalls that of King Asoka (Priyadarsa), as does his act of building 84,000
stupas. Thus, it is not surprising to find that Asoka (at least in one tradi-
tion) is also said to have honored the relics of the Buddha by setting him-
self on fire after “having his own body wrapped in cotton . . . and having
himself soaked with five hundred pots of scented oil” (LP., 174 = Fr.
trans., Denis 1977, 2:152; see also chapter five of this book).

In China, these self-immolations were sometimes called by one of the
terms used for cremation (shao shen) (see Benn 1998: 296), and became
paradigms for all sorts of related devotional practices, such as suicides by
fire or the burning off of fingers or arms.14 It has long been recognized
(Gernet 1960: 542–43; Jan 1964) that virtually all of these autocrema-
tions—whole or partial—were done in honor of buddha relics.15 More re-
cently, however, John Kieschnick has shown (1997: 44) that these practices
were also intimately related to the funeral of the Buddha—that they were
seen not only as sacrifices, but also as acts of imitation and appropriation,
attempts to repeat the Buddha’s own cremation and creation of relics.

In this connection, it may be good to recall that, in most accounts of
the Buddha’s parinirvana, his cremation is actually an autocremation,
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12 On such suicides, in addition to the sources cited later in this paragraph, see La Vallée
Poussin 1919, Filliozat 1963, Lingat 1965, Lamotte 1965, and Kieschnick 1997: 37–39.
For Yijing’s protest against such practices, see T. 2125, 54: 231a–b = Eng.trans., Li 2000:
163–65.
13 A similar tale is told about Sakyamuni in a former life (see Lamotte 1949–80: 688–89).
14 In Mil., 1:197 = Eng. trans., Davids [1890–94] 1963, 1:276, however, making a torch of
the hand or wrapping the arms in oiled clothes and setting them ablaze appear in a long list
of painful punishments inflicted on prisoners.
15 Most famous, perhaps, are the accounts of persons burning off fingers or limbs as offer-
ings to the finger-bone relic in Chang’an during the Tang Dynasty. See Dubs 1946: 11-12;
Ch’en 1973: 268–70; Benn 1998: 307n.; Huang 1998.



since his funeral pyre, sometimes after a number of false starts, is said to
light itself, spontaneously irrupting into flames through the supernatural
power of the Buddha (Bareau 1970–71: 255). I shall return to this theme
when we examine the traditions related to Asoka’s stupa festival in the
next chapter. Suffice it to say for now that the wrapping of the Buddha’s
body in layers of cotton and the soaking of it in oil may be connected to
cremation practices that were intended to produce relics.

There is another complication to the question of the Buddha’s multiple
shrouds, however. That is the cryptic declaration, in most of our sources,
that, after the Buddha’s cremation, all the envelopping cloths were burnt,
except for two of them—the innermost and the outermost ones.16 Bareau
(1970–71, 2:261) finds the texts’ emphasis on this rather mysterious, but
limits himself to suggesting that we may have, here, evidence of a monas-
tic prudery that felt the need to safeguard the Buddha’s decency by cov-
ering his “nudity” (even when his body had been reduced to nothing but
calcified bones). He may have a point; as we shall see, the issue of the
“exposure” of the Buddha’s body after death was not uncontroversial,
especially when it is believed that the Blessed One was still somehow
alive and present in his relics. However, this does not explain why two
shrouds—the innermost and the outermost—remained unburnt. Vaude-
ville (1964: 84–85), seeking to address this question, suggests, rather es-
oterically, that this miracle is somehow symbolic of the progress of the
dual fire that consumed the body of the Buddha: the flames of the funeral
pyre, and the inner heat (tejas) of his spontaneous combustion.17 Jean
Przyluski (1920: 102–67, especially, 145–46) takes a rather different
tack. As mentioned, he considers these two layers of cloth to be garments
rather than shrouds, and, after a long study of a host of sources concern-
ing robes of kings and robes of monks in ancient India, he concludes that
this two-layered garb replicated an ancient tradition about the clothing
of cakravartin kings.18 The Buddha was thus cremated dressed not as a
monk but as a cakravartin (see Foucher 1987: 318).

There are certain problems with this conclusion, however, as Przyluski
himself admits. For one thing, in the Sanskrit and Tibetan versions of the
Mahaparinirvana-sutra (MPS., 430–31; Snellgrove 1973: 407n.), the two
layers of generic cotton cloth that are left unburned at the end of the cre-
mation are suddenly given a rather specific name: they are called civara
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16 The Pali text, however, indicates the opposite: that of the thousand layers of cloth, only
the inner and the outer were consumed. Przyluski (1920: 38n) suspects that, due to a copy-
ist’s error, a negative participle disappeared from the text here, but see also Waldschmidt
1944–48: 306n.
17 Vaudeville’s argument works best when considering the Pali version of the story that
states that only the innermost and the outermost layers were burnt.
18 Przyluski (1920: 152ff) further wants to relate the Buddha’s funerary dress to the two
pieces of golden fabric given to him by Putkasa (see Bareau 1970–71, 1:282–99).



(Tib.: chos gos), that is, monastic robes.19 Przyluski (1920: 39) sees in
this, evidence of a lost earlier tradition in which the Buddha is cremated
in his monastic robes, a tradition whose memory, he thinks, was abolished
in certain sects (e.g., the Theravadins) but lingered on in others (e.g., the
Mulasarvastivadins). Przyluski, however, is probably reading both too
much and not enough into the texts here; rather than look for layers of
traditions, we may detect here a symbolic transformation in the overall
story of the Buddha’s cremation. Simply put, the Buddha’s cremation
makes a monk out of a monarch; it changes his dress from a thousand-
layered princely garment (prescribed as one of the marks of the funeral of
a cakravartin) to just two monastic robes (civara), made of unburnt
shrouds from a cremation ground.

It is often pointed out that the Buddha’s funeral is modeled on that of
a cakravartin, but it is seldom asked wherein it departs from it. This no-
tion that the unburnt shrouds are monastic robes would seem to be such
a point. In this, the Buddha’s cremation can be viewed as an ordination,
as a repetition of his great departure, for, like his great departure, it
changes him from being a cakravartin king to being a buddha. Just as
Gautama (or any candidate for ordination), at the time of his wandering
forth from home, gives up his princely garb in exchange for the robes of
an ascetic, and thereby becomes a monk, so too here, in death, his cre-
mation fire chooses the buddha option for the “great man” over that of
the great king.

The two monastic robes, however, are not just the dress of the Buddha;
they are also the dress of his relics, for we know from at least one version
of the story that, after the extinction of the pyre, the relics were found en-
veloped in the two unburnt shrouds. Thus prepackaged, they were placed
in a golden casket and put on a litter (T. 7, 1:207a = Fr. trans., Przyluski
1920: 38).20 As we shall see, this may reflect the need to keep the relics dis-
tinct from the ashes of the fire (something that the non-burning of the two
shrouds accomplishes neatly), but it also serves further to establish a clear
homology between the body of the Buddha and the body of his relics. Like
the Buddha’s body, the relics are dressed in a double robe made of two
pieces of cloth. Like him, they are placed in a golden casket and then car-
ried off in procession. In other words, as Bareau (1970–71, 2:262) has
pointed out, the relics here are being treated, and “re-encoffined” in very
much the same way as the Buddha’s body had been.
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19 The same word is used in Avs., 261 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 432). Elsewhere, Waldschmidt
(1944–48: 306, 310) claims that civara means simply a “piece of cloth.” See also Bareau
1970–71, 2:259.
20 In T. 1435, 23:436a (see Waldschmidt 1944–48: 312), they are wrapped in the cloths be-
fore being put in the urn. Archaeologists have occasionally found relics still wrapped in
cloth inside their reliquaries.



The Iron Coffin

I have suggested so far that some of the details of the Buddha’s funeral
ceremonies can be understood not so much as having to do with his body,
as having to do, anticipatorily, with his relics. The same conclusion may
be found in the case of the iron oil-vessel (Pali: tela-doni, Skt.: taila-
droni) that functions as the Buddha’s coffin. It too has been the subject of
much perplexity. Bareau (1970–71, 2:43) points out that the Indian cus-
tom—to this day—is for corpses to be placed directly on the cremation
fire, at most on a bier, and he resists the image conveyed by the iron sar-
cophagus, which leads one to think of the Buddha’s body as being baked
or deep-fat fried “like a fish.”21 Thus, he would prefer to see the vessel in
question as being made of wood rather than of iron; in this way, as the
wood burned, the oil would leak out of it and further feed the fire. Since
the original implication of the word dona [Skt.: drona] is that it is a
wooden vessel or box, Bareau (1970–71, 2:43–44) speculates that the ves-
sel came to be seen as made of iron only because, at the time of the com-
position of the text, iron was a new precious, prestigious metal in the area.
Later, when iron was dethroned from its position of preeminent value,
the coffin was said to be made of silver or gold.

Ernst Waldschmidt (1944–48: 263–64), on the other hand, sees the ves-
sel full of oil as a means of preserving the body, either because it needed to
be transported some distance, or simply to preserve it because of the one-
week delay in cremation resulting from the absence of Mahakasyapa. In
support of this theory, he cites the case of King Dasaratha in the Ra-
mayana (see Pollock 1986: 213) whose body was kept from decaying in a
vat of oil (Skt.: taila-droni) while awaiting the arrival of his son, whose
participation in the funeral was ritually essential. Mahakasyapa, as the
Buddha’s chief disciple, would be the monastic equivalent of his eldest
son, and, as we shall see, he is similarly late in getting to the site of the
Buddha’s cremation.

A somewhat different interpretive tack is taken by Jean Przyluski
(1920: 185). He too cites Indian instances of an oil vessel being used to
preserve a corpse, especially when death has occurred on a journey, far
from home, and the body must be transported some distance. This is sig-
nificant in view of the fact that Kusinagari was admittedly an out-of-the
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21 Upon being asked what would happen if a corpse were to be cremated in such a container
as the taila-droni, the director of a local crematorium in Auburn, Maine, said that, with the
top on, there would be a risk of explosion, and with the top off, the corpse would basically
get boiled in oil, which would result in “a gross mess” (described as rendered fat with bones
floating in it). Personal communication, Gracelawn Memorial Park, Auburn, Maine, 9 June
1999.



way place visited by the Blessed One while on tour far away from his
hometown of Kapilavastu or from his usual monastic centers. Przyluski
adds, however, that one of the meanings of the word doni is a trough-
shaped canoe,22 and, with this in mind, he proposes that the place to
which the Buddha’s body needed to be transported was the Ganges River.
He reinforces this thesis with a reminder of the importance of the Ganges
as a place for the disposal of the dead—whether of their bodies or their
ashes—and of the fact that renunciants, in ancient India, were commonly
immersed, or buried in the beds or banks of rivers. He then (1935–36:
345) cites a less-common funeral custom mentioned by Xuanzang in
which decrepit persons are put in a simple boat, towed to the middle of
the Ganges, and set adrift to float downstream and drown in the river (T.
2087, 51:878a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 62).

This, Przyluski (1935–36: 347–49) affirms, is the paradigm that was
followed (metaphorically) in the case of the Buddha’s disciple Ananda,
who was not cremated but passed into parinirvana in the middle of the
Ganges (see Strong 1992: 65–66), and he proposes that we apply it, at
least contextually, to the original form of the funeral of the Buddha. Sum-
ming up, Przyluski then concludes,

In the Buddha’s day, part of India remained attached to the custom of obse-
quies by immersion. Sometimes, the whole body was consigned to the river;
sometimes, only the ashes were. In other cases, especially for ascetics, the
body was simply buried in the banks of a river that flowed to the sea. We do
not know which of these rites was chosen by the disciples of Sakyamuni; it
is permitted to suppose that, not many years after the event, contradictory
information began to circulate. The use of the double doni to preserve the
body is explained by the necessity to transport it all the way to the Ganges,
and this coffin in the form of a canoe did not go without recalling the voy-
age to the land of the dead. (1935–36: 365–66).

Przyluski’s suggestions are imaginative and intriguing, but his views, as
well as those of Waldschmidt, run into certain difficulties. It is true that
there is non-Buddhist evidence (e.g., the case of Dasaratha in the Ra-
mayana) for the use of an iron oil-vessel as a means of preserving a corpse
in India.23 The only other Buddhist instance of this that I am aware of,
however, is the case of Bhadda, the wife of King Munda of Magadha.
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22 He cites apparently cognate words in a host of non-Indo-European South Asian lan-
guages and suggests a possible indigenous origin to some of the customs surrounding the
Buddha’s funeral (see Przyluski 1935–36: 341–42). According to Hobson-Jobson, the word
“dinghy” may be related to drona. See Yule and Burnell [1903] 1994: 318.
23 Outside of India, however, one might note Zoroastrian opposition to the use of an iron
cauldron for cremating the dead. See Darmesteter 1880: 110–111. I would like to thank
Phyllis Granoff for this reference.



When she died, her husband, in despair, sought to preserve her corpse so
he could continue to see her body a while longer. Accordingly, he in-
structed his minister to place her “in an oil vessel (tela-doni) made of iron
and covered with another iron vessel” (Woodward and Hare 1932–36,
3:48; text in A., 3:58). His minister was willing to do this but thought it
a bad idea. He therefore arranged for the elder Narada to visit the king
and preach to him on the impermanence of the body and the need to ac-
cept death. King Munda, seeing the light, then had Bhadda’s body cre-
mated and a stupa built for her (A., 3:57–62 = Eng. trans., Woodward
and Hare 1932–36, 3:48–51). This story is instructive for, in language
that exactly recalls the story of the Buddha’s parinirvana, it shows Bud-
dhist opposition to the very notion of the preservation of a body in an
iron oil-vessel. Given this, and given other Buddhist tales that emphasize
acceptance of the fact of death, and given the call in all accounts of the
Buddha’s own funeral for a cessation of lamentations and an acceptance
of his death (Bareau 1970–71, 2:171–74), it seems a little strange to think
of such a procedure being advocated, even for a valid reason.

More importantly, however, within the Mahaparinirvana sutra itself,
there is a contextual problem with Przyluski’s and Waldschmidt’s as-
sumption that the purpose of the oil vessel was either to preserve the Bud-
dha’s body until the arrival of Mahakasyapa or to transport it elsewhere.
As Waldschmidt (1944–48: 273) himself admits, in all versions of the
tale, the body of the Buddha is not actually put in the oil vessel until
seven days after his death, i.e., just prior to his cremation. Such timing
simply makes no sense if the purpose of the action was preservation.
Moreover, in virtually all of the sources where the issue is clear, this be-
lated encoffining of the Buddha takes place only after he is transported,
in procession, from the sala grove where he died to the site of his crema-
tion (Bareau 1970–71, 2:193). The oil vessel, then, was apparently not
used for transportation either.

Przyluski (1920: 184) tries to explain the delay in placing the Buddha’s
body in the taila-droni as being due to the difficulty in finding, in a small
town like Kusinagari, not only such a coffin, but a thousand shrouds in
which to envelop the corpse. Waldschmidt (1944–48: 273), on the other
hand, suggests that the non-use of the oil vessel was due to the unwill-
ingness of the authors or redactors of the text to accept the notion that
the Buddha’s body might actually have decayed. It seems easier to admit,
however, that the purpose of the iron oil vessel had not to do with the
preservation or transportation of the corpse but with its cremation.

One of the difficulties that can arise in cremations in which the body is
placed, uncovered or in a wooden casket, on an open pyre, is the poten-
tial mixing that may occur of the remains of the person (i.e., the relics)
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and the ashes of the fire.24 The Mahaparinirvana-sutra itself shows signs
of this concern. As we shall see, later on, at the time of the actual distri-
bution of the Buddha’s relics, the tradition is quite careful to differentiate
between bodily remains (sarira) and “embers from the fire” (jvalanasya
angara) in such a way as to imply that these could be kept separate
(MPS., 448). There must, therefore, have been some way of keeping the
Buddha’s relics apart from the remains of the fire, especially when the lat-
ter gets extinguished by a rain shower, or a spontaneously appearing
flood of water (or of milk).25 We have already seen how, in some sources,
one of the possible functions of the unburnt top and bottom shrouds en-
veloping the Buddha’s body was for them to serve also as an envelope for
the relics. It may be that the iron vessel was intended to serve the same
purpose. We are not told, in our sources, what happens to the taila-droni
during and immediately after the Buddha’s cremation, but presumably,
being made of iron, it would not be consumed by the flames, and so could
serve as a means for keeping the relics separate from the fire.

This suggestion, already made by Foucher (1987:318), may put, how-
ever, too much emphasis on the burning process and not enough on the
symbolic, precursorial, role of the taila-droni. It surely is not without sig-
nificance that the word droni—meaning “vessel”—is also the name of the
brahmin, Dona (Skt.: Drona) who, as we shall see, effects the division of
the relics.26 It is often thought that the name derives from his using a
“drona”—a wooden box or bucket used as a measure for grain—to ap-
portion out the Buddha’s relics (see Foucher 1987: 379n.321), and in-
deed, in the final verses of both the Sanskrit and the Pali texts, that word
or its Pali equivalent is used to indicate the measure of the portion of
relics received by each of the kings (D., 2:167 = Eng. trans., Davids
1899–1924, 2:191; MPS., 450). The actual receptacle, however, that was
used by Drona to divide the relics is called in both traditions a kumbha—
a clay pot or jar (D., 2:166 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924, 2:189;
MPS., 442). In the Sanskrit text (MPS., 432), a gold kumbha is used by
the Mallas as the first receptacle for the relics of the Buddha, and the
same word, of course, comes to designate the part of the stupa that may
contain the relics (Kottkamp 1992: 74; see also Harvey 1984: 72–73).
If the kumbha and the droni are homologizable, then there is further ev-
idence here that the latter was intended less as a sarcophagus than as a
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26 In the Sanskrit tradition (see MPS., 442), he is also called Dhumrasagotra, although he is
said to come from Drona-village.



receptacle for relics. Moreover, some of the descriptions of the droni in
which the Buddha is encoffined recall reliquaries in another way. Thus, in
one text (T. 1, 1:20a = Ger. trans., Weller 1939–40: 435), his body is ac-
tually put in a gold casket, which is placed in the iron droni, which, in
turn, is put in a sandalwood coffin. In another, the innermost gold coffin
is placed in a silver one, which is put in a copper one, which is put in an
iron one (T. 7, 1:199c = Fr. trans., Bareau 1970–71, 2:41). Such accounts
of multiple coffins inevitably remind one of the sets of nested boxes, often
of different metals or woods, commonly used to enshrine relics.27

The Veneration of the Buddha’s Body

There is another aspect of the Buddha’s funeral that needs to be consid-
ered. Throughout the sequence of ceremonies, various devotees are also,
of course, performing different acts of veneration, paying puja to the body
of the Blessed One. The first to mourn are the Buddha’s disciples and the
gods who are present at the master’s deathbed. The verses they utter on
this occasion, mostly expressive of sorrow and of impermanence, have
been extensively studied by Przyluski (1920: 5–46) and others (Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 254–60; Bareau 1970–71, 2:161–71) and need not be
recapitulated here. Their lamentations are brought to an end by a promi-
nent monk (either Ananda or Anuruddha), who exhorts them to be still
and to realize that all composite things are indeed subject to dissolution
(MPS., 402–4; Bareau 1970–71, 2:171–74).

We need to focus, however, on subsequent events that mark the period
in between the Buddha’s death and his cremation. During these seven
days, prior to being put in the taila-droni, the Buddha’s body “lies in
state” and is the object of much veneration and celebration by the Mal-
las of Kusinagari. Informed of his passing, they approach the Buddha’s
body between the twin sala trees, and make traditional offerings to it of
garlands of flowers, cloth, perfumes, music, dance, lights, etc., rituals
that, we shall see, may be considered as precursors to later relic venera-
tions. The seven-day delay in cremating the Buddha’s corpse is, in fact,
intimately linked to these celebrations (and not, as might be thought, to
the need to await the arrival of Mahakasyapa). In the Pali tradition, for
instance, the Mallas each day get so intent on and caught up in their de-
votional offerings to the Buddha’s body, that, by the time it occurs to
them that they ought now to proceed with his cremation, they realize that
“it is too late to cremate the Lord’s body today. We shall do so tomor-
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row” (Walshe 1987: 273; text in D., 2:159). The next day (and the next
and the next), however, exactly the same thing happens, until a whole
week has passed. On the seventh day, when they actually do resolve in
time to transport the Buddha’s body to the cremation ground, they find
they cannot lift it; that is because the gods have in mind a different route
for the funeral procession than do the Mallas, and not until the latter ac-
quiesce to the plans of the former, are they able to move the body (D.,
2:160 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987: 273).28 In other texts, there are other
reasons given for the delay, but whatever the excuse, during all this time,
the celebrations of dance, song, music, garlands, perfumes, continue non-
stop (see Bareau 1970–71, 2:187–92).

Such, of course, is not the usual way of conducting a funeral in India,
where it is rarely delayed (see Kane 1973: 212ff.). Some of the Buddha’s
disciples may have shown extreme sorrow at the passing of the Blessed
One, but the Mallas appear to use the occasion for merit making and cel-
ebration. As Alfred Foucher (1987: 317) has remarked, we seem here
to be dealing with something resembling a village fair, and “we must un-
derstand that, over the course of time, the Buddha’s obsequies were
no longer conceived of as being funereal; they had rather been trans-
formed . . . into a festival of the sort that was to be celebrated in honor
of the relics of the Blessed One.”

In the midst of this fête, however, one scene is noteworthy for its
mournful emotionality, as well as for the controversy it later created. Re-
flecting on the singular appearance of buddhas in the world, and on the
rare opportunity presented by the chance to make offerings to a buddha
at the time of his parinirvana, the Buddha’s disciple Ananda decides that
he will first give the Malla women a chance to come forward and vener-
ate the Buddha, figuring that they might not otherwise manage to push
their way to the front. In many ways, here, Ananda continues to act as
the Buddha’s chief protocol officer, in death as in life. At his invitation,
the Malla women approach the body of the Blessed One. There, they
break into lamentations, circumambulate it, and make all sorts of offer-
ings, except for one old widow who, having nothing to give at all, is car-
ried away with emotion; she bursts out crying and her tears run down
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28 On the various routes proposed for the funeral cortege, see Waldschmidt 1944–48: 273–
85 and Bareau 1970–71, 2:195–96. In T. 5, 1:173 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1970–71, 2:205, the
gods want to participate in the cortege itself but are told that they cannot because the Bud-
dha said brahmins and householders were to take care of the funeral arrangements. The
gods therefore “freeze” the Buddha’s bier, preventing its removal until a compromise is
agreed to whereby the body will be carried by gods (Sakra and Brahma) on the right, and
humans (Ananda and the Malla king) on the left. Schopen (1998: 261) argues that the route
chosen by the gods (into the city) shows that the Buddha’s body was not thought of as pol-
luting (because it was not thought of as dead).



and wet the Buddha’s feet (Waldschmidt 1944–48: 267–70; Bareau
1970–71, 2:185–86).29

Ananda’s willingness to espouse the cause of women in the samgha is
well known.30 Here, however, it seems to be set in the context of an op-
position between himself and the Buddha’s disciple Mahakasyapa. As we
shall see, when the latter subsequently venerates the feet of the Buddha
himself, he notices that they are spotted and discolored, and that the mark
of the wheel on them has been sullied. “The Buddha’s body was golden-
colored,” he declares, “why are his feet now different?” (T. 1, 1:28–29 =
Ger. trans., Weller 1939–40: 197). Ananda then explains that the stains
and discoloration are due to this old woman crying on them, and Ma-
hakasyapa reprimands him for neglect of duty (see also Bareau 1970–71,
2:249–51; and Mtu., 1:68 = Eng. trans., Jones 1949–56, 1:55).

Later, in traditions featuring the so-called trial of Ananda, at the First
Council of Rajagrha, Mahakasyapa brings up the same episode again as
one of a series of faults committed by Ananda. At the same time, the sever-
ity of the particular charge against him is increased. Thus, in addition to
being accused of encouraging the Buddha to ordain women (thereby re-
ducing the duration of the dharma); of being faulted for failing to get the
Buddha water when he asked for some at the time of his parinirvana; of
being reprimanded for failing to ask the Buddha to extend his life until the
end of the aeon when he had a chance to; and of being blamed for once
treading on the robe of the Buddha when he was washing it;31 Ananda is
also accused of showing the women who approached the Buddha’s body
after his parinirvana his “sheath-encased penis.” The Buddha’s peculiar
male organ was one of the thirty-two marks of the Great Man, and
Ananda seeks to justify his action by explaining how he hoped that the
women, upon seeing the Buddha’s penis, would be ashamed of their fe-
male bodies and moved to plant roots of merit so as to be reborn as men
(see T. 1509, 25:68b = Fr. trans., Lamotte 1949–80, 1:96; T. 2043,
50:152b = Eng. trans., Li 1993:104; T. 2042, 50:114a = Fr. trans., Przy-
luski 1923:325).32

The rivalry between Ananda and Mahakasyapa is given yet another
expression in the final story of the veneration of the Buddha’s body prior
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29 In Brahmanical ritual it is sometime specified that the corpse should be wrapped in such
a way that the feet are left exposed. See Kane 1973: 202.
30 Most famously, it is Ananda who helps Mahaprajapati convince the Buddha to institute
the order of nuns. On Ananda in general, see Nyanaponika and Hecker 1997: 137–210.
31 For accounts of all these and bibliographies, see Lamotte 1949–80, 1:94–96n.
32 See also Przyluski 1926: 15, 233; and Rockhill 1907: 154. In other sources dealing with
the First Council, no mention is made of the Buddha’s sheath-encased organ; instead,
Ananda is simply accused of having authorized the women to be the first to venerate the
body of the Buddha, and to have sullied it with their tears. See Przyluski 1926: 153, 157,
186.



to his cremation: Mahakasyapa’s worship of his feet. The story is well
known (see Waldschmidt 1944–48: 185–89; Bareau 1970–71, 2:215–
22). Mahakasyapa, who will play a presiding role in the samgha at the
First Council, is not present at the time of the Buddha’s parinirvana and
does not find out about it until a week after it occurs. In the meantime,
back in Kusinagari, the Mallas have enshrouded the Buddha’s body in a
thousand layers of cloth and encoffined it in its taila-droni, but they find
they are unable to light the cremation pyre. This is explained as being due
to the gods, who do not want the fire to be lit until the coming of Ma-
hakasyapa (MPS., 424–27). Fortunately, the latter, having learned on the
road of his master’s demise, does not tarry long in coming. Upon arrival,
he first wants to be able to see the body of Buddha so as to venerate it one
last time, before consigning it to the flames. At this point, various sources
differ in their accounts of what happens. In the Pali text (D., 2:163 = Eng.
trans., Walshe 1987: 275), Mahakasyapa merely uncovers the Buddha’s
feet and venerates them before proceeding with the cremation. In the
Sanskrit, he proceeds to open the coffin and unwrap the whole of the
Buddha’s body in order to venerate it. Then he rewraps and re-encoffins
it, and lights the cremation fire (MPS., 428). In a number of Chinese ac-
counts of the episode, Mahakasyapa asks Ananda for permission to view
the Buddha’s body, but Ananda refuses, saying that to do so would be
too difficult due to the iron sarcophagus being closed and already on top
of the pyre, and to the thousand shrouds enveloping the corpse (Bareau
1970–71, 2:243; T. 1, 1:28c = Ger. trans., Weller 1939–40: 197; and
T. 2087, 51:904b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 191). This scene, as Wald-
schmidt (1944–48: 300) has pointed out, once again serves to underline
the rivalry between Ananda and Mahakasyapa, but it also helps magnify
the later miracle of the appearance of the Buddha’s feet. And indeed, in
these and the remainder of our sources, either in some unexplained way,
or through the intervention of the gods, or by miraculous action of the
Buddha himself, the Tathagata’s feet emerge from the coffin so that Ma-
hakasyapa is able to venerate them (Bareau 1970–71, 2:241–42).

The miracle of the feet, moving of their own accord after the Buddha’s
death, is significant because it is the first graphic example of the Buddha’s
ongoing magical powers (rddhi) after his parinirvana (Bareau 1970–71,
2:247–48). As such, it foreshadows similar magical movements, which, as
we shall see, will commonly be exhibited by the Buddha’s relics. In fact, it
may be argued that the Buddha’s feet here, though attached to his body,
are relics, and that Mahakasyapa’s action is a precursor to the cult of the
Buddha’s footprints, which, as we have seen, was an important and early
form of relic worship in Buddhism (see Cunningham 1879: 112–13).

As the Buddhist tradition developed, however, it was not content with
this single miraculous manifestation at the Tathagata’s deathbed. Thus,
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when Xuanzang visits Kusinagari, he refers to stupas commemorating
three post-mortem appearances of the Buddha while he was in his cof-
fin. In addition to the time when his feet appeared to Mahakasyapa,
there was also the time when he stuck out his hand to ask Ananda a
question, and the occasion on which he sat up in his coffin to preach the
dharma to his mother (T. 2087, 51:904b–c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 191;
see alsoT. 2053, 50:235b = Eng. trans., Li 1995: 84). The second of
these episodes is relatively obscure,33 but the third is much more devel-
oped. Xuanzang’s retelling of it appears to be based on the Mahamaya-
sutra (T. 383, 12:1012–14 = Fr. trans., Durt n.d.: 1–4; see also Durt
1996), and may be summarized as follows: As soon as the Blessed One
has been encoffined, Anuruddha goes up to Tusita Heaven, where the
Buddha’s mother was reborn, and informs her of the death of her son.
As soon as she hears the news, she comes down to the place of the cof-
fin. Seeing it from a distance, she faints from emotion. Revived by her at-
tendant divine maidens, she then approaches the coffin, and loudly
laments her son’s death, while fingering his robe, his bowl, and his staff,
relics and reminders of him that are lying nearby, or hanging on a tree.34

It is at this point in the story that the miracle occurs: the lid of the Bud-
dha’s coffin opens, and the Blessed One himself sits up. Joining his two
hands together, he turns to his mother and tells her not to be over-
whelmed by grief, that his passing away is in harmony with the law of
all things, and that even after the extinction of a buddha, there are still
the refuges of the dharma and the samgha. This comforts Mahamaya to
some extent, but the Buddha’s always practical disciple, Ananda, wit-
nessing this scene, wants to know how to interpret it, and the Buddha
tells him, “You may say that after the Buddha’s Nirvana, his compa-
sionate mother came down from the heavenly palace to the Twin Trees.
As a lesson to unfilial people, the Tathagata sat up in the golden coffin
and preached the Dharma [for his mother] with his hands joined palm
to palm” (Li 1996: 190; text in T. 2087, 51:904b).35 The lesson here,
then, is not only one of accepting impermanence but of observing filial
piety (see Durt 1996: 19).
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33 As Hubert Durt (n.d.:1) has pointed out, it appears to be connected to the theme of the
rivalry between Mahakasyapa and Ananda; just as the feet of the Buddha appeared to the
former, so, here, his hand appears to the latter.
34 On this episode, see Durt 1996: 16–17.
35 See also Baochong’s Ming Dynasty biography of the Buddha (text and translation in
Wieger 1913: 246–53), where the story is retold in some detail and a woodblock illustrat-
ing the scene is reproduced. The scene became a common one in Chinese and Central Asian
Buddhist art (see Soper 1959a). On possible parallels between this and the Mahabharata
stories of Ganga mourning her son Bhisma and of Kunti mourning Karna, see Przyluski
1920: 176–78.



Cremation

In the Mahaparinirvana-sutra, Mahakasyapa’s worship of the Buddha’s
feet is the last act prior to the igniting of the funeral pyre. This occurs
spontaneously in most versions of the story, although in some the action
is undertaken by the Mallas, or alternatively by Mahakasyapa, acting as
the Buddha’s eldest “son” (see Bareau 1970–71, 2:254ff.; and Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 305ff.). Cremation was the normative Buddhist way
of disposing of bodies, at least the bodies of monks, in ancient India, al-
though other forms were also recognized. According to the Mulasarvas-
tivada Vinaya, for example, immersion in a river, and burial or exposure
in a deserted place were also allowable under certain circumstances, al-
though cremation was preferable to all of them (T. 1451, 24:286c–287a
= Fr. trans., Seidel 1983: 578; see also Schopen 1997: 217–19).36

Cremation, of course, has also long been (and remains today) the usual
means of dealing with the corpse in Hindu India, but that parallelism
should not mislead us. On the one hand, the symbolism of cremation for
Buddhist monks and cremation for ordinary Hindus is rather different.
The former is a ritual hopefully productive of relics; the latter is a sacrifi-
cial rite intended to insure rebirth and generally resulting in the eradication
of all bodily remains (see Parry 1994: 187–88).37 On the other hand, the
important point about the cremation of the Buddha (and of his monks) is
that it ritually differentiates him (and them) from orthodox brahmanical
ascetics and renunciants who were typically not cremated. Because they
have essentially already performed their own mortuary rite at the time of
their wandering forth, and because they have abandoned the family and
hence no longer recognize any relatives who might perform their crema-
tions, and because they have given up their sacrificial fires needed to kindle
the cremation pyre, Hindu sannyasins are generally not cremated, but
buried in sand or abandoned in a river (see Kane 1973: 229–31; and Parry
1994: 184). We come here to the flipside of the injunction on how to con-
duct the funeral of a tathagata; not only is he to be cremated like a
cakravartin king, but he is is also to be cremated unlike a sannyasin.38
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36 According to Xuanzang (T. 2087, 51:877c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 62), there were three
methods of dealing with dead bodies in ancient India—cremation, immersion, and exposure.
37 The symbolism of cremation in the Jain tradition is yet different again, and was a topic of
some controversy with Hinduism. See Jaini 1979: 297, 302–4.
38 This departure from the orthodox norm is noteworthy, but it is also, of course, perfectly
in line with countless other examples in which Buddhists sought to differentiate themselves
from the Hindu renunciant tradition.



Ever since the work of Robert Hertz (1960) and of Arnold Van Gennep
(1960: 146–65), it has been customary to think of death as at least a two-
stage process of passage ending in a final stable state—for the body, the
soul, and the mourners. In some cultures, this final resolution takes place
with a secondary burial, or its equivalent.39 In this context, cremation
may be seen as a rite that accelerates the process of passage, and the relics
as a sign of attaining that new state. Just how this “new state” is to be un-
derstood in the case of the Buddha is, of course, a question replete with
difficulties. As Nagarjuna, refusing any attempt at hypostatization, put it,
in Stephan Beyer’s (1974: 213–14) memorable translation, “[A]fter his
final cessation, the Blessed One isnt is (isnt isnt) isnt is & isnt, isnt isnt is
& isnt.” In the Sanskrit version of the Mahaparinirvana-sutra, however,
we are somewhat cryptically told that, as a result of his cremation, the
Buddha has gone to the world of Brahma (brahmaloka) (MPS., 430 =
Ger. trans., Waldschmidt 1944–48: 306 = Fr. trans., Bareau 1970–71,
2:258).40 André Bareau (1970–71, 2:258), seeking to explain this away,
suggests that this is just a metaphor reflecting the way the flames engulf-
ing the Buddha’s body mount up and disappear into the highest sky.

Bareau might well have considered, however, the traditional Upanisadic
understanding of the brahmaloka as a place to which those who have es-
caped from rebirth go at death. Indeed, the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
makes it clear that this transcendence of the sage, this liberation, occurs
at the time of cremation, when the flames lead the deceased higher and
higher until finally “these exalted people” dwell in the worlds of Brahma
(brahmaloka) from which “they do not return” (Olivelle 1996: 84). In
this light, a passage in Asvaghosa’s Buddhacarita, quoted by Gregory
Schopen (1997: 127) in another context, may also be significant. There
we are told that the relics of the Buddha cannot be destroyed at the end
of the kalpa, just like the sphere (dhatu) of Brahma in heaven (see also
Johnston 1937: 276).

Collection, Dispute, and Distribution: The “War of the Relics”

However we interpret the Buddha’s cremation, it is clear that here below
on earth it produces relics. We come here to a crucial moment in the story
of the Buddha’s bodily remains, the start of the episode with which the
Mahaparinirvana-sutra culminates and ends. Just what were these relics
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39 See also the helpful discussion in Danforth 1982: 35–69. For the relevance of this scheme
to Buddhism, see Faure 1991: 134.
40 The same thing is said in Avs., 261 = Fr. trans., Feer 1891: 432, but does not appear in
the Pali text.



that were found when the cremation fire went out? According to the Pali
tradition, nothing was left after the Buddha’s body burned—neither
“skin, under-skin, flesh, sinew, or joint-fluid” . . . nor even ashes or soot—
nothing at all except for the sarira (D., 2:164 = Eng. trans., Walshe 1987:
275).41 Walshe (1987: 275), Rhys Davids (1899–1924, 2:186), and
Bareau (1970–71, 2:260) all translate sarira here as “bones,” although
Buddhaghosa’s description of them in his commentary as being like jas-
mine buds, washed pearls, and nuggets of gold, and as coming in three
sizes (as big as mustard seeds, broken grains of rice, and split green peas),
suggests that something more generic and less osseous than bones or
teeth may be meant here (DA., 2:603–4). If these sarira are bones, they
are bones that have been transformed into something much more akin to
the relic beads or “jewels” that are looked for and found still today in the
cremation ashes of great masters. Moreover, the texts that do go on to
refer to “teeth” and other identifiable bones of the Buddha are careful to
distinguish those teeth from these sarira, which are treated rather differ-
ently (see Thup., 172 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 34; and Jin.,
37–38 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 53–54). In any case it is these
sarira (relics) and these only that are the subject of the dispute—the so-
called “war of the relics” among the eight kingdoms—that forms the
next episode of the story.

Our sources agree, for the most part, that the Mallas of Kusinagari first
collect the Buddha’s relics. They put them in a casket (usually made of
gold), put the casket on a litter, and transport it to the center of their city,
where they enshrine the relics in a place that is variously described as a
great building, a high tower, or their own assembly hall (see Waldschmidt
1944–48: 309; Rockhill 1907:145).42 What seems to be emphasized here
is the defensive posture of the setting. This is clear from the Pali text’s
specification that once the relics were placed inside the Mallas’ assembly
hall, they were surrounded by “a lattice-work of spears,” and encircled
by a “wall of bows” (Walshe 1987: 275; text in D., 2:164). Later texts
were to elaborate on these defenses and specify that the relics were sur-
rounded by concentric circles of elephants (standing so close together
that their heads touched), horses (whose necks touched), chariots (whose
axle heads touched), soldiers (whose arms touched), and archers (whose
bows touched) (seeThup., 174 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 36). These
preparations make sense in view of the “war” over the relics that threatens
to follow, but it may be that these “cages of spears” (satti-pañjara) are
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42 In T. 5, 1:174b, the Mallas first wash the relics before putting them in a golden urn. In T.
1435, 23:436a, Mahakasyapa actually collects the relics, wraps them in a woolen cloth,
and gives them to the Mallas. See Bareau 1970–71, 2:262–63.



intended not only to ward off humans but also malignant spirits, in par-
ticular Mara, who, as we shall see, later figures as an important threat to
relic worship.

In any case, the news of the Buddha’s cremation and of the Mallas’
possession of his relics spreads quickly through Northern India and is
greeted with strong emotions. Just how strong is hinted at in a striking
story preserved in Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Digha Nikaya, a
relatively late Pali source. We are told that when the news reached the
capital of Magadha, King Ajatasatru’s ministers, knowing their sovereign
would react emotionally to the event of the Buddha’s death, took certain
precautions before informing him. The episode, interestingly, features
three golden vessels (doni), perhaps here best translated as “troughs.”
The ministers fill these troughs with a sweet syrupy mixture of four
“cool” ingredients: ghee, froth-of-ghee, honey, and sugarcane juice. They
invite Ajatasatru to lie down in one of these troughs so that he is com-
pletely immersed in the mixture. Then, one of the ministers breaks the
news: “Sire, the Blessed One has passed away into parinirvana at Kusi-
nagari.” Hearing this, Ajatasatru faints and the mixture in the trough be-
gins to heat up from the discharged emotion of the king. The ministers
quickly take him out and put him in the second trough. He regains con-
sciousness, and again, they announce to him the news: “Sire, the Blessed
One has passed into parinirvana.” Again he faints, again his bath gets
hot, and they transfer him to the third trough. This time, he manages to
sustain the news (DA., 2:605–6; see alsoThup., 74–75 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1971: 36–38).43 Fully recovered, Ajatasatru now becomes
the man of action that befits his status. Declaring “nothing will be gained
by lamentation,” he resolves to have the Buddha’s relics brought to his
kingdom, and sends a message to the Mallas peremptorily asking for
them. Suspecting, however, that his request might well be turned down,
he backs it up by equipping a fourfold army and setting out himself to
Kusinagari (Thup., 175 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 38).

Much the same sequence of emotions and events is recounted in most
canonical accounts of the parinirvana, albeit in less colorful and more ab-
breviated terms. In addition to Ajatasatru, no fewer than six other kings
join into the contention. The lists of these vary slightly in names and
order, but in general, there is agreement that the peoples and countries in-
volved, besides the Mallas of Kusinagari and Ajatasatru of Magadha, are
as follows: the Licchavis of Vaisali, the Sakyas of Kapilavastu, the Mallas
of Pava, the Bulakas of Calakalpa, the Kraudyas of Ramagrama, and
the brahmins of Visnudvipa (see Waldschmidt 1944–48: 314 and 1967;
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43 In the Mahasampindanidana, Ajatasatru needs seven troughs to revive him when the
elder Mahakasyapa passes away, years later (see Saddhatissa 1975: 44).



Couvreur 1967: 168, 173).44 All of these groups want to have a share in
the Buddha’s relics and either send messages to that effect to the Mallas
of Kusinagari, or raise troops and declare themselves ready to take the
relics by force (Bareau 1970–71, 2:284–85). The Mallas themselves vari-
ously respond by reaffirming their claim to the relics, refusing outright to
consider surrendering them, and, in some texts, by beginning to teach
their women, young girls, and boys the art of archery, hoping thus to add
warriors to their ranks in order to overcome their inferiority in numbers
(MPS., 440–41; see also Waldschmidt 1944–48: 320n; Bareau 1970–71,
2:284).45

In the depiction of these events on two friezes appearing on architraves
on the Southern and Western gateways of the great stupa at Sañci, it
seems that the armies are engaging in combat and that the “War of the
Relics” actually took place (see Marshall 1955: 53, and pl. 4; Srivastava
1983: 99 and pl. xv–svi). In the texts, however, hostilities never quite
break out, and instead the matter is resolved by the arbitration of the
brahmin Dhumrasagotra, also known as Dona (Skt.: Drona). Drona goes
about his task in an apparently equitable and satisfactory fashion, divid-
ing the relics of the Buddha into eight equal shares, each one of which
will be taken away to be enshrined in a stupa in the recipient’s home
country (Waldschmidt 1944–48: 321–24; Bareau 1970–71, 2:288–303).
When this process is finished, Drona asks the assembled kings for the urn
(kumbha), in which he measured out the relics, and he is accorded that.
He resolves to build a stupa over it. Finally, to close the episode, a young
brahmin of Pippalayana arrives belatedly;46 realizing (or being told) that
all the relics have been distributed, he has to settle for the embers of the
cremation fire, which he takes away to enshrine in a stupa as well (Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 324–28; Bareau 1970–71, 303–8). There is thus an
initial division of the relics here into ten portions.

Phyllis Granoff has suggested that this move to a total of ten shares of
relics may be informed by Brahmanical / Hindu navasraddha rituals in
which ten rice balls (pinda) are formed and layed out over a period of ten
days after death in order to build a new body for the deceased and help
prevent him from becoming a preta (malignant departed spirit) (see Kane
1973: 262). Indeed, some Gandharan depictions of Drona’s dividing of
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44 In Pali: the Licchavis of Vesali, the Sakyas of Kapilavatthu, the Mallas of Pava, the Bulis
of Allakappa, the Koliyas of Ramagama, and the brahmins of Vethadipa.
45 Thup., 176 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 39 adds that the gods were on the Mallas’
side so that they would have won had a peaceful repartition of the relics not taken place.
See, however, Waldschmidt 1967, in which it is the Buddha himself who predicts this distri-
bution of his relics.
46 In the Pali text, the Moriyas of Pipphalivana.



the relics show him shaping the sarira as though they were balls of rice.47

Be this as it may, the theme of late-comers or others besides the eight
peoples getting relics was to give rise to a host of traditions. Xuanzang,
for instance, tells the story of King Uttarasena of Udyana, who comes late
to Kusinagari but who declares that, while he was alive, the Tathagata
said that he should be given a portion of his bones. This claim is appar-
ently verified by some monks, because Uttarasena is then given a share of
relics, although Xuanzang (T. 2087, 51:883b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 87)
adds that, because of being granted his request, he was greatly resented
by the other kings. A more radical variant on this theme is found in an-
other tale, this one featuring divine claims. In this story, once all eight
kings agree to divide the relics equally among themselves, the god Indra
comes and says that the gods too have rights to a share of the relics. He
is followed by three naga kings who say “Don’t forget about us!” and
who indicate in no uncertain terms that they are stronger than the com-
bined kings. Drona then resolves this new quarrel by proposing to divide
the relics into three portions—one for the gods, one for the nagas, and
one for humans—something that everyone agrees to (T. 2087, 51:904c =
Eng. trans., Li 1996:192).48 Presumably, then, the eight countries have to
content themselves with divying up only one third of the Buddha relics.49

In all these stories, the brahmin Drona is presented as an arbitrator, but
in subsequent traditions, he himself is not immune from suspicion. Thus
one tale, also recounted by Xuanzang (T. 2087, 51:908a = Eng. trans., Li
1996: 209), portrays him as smearing the inside of the urn that he used
to measure out the relics with honey, so that a portion of the relics would
stick to the container that he then asked for and received as the payment
for his arbitration.50 Another story has it that Drona secreted the right
eye-tooth of the Buddha in his turban, thinking to save it for himself. Un-
fortunately for the brahmin, the god Indra, seeing the tooth from up
above in his heaven, then came down and stole it away in turn.51 Drona,
busy dividing up the rest of the relics, did not even notice his loss until it
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47 Phyllis Granoff, oral communication, Princeton, N.J., 18 May 2002.
48 The same division is found in T. 384, 12:1057c–58a; and T. 2122, 53:599b = Eng. trans.,
Ruppert 2000: 290. Phyllis Granoff (oral communication) has further likened this tripartide
division of the relics to the Hindu sapindikarana ceremony in which the body of the de-
ceased, represented by a ball of rice (the pretapinda), is divided and then conjoined with
others to make three pindas representing three generations of male ancestors. See Kane
1973: 520–23.
49 See also Faure 1999a: 174 who cites a tradition according to which the humans get eight
shares of the relics, the gods three, and the nagas twelve.
50 Drona’s use of honey is also found in T. 2122, 53: 599b = Eng. trans., Ruppert
2000:290–91.
51 For a traditional Thai depiction of Indra in the act of taking the tooth from Drona, see
Leksukhum 2000: 180.



was too late (Thup., 177 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 41). A later
Pali tradition, studied by Kevin Trainor (1997: 132, and 1992), expands
this scenario, and portrays Drona as stealing three teeth of the Buddha at
this time, hiding one in his turban, one between his toes, and one in his
clothing. Indra then steals the first one, the naga king Jayasena takes the
second, and a human being from Gandhara takes the third. Here we
would seem to have nicely replicated the tripartide division hinted at ear-
lier by Xuanzang. In any case, we have once more a reflection of a theme
that we have already seen and that we shall encounter again, namely the
distribution—the spread—of the Buddha’s relics in a cosmic scheme that
includes both humans and nonhumans.

The Construction of the Stupas

It will be recalled that the last point in the Buddha’s instructions to
Ananda, concerning a cakravartin’s (and his own) funeral, was that the
relics, once collected, were to be enshrined in a single stupa at a cross-
roads. The defensive tower in which the Mallas initially housed the relics,
whether conceived to be at a “crossroads” or not, was not a stupa, and
the subsequent division of the relics and their distribution to eight king-
doms make it legitimate to wonder whether or not, here at last, there has
been a “violation” of the Buddha’s prescriptions for his funeral.

There are some indications of possible concerns about this issue. André
Bareau (1970–71, 2:314–20), for instance, has detected in one of the Chi-
nese versions of the Mahaparinirvana-sutra traces of a tradition of a sin-
gle sepulcher for the relics, which may have been built at a village near
Kusinagari ninety days after the cremation. Jean Przyluski (1935–36: 353)
has argued, on rather different grounds, that the most ancient tradition
was that of a single stupa. Moreover, as we shall see in the next chapter, a
later Theravada tradition was similarly inclined to affirm that, even after
the construction of the various stupas, Mahakasyapa decided to enshrine
the bulk of the relics in one place, leaving only token amounts for the eight
countries. For the most part, however, the tradition of a single sepulcher
did not hold sway, and instead we find the common affirmation of the
construction of ten stupas—one in each of the eight countries that took a
share of the relics, one built over the urn used by Drona, and one over the
embers from the cremation fire (see Bareau 1970–71, 2:311; and Wald-
schmidt 1944–48: 329–30).52
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The various versions of the Mahaparinirvana-sutra are rather terse
about the transportation of the different shares of relics to their respec-
tive countries and their enshrinement there. For details on this we have to
turn to later traditions. Perhaps one of the most extraordinary of these is
found in the Commentary on the Digha Nikaya, where the focus is on the
share of relics kept by the king of Magadha, Ajatasatru. He first has the
twenty-five leagues (yojana) of road between Kusinagari and his capital
of Rajagrha leveled and embellished, and, all along the route, bazaars set
up for the delight of the people. The relics themselves are transported in
a golden casket (doni), and the procession stops wherever there are lots
of flowers. At such places, the casket is put down, in an enclosure of
spears, and the relics are worshiped by the people until all the flowers are
exhausted. This turns out to be a very slow process for, according to the
text, after seven years, seven months, and seven days, the procession has
still not reached Rajagrha. Worse, nonbelievers along the way are begin-
ning to complain about being forced to join in the sacred festivities and
pay homage to the relics, and because of their grumblings, thousands of
them are reborn in hell. Worried that the whole situation is about to
backfire, the elders try to convince the king to speed up the procession.
He is reluctant, but, by use of good means, they eventually get him to
agree to take the relics directly to the city where he promptly has them
enshrined in a stupa. Exactly the same thing, the text implies, happens in
the case of the seven other shares of relics, as well as Drona’s measuring
urn and the embers of the fire (DA., 2:610; see alsoThup., 178–79 = Eng.
trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 42–43).

Conclusion

There are many ways to read the Mahaparinirvana-sutra. It is sometimes
seen as an important early segment of the Buddha’s sacred biography. It
is sometimes examined for its depiction of how the early Buddhists dealt
with the crisis presented at this critical moment in their history, that is,
the passing away of their founder. It is sometimes examined for its doc-
trinal statements. In this chapter, I have sought to look at it from the per-
spective of relic traditions and have interpreted several of its features in
that light. Thus, we have seen that virtually all of the steps in the pre-
scribed funeral rituals for a buddha or a cakravartin—his sarira-puja or
worship of the body—have in mind the production and preservation of
his relics.

This centrality of relics is, in fact, well brought out in the addendum
that has been attached to the very end of the sutra. Buddhaghosa who, in
his commentary, does not deal with these final verses, says that they were
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“added by elders in Sri Lanka” (DA., 2:615). The same verses, however,
are also to be found in the Sanskrit and Tibetan texts (see MPS., 450;
Obermiller 1931–32, 2:66; and Rockhill 1907: 147). They summarize
once more the fact that eight measures of relics have been enshrined in
stupas. They make no mention of the stupa over Drona’s measuring box
(the kumbha-thupa) or of that over the embers (the angara-thupa), but
they do include, this time, a list of the four tooth-relics of the Buddha. And
then, the Pali text at least adds a parting recommendation: “Because of the
glory of his [relics], this great earth is embellished by excellent offerings.
Thus the all-seing Buddha’s relics [sarira] are well honored by those who
are most honored; they are worshipped by the lord of gods, the lord of
nagas, and the lord of men. . . . Bow down with folded hands, for it is dif-
ficult indeed to meet a buddha through hundreds of aeons” (D., 2:167–
68 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924, 2:191).53 And with this injunction
to venerate the remains of the Buddha’s body, the Mahaparinirvana-sutra
finally ends.
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Chapter Five

ASOKA AND THE BUDDHA RELICS

After reporting the distribution
of the Buddha’s bodily relics and their enshrinement in the eight “drona
stupas,”1 as well as the establishment of the two additional stupas over
the measuring box and the embers from the cremation fire, the Pali text
of the Mahaparinibbana-sutta sums things up with a noteworthy phrase:
“That,” it declares, “is how it was in the old days” (Walshe 1987: 27,
text in D., 2:167). Implicit in this statement is a recognition that, already
at the time of the redaction of the sutra, a number of changes were
thought to have taken place in the situation of the buddha relics. The
purpose of this chapter is to consider these changes and their repercus-
sions. More specifically, I shall focus on traditions featuring or connected
to the third-century b.c.e. Mauryan ruler of India, King Asoka.

Recapitulating in a nutshell the reign of Asoka, the historically unreli-
able but often interesting eighth-century ritual manual, the Arya-
mañjusrimulakalpa, says: “he lived for a hundred years and ruled in
peace; for eighty-seven years he venerated relics” (AMMK., 28). Indeed,
whatever he may have been historically, in Buddhist legend, Asoka was
seen as a relic venerator. His most famous legendary deed was his redis-
tribution of the buddha relics from the drona reliquaries into 84,000 stu-
pas, which he had constructed throughout the southern continent of
Jambudvipa. As a result, for generations, Buddhist pilgrims, coming
across ancient stupas, have thought of them as “Asokan stupas,” and
seen them as part of the original 84,000. This has been true not only in
India, but elsewhere in South and East Asia.2 For example, in China, such
monuments necessitated perhaps a redefinition of what was meant by
“Jambudvipa,” but were commonplace nonetheless, and certain Asoka
stupas there, such as that at the Ayuwang si (King Asoka Monastery), be-
came famous and important centers.3 The tradition as a whole also gave
1 The MPS. does not actually call them drona stupas but the term is found in the Asokav.,
52 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 219, and is a convenient designation.
2 For India, see T. 2087, 51:911b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 224–25; for Nepal, Wiesner 1977;
Allchin 1980; Lewis 1994: 11; for Korea, Durt 1987; Lee 1969: 24; for Southeast Asia, La-
font 1957: 43; for China, Zürcher [1959] 1972: 277–80; Campany 1995: 49ff; Shinohara
1988; Nishiwaki 1992; Barrett 2001: 21; Huang 1998; Faure 2002: 36–38.
3 On the gradual development of the legends of Asokan stupas, see Huang 1998: 486ff. On
those visited by various Japanese monks in China, see Ruppert 1997: 94–95. On the 



rise to notions of miraculous images associated with Asoka (see Shino-
hara 1992: 201–18), to tales of apocryphal visits of Asoka or his sons to
distant lands,4 and to legends about Asoka’s daughters.5 Moreover, it also
served to inspire various Buddhist rulers throughout East Asia who sought
to emulate Asoka’s paradigm for generations to come.6

More immediately, however, the legend of Asoka’s involvement with
relics can be presented under a number of different topics. In what fol-
lows, I shall examine (1) traditions surrounding Asoka’s collection of all
(or at least of a significant part) of the Buddha’s sarira, (2) the “event” of
his building of the 84,000 stupas, and (3) the transformative dedicatory
festival Asoka celebrates in honor of the relics.

The Collection of the Relics

According to a well-established Sanskrit legend, when approaching the
end of his life, the Buddha’s disciple Mahakasyapa decides to go on a sort
of cosmic tour and visit all the relics of the Buddha, one last time, before
passing into final nirvana. Making use of his supernatural powers, he
travels, first, to the four sites of pilgrimage specified by the Buddha in the
Mahaparinirvana-sutra—the places where the Tathagata was born,
where he became enlightened, where he preached his first sermon, and
where he passed away (see Bareau 1970–71, 2:29–32; and Waldschmidt
1944–48: 244–46). Technically speaking, these sites do not house any ac-
tual bodily relics of the Buddha, but, after visiting them, Mahakasyapa
goes on to venerate the “eight great relic stupas,” that is, the drona stupas,
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reported nineteen Asoka stupas on Mount Wutai, see Pelliot 1907: 504. On the Ayuwang
si, see Tamura 1967; Tsukamoto 1985, 1:391–92; Maspero 1914: 44–60; Soper 1949–50:
669–78; Vetch 1981: 137–48; Ruppert 2000: 233–35; Faure 2002: 36–38.
4 For Khotan, see the references in Lamotte 1988: 257–59; for Yunnan, see Sainson 1904:
24–61, Chapin and Soper 1971: 38; for Southeast Asia, see Archaimbault 1966: 5.
5 On the relations of Asoka’s daughter Carumati to Nepal, see Lamotte 1988: 256. On
the Buddha image made by Asoka’s ugly fourth daughter, see the sources in Shinohara
1988: 219.
6 On the Asoka-inspired reign of Emperor Wu of the Liang (r. 502–49), see Ch’en 1964:
124–28. On the Renshou-era (601–604) relic-distribution campaigns of the Emperor
Wendi, see Chen 2002: 51–108; Kieschnick 2003: 40–42; Wright 1957. On the Empress
Wu Zetian’s ambition to outdo Asoka, and her use and veneration of relics, see Barrett
2001: 33–36; Chen 2002a: 48–61 and 2002: 109–48. On the once-per-reign-offering of
Buddha relics to Shinto shrines throughout the nation carried out by most Japanese emper-
ors from the ninth to the thirteen centuries, see Ruppert 2000: 43–101. On the Japanese
Empress Shotoku’s distribution of 1,000,000 miniature stupas, see Hickman 1975 and
Yiegpruksawan 1987. On various Kamakura shoguns sponsoring the making of 84,000
miniature reliquaries, in conscious emulation of Asoka, see Ruppert 2001: 236–40. On such
miniature stupas in China, see Durt, Riboud, and Lai 1985; in Korea, see Ch’ǒn 1972: 7.



which clearly do. He then proceeds to the underwater naga kingdom,
where he makes offerings to the Buddha’s tooth, and on to Indra’s
Trayastrimsa Heaven, where he worships another tooth, as well as the
Buddha’s hair, his crest-jewel, and his almsbowl. Finally, he returns to
Rajagrha (T. 2043, 50:153b = Eng. trans., Li 1993: 110; T. 2042,
50:114b = Fr. trans., Przyluski 1923: 329; T. 1451, 24:408c = Fr. trans.,
Przyluski 1914: 523).

In this account, brief as it is, we have a sort of inventory of immediate
post-parinirvana remains of the Buddha.7 What is interesting here is that
we have a glimpse of a layer of tradition in which, except for a few refer-
ences to relics located in heaven and in the naga kingdom, the chief relics
here on earth are those in the eight drona stupas and these, moreover, are
all assumed to be accessible to pilgrims. Much the same picture may be
found in what is perhaps one of the earliest versions of the tale of Asoka’s
collecting the relics from the drona stupas. This story, preserved in the
Samyuktagama, simply presents the Mauryan monarch going to each of
the stupas, including that at Ramagrama (which, as we shall see shortly,
is significant), demanding to be given the relics so that he can pay hom-
age to them, and then returning with them to his capital (T. 99, 2:165a =
Eng. trans., Lamotte 1988: 242). As a consequence, his subsequent redis-
tribution of the Buddha’s bodily relics into 84,000 stupas is a total redis-
tribution, with the exception, of course, of the various tooth and other
relics that came to be treated in a categorically different manner.

The Relics at Ramagrama

This situation was to change, however, when at least one of the drona
stupas—that at Ramagrama—was thought to have passed out of the
strictly human world and into the realm and control of the nagas, and so
no longer to be readily accessible. According to at least some versions of
the Asoka legend, when Asoka sets out to gather all the buddha relics, he
goes first to the drona stupa built by Ajatasatru in Magadha. Breaking it
open, he takes out the bulk of the sarira there, and then rebuilds the
stupa, leaving a token portion of relics for continued worship at the site.8

He then does the same with the next six drona stupas—those at Vaisali,
Kapilavastu, Pava, Calakalpa, Visnudvipa and Kusinagari—but, when he
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7 Later, as we shall see, such lists were considerably expanded. See, for example, Buv., 102–
3 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 98–99; Jin., 37–38 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 53–
54; and Lafont 1957: 49n.
8 Leaving a small number of relics behind is a standard indication in many of these stories.
This action, along with reclosing the stupa, not only serves to mitigate local outrage but
also lessens the chance of being accused of being a stupa-bhedaka (a breaker of stupas—
often paired with being a samgha-bhedaka—a breaker of the community). See Davids
1901: 399–400.



comes to the last drona stupa, at Ramagrama, he finds that it is now un-
derwater in the palace of the nagas. This in itself does not stop the great
Mauryan monarch; he asks the naga king to take him down to his abode
to show him the relics, but, once there, Asoka realizes that the nagas are
worshiping the relics in a much more fervent and grandiose way than he
could ever hope to emulate, and so he decides to let them keep their
relics. Accordingly, he returns to his capital with sarira from only seven
of the eight drona stupas (Asokav., 52 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 219; T.
2042, 50:102a = Fr. trans., Przyluski 1923: 292; T. 2085, 51:861b = Eng.
trans., Li 2002: 86–87; T. 2087, 51:902b–c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 181).9

Much the same notion is found repeated in a Sanskrit verse that states:

Today in Ramagrama the eighth stupa stands
for in those days the nagas guarded it with devotion.
The king did not take the relics from there,
but left them alone and, full of faith, withdrew.

(Asokav., 52–53 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 219).

The Sri Lankan chronicle, the Mahavamsa, seeks to give a naturalistic
explanation to this situation. It claims that the drona stupa, originally
built on the shores of the Ganges at Ramagrama, was carried away in a
flood, as a result of which the urn containing the relics sank to the bot-
tom of the ocean, where it was recovered and kept by the nagas. How-
ever, in this text, when Asoka tries to get the relics from the nagas, he
refrains from doing so not because the nagas are doing a fine job taking
care of the relics, but because some ascetic arhats tell him that those relics
are, in fact, destined for later enshrinement in Sri Lanka by the future
king Dutthagamani (Mhv., 247 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 211). I shall
consider, in chapter 6, the whole saga of the capture of these Ramagrama
relics from the nagas by the arhat Sonuttara and of their enshrinement in
Sri Lanka. For now, suffice it to point out that the grounds for Asoka’s
failure to retrieve this eighth portion of the drona relics are rather differ-
ent in the Sanskrit legends and the Sri Lankan Pali tradition.

The Underground Chamber of Mahakasyapa and Ajatasatru

It should also be realized, however, that Asoka does not always seek to
collect the buddha relics directly from the drona stupas. According to an
alternative scenario, it is the Buddha’s disciple, Mahakasyapa, who first
gathers the relics from the drona stupas, about twenty years after the Bud-
dha’s parinirvana. He then enshrines them in a new single underground
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depiction, from the latter site, of the stupa covered with nagas, see Burgess [1886] 1996:
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stupa, built for him by King Ajatasatru. It is to this single stupa that
Asoka eventually comes to get the relics (DA., 2:611–13; Thup., 181–83
= Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 44–46. See also HmanNanY. , 137–
42 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:67–81; Bigandet [1858] 1979, 2:96–
100; Chimpa and Chattopadhyaya 1980: 61).

This story would appear to be a more developed counterpart to the
previously mentioned Sanskrit tradition of Mahakasyapa’s end-of-life
visit to the different drona stupas. It may also be intended to complement
the elder’s earlier actions at the First Buddhist Council; on that occasion,
Mahakasyapa called on members of the samgha to gather together the
Buddha’s teachings—his dharmakaya—here he gathers together the re-
mains of his physical body—his rupakaya.

Mahakasyapa’s collection of the relics from the drona stupas (like
Asoka’s) is an incomplete one. He too does not get the relics from the
nagas of Ramagrama, but this is not just because he knows the Buddha
has reserved them for Sri Lanka, it is also because he thinks that they will
be safe there. For Mahakasyapa’s motives, in his collection of the relics,
are to safeguard and preserve them from unspecified “dangers.” He is very
worried—paranoid almost—that something will happen to the relics if
they are left in the first seven drona stupas; the Ramagrama relics he leaves
untouched because they are well guarded by the nagas, and so he is not
anxious about them (Thup., 181 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 44).

This concern of Mahakasyapa for the safety of the relics is said to lie
behind the secrecy that envelops the whole of his undertaking. In fact, the
very nature and purpose of the new relic-shrine itself are supposed to be
kept undisclosed, so much so that King Ajatasatru, when he commences
the massive project of enshrining the relics, announces that he is making
caityas for the Buddha’s eighty leading disciples and not a stupa for the
Buddha. As the Glass Palace Chronicle put it, “everyone was told that
shrines for the eighty disciples were being built at the place” (U Ko Ko
1983, 2:70; text in Hman-Nan-Y., 137–38).10

The construction itself, however, is elaborate and opulent. Ajatasatru
has the site excavated to a depth of eighty cubits (c. 120 feet). The relics
are placed inside (1) a yellow sandalwood urn or box (karanda) which,
in turn, is placed inside seven others so that there are eight nesting yellow
sandalwood boxes. These boxes are then put successively inside eight
nesting yellow sandalwood miniature stupas, which are then put inside
(2) eight nesting red sandalwood boxes, and eight nesting red sandal-
wood stupas, which are put inside (3) eight nesting ivory boxes and stu-
pas, which are put inside (4) eight nesting boxes and stupas made of the
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10 For a Burmese list of the eighty disciples, see Mingun 1990–98, 6: part 1, xiv. See also La-
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seven precious things, and so on and so forth through boxes and stupas
of (5) gold, (6) silver, (7) diamond, (8) ruby, (9) cat’s-eye, and (10) crys-
tal (DA., 2:611–12; Thup., 181–82 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971:
44–45; Bigandet [1858] 1979, 2:96–97). The alternating layers of boxes
and stupas curiously recall the alternating shrouds that envelopped the
body of the Buddha, but what is significant here must be the numbers.
There are exactly 8 � 10 = 80 boxes-cum-stupas, a figure that seems to re-
flect the pretense that all this is for the eighty disciples of the Buddha. The
outermost stupa of crystal is said to be the size of the Thuparama in Sri
Lanka. As large as this is, around it are built a series of still greater struc-
tures of different precious materials. These buildings are adorned with
figures depicting all the past lives of the Buddha, as well as images of his
father, King Suddhodana and his mother, Queen Mahamaya (DA.,
2:612. See also Thup., 182 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 45–46).

Alternatively, in later sources, the relics are said to be placed in a mag-
nificent statue of Kanthaka, the horse on which the bodhisattva rode
when he left the palace on the night of his great departure. The horse
“was cast in solid gold . . . and lowered down into the huge pit, and
around it were constructed seven walls of brick, mortar, precious stones,
sandalwood, iron, [silver and gold], and inside the enclosure housing the
golden horse was a pavilion of eleven tiers” (U Ko Ko 1983, 2:18–19;
text in U Kala 1960: 76–77. See also Hman-Nan-Y., 143 = Eng. trans., U
Ko Ko 1983, 2:83).

Put together, these two traditions concerning the decorations and reli-
quary in the underground chamber suggest that what is being commem-
orated here is not so much the relics of the Buddha, but the relics of the
bodhisattva-about-to-become the Buddha. Granted, depictions of the
jatakas on and in stupas are common enough, but generally they are a
prelude to a longer narrative of the whole of the Buddha’s life—a full bio-
rama.11 Here the representations stop with the figures of his father and
mother—symbolizing the Buddha’s birth and residence in the palace. The
featuring of the horse Kanthaka as a reliquary suggests even more pre-
cisely the moment of the great departure; just as the real Kanthaka car-
ried the bodhisattva out of his father’s home, here the gold statue of
Kanthaka carries his relics. But the “departure” has not yet occurred:
around the gold image of the horse are built seven walls of various materi-
als, recalling the seven ramparts of a traditional royal city, and more specif-
ically, as we shall see, of Kapilavastu itself.12 One understands better now
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11 See, for example, the chapter on the “figures in the relic chamber” of the Mahathupa in
Thup., 227–38 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 107–23.
12 For a description of the seven walls of the city of a cakravartin, see D., 2:170 = Eng.
trans., Davids 1899–1924, 2:200; and MPS., 306. More generally, see Przyluski 1927.



some of the reasons for the enclosed nature of this underground cham-
ber: this is a buddha who has not yet “come forth” and who will only do
so later, when Asoka arrives, gets into the chamber, pries open the trap-
door in the side of the golden horse, and removes the relic casket from
within (U Kala 1960: 79 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983: 22–23; U Kin
1981: 793 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:7–8). We have, here, a first hint,
that the “discovery” of the relics by Asoka biographically repeats the
bodhisattva’s great departure, just as his later re-enshrinement of them
corresponds to his enlightenment and reasserts his buddhahood.

In the meantime, the relics are kept waiting. Ajatasatru has garlands of
flowers placed in the enclosure as offerings, along with perfumes, ban-
ners, and five hundred gold oil-lamps. A resolution is made that the blos-
soms shall not wither, the perfumes not lose their scent, and the oil lamps
not go out, until the relics are “dis-covered,” and a gold plaque is in-
scribed with the message that, in the future, a righteous king named
Asoka will come and have these relics dispersed. It is clear, then, that all
this is destined to keep the relics, provisionally, for the use of the future
great monarch. A heap of gems is even left there, in the tomb, for him to
offer to the relics (with a somewhat more demeaning message attached
indicating that, comparatively speaking, Asoka will be an indigent king)
(DA., 2:612–13; Thup., 182–83 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 46.
See also Bigandet [1858] 1979, 2:97–98; U Kala 1960: 77 = Eng. trans.,
U Ko Ko 1983, 2:19).

Two things stand out about this structure, apart from its magnificence.
The one, of course, is that it is to be kept secret. As one source puts it,
“Complete secrecy was observed, not a single person knew that all this
major undertaking was meant for the storage of the Buddha-relics” (U
Ko Ko 1983, 2:70; text in Hman-Nan-Y., 38). Great emphasis is placed
on the fact that no one is to be told about the shrine for the Buddha’s
relics. A pretense is made that something else—a monument to the Bud-
dha’s disciples—is being built. Moreover, the whole structure is put un-
derground, and the earth is then leveled over it, with only a small stone
stupa on top to mark the spot. Soon, this stupa is overgrown by weeds
and bushes, and it is as though the very existence of the place and its na-
ture have been forgotten. So esoteric is this tradition, in fact, that, a few
generations later, when King Asoka searches for the relics, he apparently
still believes them to be in the original eight drona stupas. Thus, he first
goes to the drona stupa at Kusinagari and then to all the others, and it is
only after he breaks them open and finds them all empty—devoid of any
relics at all—that he starts making inquiries.13 When a one-hundred-and-
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contain relics since Mahakasyapa had left them there), he is unable to pierce the shell of the
stupa; the shovels of his men simply break. This is said to be due to the power of the nagas.



twenty-year-old monk remembers that, when he was a seven-year-old
novice, his master showed him an overgrown stone stupa and told him to
do homage there (without, however, explaining why), Asoka figures out
where to dig, and the site of the underground chamber is found (Thup.,
189 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 53); DA., 2:613–14. See also Bi-
gandet, [1858] 1979, 132).

The question of why all this secrecy is necessary is one that has been
addressed from a number of perspectives. Paul Bigandet ([1858] 1979,
2:96n), writing over a century ago, speculated that it, and the related se-
curity measures that I shall examine shortly, were due to the existence, ei-
ther within or outside the samgha, “of a strong party . . . which was
inimical to the worship paid to the remains of Buddha, and aimed at
procuring their total destruction.” Bigandet’s own prejudices, however,
may be showing through here. It is just as likely that the secrecy and se-
curity were intended to combat the danger of thievery, and the theft of
relics, as is well known, is not usually motivated by antagonist feelings or
a desire for destruction, but by the intense wish to possess sacred power-
ful objects (see Trainor 1992; Strong and Strong 1995; and, more gener-
ally, Geary 1978; Silvestre 1952).

The location of the secret relic chamber—underground—is surely not
insignificant. On the one hand it, and also the story of the inscriptions
that Ajatasatru leaves there announcing the future arrival of Asoka, have
all the earmarks of a tradition intended to give legitimacy and antiquity
to relics that were—as the story itself admits—lost and forgotten. We
would have here, then, a story of the “invention” of the Buddha’s relics,
with all the delightful ambiguity that surrounds that word’s meaning:
(anciently) “discovery” and (presently) “making up.”14 Such a strategy of
pseudo-esoterism is, of course, not unique in the history of Buddhism. As
is well known, it was applied to texts and other “treasures” said to be
buried until the time was ripe for their “[re]emergence.”15 And in China
as well, “Asokan” reliquaries were sometimes “found” buried under-
ground, their presence revealed by lights or by the sounds of subter-
ranean bells, a phenomenon that Bernard Faure (2002: 32–33) says
“amounts to a discovery of China’s Buddhist unconscious.”16
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Relic Security and the Roman Robots

This theme of secrecy is reinforced by a second item of note in
Ajatasatru’s underground chamber: the security measures that are set up
in order to protect the place. Not only are the relics ensconced in a near-
infinite regress of nesting reliquaries, not only are the doors to the vari-
ous overarching buildings padlocked, but, in the underground chamber
itself, images of ferocious animals are set up, along with special mechan-
ical guards fashioned by none other than Visvakarman, the divine engi-
neer. These wooden figures move about with the speed of the wind,
twirling swords in hand, ready to strike down anyone who would steal
the relics (Thup., 182 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 46; see also
DA., 2:613; and Bigandet [1858] 1979: 32). They represent, thus, a fur-
ther legitimating test for Asoka: the relics will belong to the one who is
clever enough or powerful enough or meritorious enough to be able to
get around them.

Such mechanical security devices form a curiously persistent theme in
the literature about relics in general and these relics in particular. When
the hair relics brought by Trapusa and Bhallika are enshrined at the Shwe
Dagon Pagoda in Rangoon, for instance, Indra fixes around the site
wooden images brandishing swords who are kept constantly spinning by
means of a clever mechanism (Pe Maung Tin 1934: 52–53; Strong 1998:
91).17 Less spectacular, perhaps, was the alarm mechanism at the Temple
of the Tooth in seventh-century Sri Lanka, which was set off automati-
cally in the town if the doors to the lofty tower that served as a reliquary
were so much as touched (T. 2066, 51:3c = Eng. trans., Lahiri 1986: 34).

In several versions of the story of Ajatasatru’s underground chamber,
the mechanical armed guards are reduced to swords attached to a water
wheel whose rotation prevents access to the relics. Asoka manages to
stop the wheel from spinning, although the way in which he does this dif-
fers from text to text. In Taranatha’s account, he simply diverts the water
of the stream and can easily get through when the wheel stops turning
(Chimpa and Chattopadhyaya 1980: 61). In another story, preserved in
the last chapter of the Ayuwang zhuan, Asoka throws plums into the
water until they gum up the wheel’s works. He thus manages to get
through, only to find that the relics are also guarded by a naga king.
Asoka is told that he will be able to obtain the relics only when his merit
outweighs that of the naga. Accordingly, two identical gold statues—one
of Asoka and the other of the naga king—are fashioned and used to
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weigh their relative merit. At first, the naga king’s image is twice as heavy
as Asoka’s. Asoka therefore undertakes some merit-making activities and
soon the two images weigh exactly the same. Asoka then makes still more
merit, and eventually his statue becomes heavier than that of the naga,
and he is able to pass through (T. 2042, 50:131a = Fr. trans., Przyluski
1923: 425–27).18

In the Thupavamsa and the Commentary on the Digha Nikaya, the
revolving water wheel is replaced by moving mechanical men all held
together and operated by a single mechanism. Asoka’s task, however,
is simpler. The god Indra, perceiving the king’s need to disarm these
wooden figures and their whirling swords, summons Visvakarman, the
divine engineer who made the mechanical guards in the first place, and
asks him for help. Visvakarman comes down to earth disguised as a
young archer, and, at Asoka’s request, he shoots an arrow exactly into
the peg of the mechanism that holds the whole robot construction to-
gether. Asoka is then able to pass and get the relics (Thup., 189 = Eng.
trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 54. See also DA., 2:614).19

The most elaborate story about these mechanical guardian figures,
however, is the tale of the Roman robots, found in the Lokapaññatti (an
eleventh-to-twelfth-century Pali cosmological text) and in related subse-
quent Burmese traditions (LP., 157–61, 174–77 = Fr. trans., Denis 1977,
2:141–44, 153–54; U Kin 1957: 108–9 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983,
1:11–13; U Kala 1960: 76–77 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:15–20; see
also Denis 1976). According to this tale, the mechanical robot guardians
protecting King Ajatasatru’s underground relic chamber were made by an
engineer who came from Rome (Roma-visaya).20 Rome, the Loka-
paññatti informs us, was famous for its experts in “spirit movement ma-
chines” (bhuta-vahana-yanta), but the secret of their manufacture was
well guarded, and was never to leave Rome. Any expert attempting to
leave the city would be hunted down and killed by one of his own robots.
The rest of the story is of epic proportions, but it may be summarized as
follows: A young entrepreneur in Pataliputra, after hearing about these
wonderful Roman machine-beings, wants to learn the secret of their
manufacture and to import them to India, so much so that, on his
deathbed, he vows to be reborn in Rome. This occurs, and, in his next
life, he marries the daughter of one of the Roman engineers and inherits
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from him the secret of the robots. He wishes thereupon to return to India
but knows that he will be killed when he tries to do so. He inserts, there-
fore, the blueprint for the manufacture of the robots into a cut he makes
into the flesh of his thigh, and, setting out, he journeys as far as he can be-
fore being cut down by his robot pursuers. All seems lost but it turns out
that, ahead of time, he instructed his own son to withdraw the secret
plans from his thigh before cremating his body and to travel on with
them to India. This, the young man is able to do, and, arriving in Maga-
dha, he is just in time to be of service to Ajatasatru, who was then seek-
ing someone to build mechanical figures to protect the underground relic
chamber. The guardians of the Buddha’s relics are thus actually Roman
robots, and they remain on duty underground for a whole century, until
King Asoka, seeking to obtain the relics, needs to disarm them. Not
knowing how to do so, Asoka seeks out the very same Roman engineer
who made them, and who, we are led to believe, is still alive. With his
help, the guardian figures are quickly disabled and Asoka is able to col-
lect the relics (LP., 157–61 = Fr. trans., Denis 1977, 2:141–44).

What are we to make of this emphasis on mechanical protection de-
vices for these relics? Jean Boisselier has pointed out that nothing even
approaching such mechanisms has been found in any ancient stupas. We
seem, therefore, to be dealing with a fictional invention (see Denis 1976:
114–15). In Burma, however, miniaturizations of such schemes have been
found. For example, as late as 1751, when a pagoda was dedicated at
Shwebo, there were enclosed within it replicas of brass cannon (obtained
from the British) and, more traditionally, “figures in silver and brass of
elephants, horses, and soldiers armed with swords, spears, guns, bows
and arrows, and facing outwards for the purpose of safeguarding the
dedicated treasures in the relic chamber.” It was believed, we are told,
that these “would become endowed with life and motion, and that the
soldiers would make use of the cannon, muskets, swords, spears, bow
and arrows against any intruders” (Taw Sein Ko 1903–4: 152, 154).

Eugène Denis (1976: 113) tries to account for the story of the robots
by reference to what he sees as a Southeast Asian fascination with
“Roman,” that is, Byzantine technology, and he cites a number of Byzan-
tine works on “automatica” and “pneumatica”—spring-and-compression-
propelled machinery designed to reproduce human movements.21 Be this
as it may, it is likely that we should also look elsewhere for an explana-
tion for the popularity of these robots and other security devices.

Two possibilities suggest themselves. The first pursues the suggestion
made above that the relics in the underground chamber, set in the horse
Kanthaka, represent the Buddha not-yet-departed from his magnificent
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palace in his hometown of Kapilavastu. The protective devices would
thus recall the security measures taken by the Buddha’s father to thwart
his son’s departure. In one Buddha biography, for instance, we are told,

Then King Suddhodana met with his brothers . . . and said: “The brahmin
soothsayers and fortune-tellers have predicted that my son . . . will become
a cakravartin king if he does not wander forth. Therefore, we should watch
him carefully and keep the city well-guarded.” So they encircled the city of
Kapilavastu with seven walls and seven moats, and iron doors were put in
each city gate. Very loud bells were attached to the doors, so that whenever
the doors were opened, they could be heard up to a distance of a league
around. . . . Royal ministers, commanding armed men and riders, were
posted outside on the walls, and they patrolled everywhere, keeping watch
all around (Sanghbh., 78–79; see also Rockhill 1907: 24).

In this light, it may be that the Roman robots and other armed guards
described above were intended not only to keep thieves out but also to
keep the relics in. In any case, in both instances, the process of emer-
gence—of the bodhisattva from Kapilavastu and of the relics from the
underground chamber—involves disarming or circumventing these op-
position forces, by the gods in one case, by Asoka in the other.

Unlike Suddhodana and his men, however, the guardian “robots” of
the relics are artificial mechanical devices. In a world where images of
buddhas and bodhisattvas and deities frequently “come alive,” this is an
important point.22 Unlike those images, and unlike actual sentient beings,
the robots are never thought to be living, and this fact leads to a second
possible line of interpretation. One of the problems that arises in the
story of the relics at Ramagrama (as well as in other tales) is that the
guardian spirits of the relics (nagas, nats, etc.) sometimes become so en-
amored of the objects in their care that they do not wish to give them up.
Because of this understandable enthusiasm, the person who eventually
comes to collect the relics—though he may be recognized as having a le-
gitimate claim to them—inevitably ends up appearing as somewhat of a
thief who is taking away the object of devotion of sincere Buddhist devo-
tees. The flipside of this issue may be seen in the Sanskrit story of Asoka
at Ramagrama, where, unable to deny the appropriateness and serious-
ness of the nagas’ devotion, he refrains from “theft” and leaves the relics
where they are.

When it comes to Ajatasatru’s underground chamber, however, Asoka
has no choice. He must acquire the relics; they have, after all, been pre-
destined for him. So, the story must find a solution to the problem of the
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potential awkwardness of having him violate the devotion of their tradi-
tional guardians: it therefore replaces the nagas by artificial, nonsentient
robots. Being purely mechanical, they do not run the risk of becoming at-
tached or otherwise devoted to the relics they protect. They may, of
course, present would-be Asokas with certain technical problems, that is,
they have to, in one fashion or another, be put out of commission, but at
least they do not present them any moral dilemmas, and make them nei-
ther commit murder nor leave Buddhist devotees without their object of
devotion.

The Construction of the 84,000 Stupas

After gathering together all the relics that he can, Asoka sets out to ac-
complish his most famous legendary act: the redistribution and reen-
shrinement of the Buddha’s sarira into 84,000 stupas throughout his
realm of Jambudvipa. There are a number of different accounts of this
episode. I would like to present, first, a summary of the story as found in
the Sanskrit Asokavadana and then compare and contrast it to that
found in the Pali tradition, before making some interpretative comments.

In the Asokavadana, after collecting the relics from the seven drona
stupas (all but that of Ramagrama), Asoka prepares for them 84,000 reli-
quaries of different precious materials. Each of these is said to consist of
a box (karanda), an urn (kumbha) and a cloth band (patta) presumably
for tying down the lid of the urn (Burnouf 1876: 332n.2). These are to be
enshrined in 84,000 stupas that Asoka has built throughout the earth as
far as the surrounding ocean, in towns and countries wherever there is a
population of at least 100,000 persons. The term used for stupa here is
dharmarajika, a word that may be taken to mean “[a monument] of the
king of dharma” (Strong 1983: 109n). The king of dharma may be either
the Buddha or Asoka himself. The distribution of the relics to the stupas
is undertaken not by ministers or the king’s men, but by supernatural be-
ings—yaksas—who here are seen to be under Asoka’s command.

Two factors about the distribution and enshrinement stand out. First,
the stupas must be spread evenly throughout the realm. Thus, when the
people of Taksasila (in what is today Pakistan) claim thirty-six boxes of
relics arguing that they have a population of thirty-six hundred thousand
people, Asoka turns them down, realizing that if he were to accede to
their demand (and presumably the demands of others like them), there
would not be enough relics to go around to all areas, and a lopsidedness
in their distribution would occur. His method of turning down their re-
quest is said to exhibit “expedient means” (upaya): he announces to the
Taksasilans that if they insist on having a number of relics commensurate
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to their population, he will simply have to have thirty-five hundred thou-
sand of their people executed! They quickly withdraw their request.23

The second factor that stands out in this account is that Asoka wants all
84,000 stupas to be completed on the same day, at the same time. To ac-
complish this, he calls on the help of the elder Yasas at the Kukkutarama
Monastery in the capital of Pataliputra. Yasas volunteers to hide the orb
of the sun with his hand; this eclipse is seen throughout the world and acts
as a signal to the yaksas everywhere to complete the stupas.24 Finally, with
the completion of all 84,000 stupas, we are told that Asoka, who has been
known as “Asoka the Fierce” (Candasoka) comes to be known as “Asoka
the Righteous” (Dharmasoka) (Asokav., 53–55 = Eng. trans., Strong
1983: 219–21. See also T. 2042, 50:102a–b = Fr. trans., Przyluski 1923:
242–43; T. 2043, 50:135a–b = Eng. trans., Li 1993: 19–20).

This account, which is representative of the Sanskrit tradition, may be
contrasted and compared to the version of the story found in the Ma-
havamsa and a number of other Pali texts. Unlike the Asokavadana, the
Mahavamsa does not directly link Asoka’s construction project to his col-
lection of the relics from the drona stupas. In fact, it speaks not of 84,000
stupas (or dharmarajikas) but of 84,000 monasteries (viharas). These,
however, also presumably have stupas associated with them, and in time,
the Pali tradition was to make this connection explicit (see Thup., 188 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 53).

In the Mahavamsa, the 84,000 viharas are said to be in honor of the
84,000 sections of the Buddha’s teaching25—his dharma—and Asoka has
them built in 84,000 towns all over his realm. The spread of the viharas
thus is symbolic of the spread of the dharma, and even more specifically,
of the spread of the Buddha’s “body of dharma,” his dharmakaya. In ac-
complishing this, Asoka calls not on the help of divine beings, such as
yaksas, but on the obedience and cooperation of local kings, who are or-
dered to build the 84,000 monasteries, while he himself, Asoka, under-
takes the construction in the capital of a great central monastery, the
Asokarama. Here too there is an emphasis on simultaneity, although it is
featured in a different way in the Mahavamsa than in the Asokavadana.
Rather than an eclipse occurring, letters arrive from all 84,000 cities, at
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the same time on the very same day, announcing the completion of all of
the viharas. This happy coincidence is made possible by the supernatural
powers of the arhat Indagutta, who more generally acts as “superintend-
ent of work” for the whole project (see Witanachchi 1976). Asoka then
orders a great festival to be celebrated in all 84,000 monasteries at once.
Lavish gifts are made to members of the samgha, and the viharas are dec-
orated with garlands of flowers, strings of lamps, and other appropriate
adornments. The climax of this festival, however, comes with a miracle
called “the unveiling of the world” (lokavivarana), which enables Asoka,
standing in his central monastery in Pataliputra, to see the whole of Jam-
budvipa, bounded by the ocean, and all 84,000 viharas in it. This experi-
ence, which I shall examine in greater detail below, is given to Asoka so
that he will cease being “Asoka the Fierce” (Candasoka) and come to be
known as “Asoka the Righteous” (Dharmasoka) (Mhv., 36, 45–47 = Eng.
trans., Geiger 1912: 32–33, 41–42. See also Dpv., 49 = Eng. trans., Old-
enberg [1879] 1982: 154; VinA., 48–49 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1962: 43; and Thup., 188 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 52).

The Rupakaya and the Dharmakaya

In the three-hundred page “preface” to his book, Barabudur, Paul Mus
(1998: 280–81) argues that one of the things that Asoka accomplishes, in
his construction of the 84,000 stupas, is the reunification of the two bod-
ies of the Buddha that had become separate at the time of his parinirvana:
his physical form, or rupakaya, and his doctrinal corpus, or dhar-
makaya.26 We have seen how, in the Mahavamsa, the 84,000 monaster-
ies are specifically said to commemorate the 84,000 sections of the
Buddha’s teachings, his dharma. This is the dharmalogical side. The
84,000 stupas are, as Mus (1998: 280) graphically put it, “the dharma in
stone,” and together they reconstitute the dharma body of the Blessed
One. The number 84,000, however, has also been related to the tradi-
tional number of atoms in a physical body, although this association is
not pointed to in our texts.27 Be this as it may, it is clear that the relics
themselves, as physical remnants of the Buddha’s body, may also be as-
sociated with his rupakaya.

It is possible to trace, in Buddhist literature, a certain bifurcation be-
tween acts of seeing the actual physical body of the Buddha, and “see-
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ing,” or understanding, his doctrinal body, the corpus of his teachings.
During the Buddha’s lifetime, the conjunction of these two visions pre-
sented few difficulties. If one met the Buddha, one could see his rupakaya
with one’s ordinary eye of flesh (mamsacaksu), and, by listening to and
understanding his teaching, one could “see” his dharmakaya with one’s
eye of wisdom (prajñacaksu).28 With the death and parinirvana of the
Buddha, however, certain problems arose, for both bodies were dissolved
and had to be recaptured, remembered, rehearsed. The rupakaya was, as
the second-century c.e. poet Matrceta laments, “scattered like sesame
seed” (see Lévi 1910: 455); its remnants—the relics—were dispersed into
the eight drona stupas, and their unity was lost (see Demiéville 1934a:
176). On the other hand, the Buddha’s teaching—his dharmakaya—was
also in danger of dissipation, so that its remnants had to be preserved at
the first Buddhist council, where the canon was rehearsed. Overall, how-
ever, there was a feeling that the two somatic dimensions of the Bud-
dha—his dharma and his rupa—had been separated at death (see Strong
1979: 223–25). Asoka’s great accomplishment—to bring them together
again in the relics—made possible, once more, a complete experience of
the Buddha.

The “Unveiling of the World” and the
Descent from Trayastrimsa Heaven

Asoka’s joining (or rejoining) of these two bodies of the Buddha, how-
ever, is achieved only by their correlation with a third dimension of the
experience of the buddha relics: the cosmological one. Mention has been
made above of the visionary experience of the “unveiling of the world”
(lokavivarana) that Asoka is granted in the Mahavamsa. In this experi-
ence, occasioned by the monks, the king in his capital is given a vision of
the whole of his kingdom, defined now by the 84,000 viharas he has
built. As one version of the story put it, “[T]he king, standing before the
Asokarama Monastery, was able to see the entire continent of Jambud-
vipa right to its shores touching the Great Ocean, the whole landscape
studded with 84,000 shrines of his own construction. He saw all the de-
tails as though all the shrines were placed on the palm of his hand” (U Ko
Ko 1983, 2:53; text in U Kala 1960: 90).

This visionary experience, however, is a phenomenon that is not lim-
ited to the occasion of Asoka’s construction of the stupas. In one Pali
commentary, the unveiling of the world (lokavivarana) is said to be the
same as the miracle called “making the world bright” (lokappasadaka),
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an illumination that enables all beings to see one another from the high-
est heaven to the deepest hell (BuvA., 46 = Eng. trans., Horner 1978: 70).
In the Buddhavamsa, Sariputra performs this illuminatory miracle for the
benefit of five hundred monks (Buv., 4 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 5).
Generally speaking, however, it is connected to the event of the Buddha’s
descent at Samkasya from the Trayastrimsa Heaven, where he spent a
rains-retreat preaching to the gods, his mother among them.29 According
to Buddhaghosa, as the Buddha and the gods come down from the
Trayastrimsa Heaven on the triple ladder made for them and are met in
Samkasya by the assembled crowds of devotees, not only is there a reve-
lation of the whole world, but also a breakdown of the barriers between
gods and men. For this is an occasion on which humans can see gods
(deva) and gods can see humans, face to face, without the one having to
look down or the other having to look up (Vsm., 392 = Eng. trans.,
Ñyanamoli 1976: 429).

The importance of seeing (darsana)—one’s god, one’s guru, one’s fel-
low humans—in Indian religious traditions is well known. It is a moment
of coming together that is both devotional and soteriological (see Eck
1981; Swearer, forthcoming). In the case of the descent from Trayastrimsa,
however, not only can humans and gods see each other; they are also able
to see the Buddha. This is is an important point since, mythologically
speaking, the absence of the Buddha during his rains-retreat in the
Trayastrimsa Heaven may be seen as a sort of dry-run for his parinir-
vana. Indeed, his unannounced departure for that heaven leads the as-
sembled faithful to lament his disappearance as though he were gone
forever (DhA., 3:218 = Eng. trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:48). The Bud-
dha’s descent from heaven at Samkasya, then, is symbolic of an over-
coming of his absence in the eyes of the faithful, an occasion that is
marked by an “unveiling of the world,” in which gods, humans, and bud-
dha can all see one another.

There also appears in this story the theme of the two bodies of the Bud-
dha. In the Questions of King Milinda, for instance, the lokavivarana at the
time of the Buddha’s descent from heaven is presented as an occasion for
laypersons to realize the four noble truths. This would seem to amount to
a vision of the dharmakaya. As Rhys Davids (1890–94, 2:249n.) points out
in a footnote, however, the Sinhalese text also interprets the lokavivarana
as an occasion on which the Budha’s rupakaya—his physical body— is
made manifest in all of its glory. The same duality of vision is made even
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more explicit in the version of the story that is retold in the Mahayanist
Mahaprajñaparamita-sastra. There, two of the individuals who are said to
welcome the Buddha at Samkasya—the arhat Subhuti and the nun Ut-
palavarna—each greet him in their own way. Subhuti, the champion of the
perfection of wisdom, is meditating on emptiness in a cave. He realizes that
the Buddha is about to descend from Trayastrimsa Heaven and wonders
whether or not he should go to Samkasya to welcome him, since, after all,
it is a time when “gods will see humans and humans will see gods.” But
then he reflects that the Buddha always said that the best way to see the
Buddha is to see him in his dharmakaya with one’s eye of wisdom (prajña-
caksu). He therefore goes to “meet” the Buddha while remaining in medi-
tation in his cave. Quite different is the case of the nun Utpalavarna, who
is eager to see the physical body of the Buddha, so much so that, in her ea-
gerness, she transforms herself into a great cakravartin king and is thus able
to take her place at the front of the crowd at Samkasya. In this way, she be-
comes the very first person to salute the Buddha’s rupakaya. The text of the
sastra, true to its prajñaparamita heritage, praises Subhuti as the one who
has truly seen the Buddha, and denigrates Utpalavarna; nonetheless, we
have here a situation, recognized as a time of “unveiling of the world,” in
which both bodies of the Buddha can be and are seen, albeit by different in-
dividuals (T. 1509, 25:137a = Fr. trans., Lamotte 1949–80: 634–36). Much
the same thing is true of the lokavivarana at the time of Asoka’s building
the 84,000 stupas, except that the Buddha (in his relics) is returning not
from the Trayastrimsa Heaven but from parinirvana.

The Divine Eye and the Buddha’s Smile

Paul Mus (1998: 280–81) has argued that Asoka’s “lokavivarana” is tan-
tamount to the cosmic circumambulation (pradaksina) of the cakravartin.
According to the Cakkavatti Sihanada sutta, at the beginning of each
cakravartin’s reign, a great wheel—the wheel of dharma—appears in
mid-air in front of the king, as a sign of his righteousness. It then leads
him in a great cosmic conquest of the world. It takes him to the East,
South, West, and North, as far as the great ocean in every direction, and
wherever it rolls, he meets with no resistance. Finally, the wheel takes
Asoka back to his capital at the center of the world, and there it remains,
miraculously suspended in mid-air over the royal palace, an illuminating
emblem of his sovereignty, visible to all (D., 3:61–63 = Eng. trans.,
Davids 1899–1924, 3:62–64). The lokavivarana, according to Mus
(1964) is a sort of freezing in time in a single moment, a solid cinema of
what is here expressed as a process. In both instances, there is a visitation
or vision of the realm, as a result of which the king becomes established
in his capital as a dharmaraja.
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The vision that Asoka has of the world, however, is also not without
recalling the similar vision had by the Buddha in the second watch of the
night of his enlightenment. Asoka sees, with his royal (deva) eye, the en-
tirety of his realm and all the beings in it. The Buddha sees, with his di-
vine (deva) eye, beings throughout the cosmos moving through the
pathways of rebirth (Sanghbhv., 1:118 = Eng. trans., Strong 2002: 17).
Coming on top of the remembrance of his own previous existences in the
first watch of the night, such a vision adds to that a cosmological dimen-
sion. It provides a realization of the common situation of all creatures
throughout the cosmos, of the final alikeness and interrelationship of all
beings. It is a vision of the universe as an open book in which nothing is
hidden and where, consequently, there is no place to hide. This, as we
shall see, constitutes an important part of the Buddhist experience of
enlightenment.

A more proactive expression of this vision, perhaps, may be seen in
stories about the Buddha’s smile, which likewise involves a salvific illu-
mination of the universe. In Sanskrit avadana literature, descriptions of
the Buddha’s smile abound. A stock passage repeated over twenty times
in the Avadanasataka asserts that “it is the norm that whenever blessed
buddhas manifest their smile, blue, yellow, red, and dazzlingly white rays
issue forth from their mouth, and some go down and some go up. Those
that go down enter the [various hells] and . . . those that go up [the vari-
ous heavens]” (Strong 2002: 27; text in Avs., 297). In both places, the
rays alleviate the sufferings of beings, in several ways. In the hells, for in-
stance, they do this physically (by heating the cold hells and cooling the
hot ones); they also do it psychologically (by illuminating the hells so as
to enable the beings there to see one another and so to realize that they
are not alone); and finally they do this salvifically, by projecting a magi-
cal image of the Buddha into the hells, an image that lets the beings there
see his body and that engenders their devotion, enabling them to cast off
their remaining bad karma and be reborn among the gods or humans, as
“vessels of the truth” (Strong 2002: 27; text in Avs., 297). What we have
here, once again, is a revelation of the cosmos as a whole that makes it
possible, first, for beings to see each other; second, for beings to see the
physical form (rupakaya) of the normally absent Buddha; and third, for
beings to realize the truth of the Buddha’s teaching—to see his dharma-
logical form (dharmakaya).

From Centrifugality to Centripetality: The Power of Compassion

The Buddha’s smile, as well as his second watch experience may be taken
as expressions of his compassion for others. The same may be said of the
spread of his relics. In building the 84,000 stupas, Asoka is causing the
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Buddha’s relics to be dispersed “far and wide” (Asokav., 50 = Eng. trans.,
Strong 1983: 217). It will be recalled that, in chapter one, we saw that the
motivation for such a dispersal was that it was done “out of compassion
for living beings” by buddhas who had not been able to complete their
mission in their lifetime (Buv., 102 = Eng. trans., Horner 1975: 99). Now,
however, we can see that there are different possible modes for the ex-
pression of this spread of compassion.

With Asoka, it appears that the relics have truly “gone galactic.”30 By
building the 84,000 stupas, and placing himself at the center, the Mau-
ryan monarch manages to assert and reinforce the mandalaic unity of the
whole empire. But it is important to realize that there is a certain pro-
gression in this achievement, and that it involves certain roads not taken.
In considering together as a whole the various legends of the distribution
of the Buddha’s relics, we can see that Asoka (or in some texts, Ma-
hakasyapa) first corrects the centrifugal forces that originally caused the
relics to be taken off to the eight drona stupas where they reinforced the
local loyalties and rivalries of petty kingdoms—their tribal republican-
ism. The “war of the relics” even though it never actually broke out, left
the Buddha’s body fragmented and unorganized, with the relics in danger
of flying off centrifugally forever. Asoka puts an end to this.

In doing so, however, he rejects also the centralizing monopolizing
forces exhibited by Mahakasyapa and Ajatasatru who, in bringing all the
relics together in the capital, chose to hide them underground and jeal-
ously guard them from the view and even the knowledge of others. If the
first centrifugal phase can be thought of as the split up and dispersal of the
Buddha and his teaching among his many devotees, that is, his disciples
(sravakas, arhats), the metaphor here, for this centralization, would be the
pratyekabuddha—the “buddha for oneself” whose realization is “all there,”
but who fails to make that realization available to others. Politically and
sociologically, this would amount to a totalitarian system in which all power
and authority rested in one single somewhat paranoid ruler.

Over and against this, Asoka opts instead to “centripetalize” the relics,
to distribute them outward in a way that allows them to exist locally, while
at the same time emphasizing their ongoing ties to the center, their ultimate
unity and interconnection. Like the rays of the Buddha’s smile, which do
not diffuse out endlessly but cycle back to the person of the Blessed One,
the relics that Asoka sends out remain connected to him at the hub. This
makes for a conceptual structure that precludes potential “centers out
there” in the distribution of the relics. There can be no lopsidedness in this
mandalaic scheme, something that is graphically illustrated in the story of
the Taksasilans, who are refused more than a single share of relics. At the
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same time, what keeps capital and provinces—center and periphery—to-
gether is the vision that the relics make possible, a vision of the whole, a vi-
sion that we saw epitomized in the event of the unveiling of the world, a
vision that is everyone’s but also, of course, Asoka’s. Asoka at the center
“looks down upon the world” in ways that recall the bodhisattva, at the
moment of his birth in Lumbini, when he views all four directions, or a
bodhisattva such as Avalokitesvara, whose very name (“the lord who looks
down [with compassion]”) expresses such a vision.31 All of this can per-
haps best be summarized in the form of a table (see table 3).
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preted as meaning “the lord who looks down [upon the world with compassion].” More
generally on its etymology, see Holt 1991: 31; and Yü 2001: 13–14.

Table 3
Modes of distribution of the Buddha’s relics following his parinirvana

Movement Locale Major Homologous Homologous Experience
of relics of relics actors political soteriological engendered

ideology ideal by the relics

centrifugal 8 drona Drona and the Tribal Arhat Fragmentation
stupas eight rulers republicanism (War of Relics)

centralizing single Ajatasatru and Totalitarianism Pratyeka- Esoterism
underground Mahakasyapa buddha
chamber

centripetal 84,000 stupas Asoka Mandalaic Bodhisattva/ Compassion
kingship of buddha for the world
cakravartin as a whole

The Festival of the Relics

The “unveiling of the world” (lokavivarana) is only one aspect of a
greater festival of relics that Asoka is said to celebrate as the culmination
of his construction of the 84,000 stupas. Merely hinted at in the
Asokavadana, it is announced by royal messengers in the Mahavamsa:
“On the seventh day from this day shall a festival of all the aramas be
kept, in every way, in all the provinces” (Mhv., 46 = Eng. trans., Geiger
1912: 41). This is then described as a time when lavish gifts are given to
the samgha, when the monasteries and streets are adorned with strings of
lamps and garlands of flowers, when music is played, sermons are
preached, and the eight precepts are observed. Asoka participates in the
festivities, wearing all his adornments, accompanied by his wives, minis-



ters, and troops. The monks and nuns too are there in their numbers
(Mhv., 47 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 41–42).

Later texts were to develop this scene even further. The Arya-
mañjusrimulakalpa, for instance, specifies that Asoka himself visited all
of the stupas and made offerings to them, in a chariot loaded with gold,
silver, copper, and various ornaments (AMMK., 27 = Eng. trans., Lam-
otte 1988: 241). But it was the legend of the elder Upagupta, recounted
in the Lokapaññatti and other texts, that was to make this celebration
the center of a whole new saga and cause it to become a paradigm of
sorts for stupa festivals throughout Southeast Asia (LP., 162–74 = Fr.
trans., Denis 1977, 2:144–52; see also Strong 1992: 186–208). Upagupta
is recruited by Asoka and the samgha to help protect the festival from
disruption by Mara. The details of this story need not concern us here,
except to mention that Upagupta is successful in taming Mara, and that,
in the process, he gets Mara to take on, for him, the physical form (ru-
pakaya) of the Buddha so that he (Upagupta), as well as all others pres-
ent (including monks, laypersons, and Asoka) can see what the Blessed
One looked like (LP., 173 = Fr. trans., Denis 1977, 2:152; Hman-Nan-Y.,
162 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:108; see also Strong 1992: 98–117
and 188ff.; Duroiselle 1904). In some versions of the tale, in fact, we are
told that this vision of the Buddha’s rupakaya is what inspires the monks
who are present to go on and stage the “unveiling of the world” so that
Asoka can see all 84,000 shrines that symbolize the Buddha’s dhar-
makaya (U Kala 1960: 89–90 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:50–53; U
Kin 1957:120 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 1:41–42). Here again we can
see the pairing of rupakaya and dharmakaya expressed in a different way.

The celebration of the actual festival of the stupas, however, involves
several other factors. I have dealt with the Lokapaññatti’s description of
this event elsewhere (see Strong 1992: 154–57), and so here I would like
to focus on versions of the story that were incorporated into a number of
later Burmese chronicles, and that have not yet been given the attention
they deserve. These, as they themselves admit, are derivatively based on
the Lokapaññatti, but they present some interesting additional pieces of
information.32 The Glass Palace Chronicle. for instance, begins its ac-
count as follows:
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icle (= Hman-Nan-Y.), and remain, unfortunately, unpublished. They are contained in two
notebooks in my possession and so are cited as U Ko Ko 1983, volumes 1 and 2. For the
most part, I shall quote U Ko Ko’s words directly, with only a few slight alterations.



The relics that King Asoka brought from Rajagaha were divided into several
portions, one being meant for the royal city of Pataliputta and the rest to be
spread over several parts of his kingdom—numbering 84,000 in all. There
at the riverbank at Pataliputta, a plot of land one-and-a-half kosas [about
1,000 meters] in extent was levelled flat and thereon was built the Mahazedi
[Maha-cetiya = Asoka’s Mahastupa] on a lavish scale. Then the king said to
the assembly of monks: “Reverend Sirs, there are now 84,000 shrines and
monasteries all over my kingdom, built by me, and I wish to hold a venera-
tion ceremony lasting seven years, seven months, and seven days” (U Ko Ko
1983, 2:91–92; text in Hman-Nan-Y., 159).

The Mahayazawingyi adds to this a few details of its own. Asoka spec-
ifies that all people taking part in the celebration shall take refuge in
the Triple Gem and observe the eight precepts, and he is said to decorate
the royal city with jewels “so that it dazzled like Tavatimsa [Skt.:
Trayastrimsa], the home of the gods” (U Ko Ko 1983, 2:41; text in U Kala
1960: 86).

Most of our sources then emphasize the size of the crowd participating
in the festival. They do this by focusing on the fact that Asoka brings with
him to worship the relics a fourfold army that is called akkhobhani—a
term that would appear to be related both to the Pali words for “un-
shakeable” (akkhobhana) and for one of the greatest numbers imaginable
(akkhohini = 1041). Like all four-fold armies, the akkhobhani consists of
elephants, chariots, cavalry, and infantry, but, in fact, this amounts to
quite a diverse crowd, for, as one text puts it, in an akkhobhani army,

Each elephant has three riders—front, middle, and back—two spear-holders
on the right and another two on the left, and behind them four attendants,
and at the back of them all, in charge of the elephant’s tail, one more atten-
dant. Together with one [person] in charge of feeding, each elephant has
thirteen people that accompany it. Each chariot has one driver, one assistant
driver on either side, and one spear-holder on either side, so that it has five
persons that go along with it. Each horse has one rider, one spear-holder on
either side and one orderly so that it has four persons along with it. One ele-
phant is surrounded by a hundred chariots. One chariot is surrounded by a
hundred horses, and one horse is surrounded by a hundred [foot]-soldiers.
Again each soldier is attended by a hundred women, each of whom has a
hundred female-servants to look after her needs.

An [akkhobhani] “army” consists of nine thousand elephants [+ atten-
dants], nine hundred thousand chariots [+ attendants], ninety million horses
[+ attendants], nine billion soldiers, nine hundred billion women, and ninety
trillion female-servants (U Ko Ko 1983, 2:42–44; text in U Kala 1960: 
86–87).
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None of this, of course, includes the monks present for the occasion,
who are said to number eight billion, or the nuns who are put at ninety-
nine million (U Kala 1960: 87 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:44). It is
noteworthy that most of the laypersons in attendance at the relics festival
are women, even though they are clearly placed in a subordinate position.
Most of the monastics, however, are monks.

Apart from the vast numbers of people at the festival, the illumination
that takes place is also emphasized. The Glass Palace Chronicle specifies
that oil lamps are brilliantly lit everywhere in a circle around the Mahas-
tupa, whose radius measures one-and-a-half yojanas (an area about thirty-
six miles in diameter) (U Ko Ko 1983, 2:102; text in Hman-Nan-Y., 161).
Other texts are more modest and reduce the figure down to half of a yo-
jana (U Kala 1960:86 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:41; and U Kin
1957: 116 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 1:32). In either case, we have
here a ritual equivalent of the illumination / unveiling of the world dis-
cussed earlier.

Asoka’s Autocremation

This theme of ritual illumination and offering is furthered by an event
that, in the Lokapaññattti and subsequent texts, is presented as the cli-
max of the whole celebration of Asoka’s lokavivarana: his decision to set
himself on fire, thereby transforming his own body into a human lamp.
The one experience (the unveiling of the world) is said to inspire the other
(Asoka’s fiery offering of himself). As the Mahawin wutthu puts it,

Seeing before him, spread all over the continent of Jambudipa, all the
84,000 shrines and monasteries in a clear vision . . . , his [Asoka’s] faith and
liberality were multiplied several times over. In this way he was led to pre-
pare for the highest form of charity—that of offering himself in an oblation
of fire. With that end in view, the king had himself wrapped in oil-soaked
cotton, which was then set ablaze. This resulted in flames that leaped to a
height of seven yojanas. All this while the king kept his meditation on . . .
the Buddha and this concentration gave him so much protection that the
raging fire did no harm whatsoever. On the contrary, the king felt a cooling
sensation as though besmeared with sandalwood. This fire oblation went on
for seven days, at the end of which the king bathed himself, circumambu-
lated the Mahazedi with his retinue three times, fed the monks, listened to
the doctrine, and proceeded to his palace (U Ko Ko 1983, 1:42–44; text in
U Kin 1957: 20–21. See also U Kala 1960: 90–91 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko
1983, 2:53–56; Hman-Nan-Y., 163 = Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:110–11;
LP., 174 = Eng. trans., Strong 1992: 207–208).
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The importance of this event in defining Asoka is clear not only from
its being featured as the climax of his great festival, but also from the fact
that these sources make this same deed into something that the Buddha
himself is said to have prophesied about Asoka (Hman-Nan-Y., 160 =
Eng. trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:96–97; see also U Kala 1960: 83 = Eng.
trans., U Ko Ko 1983, 2:33–34; and U Kin 1957: 112 = Eng. trans., U Ko
Ko 1983, 1:23). Clearly then, this fiery self-offering became an important
part of Asoka’s self-definition. In chapter 4, I already connected this act,
and others like it, to the event of the Buddha’s [auto]-cremation at the
time of his parinirvana, in which he too became a sort of human torch,
wrapped in a thousand oil-soaked cloths. Here, however, we may see a
difference betwen the two scenarios. The Buddha’s burning resulted in a
particular transformation: his physical presence, formerly embodied in
his rupakaya, became embodied in his relics. Asoka, however, is trans-
formed in a different way: when the fire engulfing him finishes burning,
nothing has happened to his physical body—he is still present here on
earth—and no relics have been produced. And yet, it may be that the ex-
perience deifies him, for, shortly thereafter, we are told, he dies and is re-
born in heaven, the “world of the gods”(devaloka) (LP., 177 = Fr. trans.,
Denis 1977, 2:154).

Conclusion

In her study of state sponsorship of relic veneration in contemporary
Myanmar, Juliane Schober (1997: 220) points out that such things as the
construction of stupas by kings and royal patronage of the Buddha’s ru-
pakaya “create a field of merit and source of political legitimation sepa-
rate and distinct from . . . the samgha,” one that “diminish[es] the
samgha’s [traditional] position as a religious institution and source of
merit and charisma” (Schober 1997: 242). Though meant to depict mod-
ern Myanmar, this conclusion is perhaps not without a certain applica-
bility to some of the legends we have looked at in this chapter.

In Asoka’s “centripetalizing” of the Buddha’s relics and his celebration
of the relics festival, Buddhist monks tend to become adornments to the
king and / or facilitators of the royal vision, rather than independent
focal points of devotion. Thus the arhat Yasas (or Upagupta in Xuan-
zang’s account) serves Asoka by signaling the moment for the enshrine-
ment of the relics; and Indagutta plays a similar role in the Mahavamsa.
And when Asoka stands on the Asokarama in the midst of the assembled
samgha, it is the monks who make possible for him the unveiling of the
world, for him and everyone to view his kingdom, Jambudvipa, as far as
the cosmic ocean. Such a vision, as we have seen, puts an end to alterna-
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tive worldviews—to a realm governed by centrifugal forces, in which the
relics are controlled by autonomous local rulers and samghas, and to a
scenario of centralization in which they are all hoarded in a single place,
and esotericized as the secret source of power of a single ruler such as
Ajatasatru, or of a single samgha patriarch such as Mahakasyapa.
Asoka’s dealings with the relics thus emphasize a middle course between
two poles, but it is a middle course that insures that he and the rulers
throughout Asia who followed his example played a key role in the on-
going preservation, distribution, veneration, and definition of the relics
of the Buddha’s body.

At the same time, there can be seen in Asoka’s actions toward the relics
a series of acts that recall and replicate some of the major stages of the
Buddha’s biography. First, he liberates the relics from Mahakasyapa’s un-
derground stupa, where they were enshrined in a reliquary in the form of
the bodhisattva’s horse Kanthaka surrounded by seven bejewelled walls re-
calling the seven ramparts of a royal city. This, we have seen, is tantamount
to a reenactment of the bodhisattva’s great departure from Kapilavastu.
Secondly, Asoka’s distribution of the relics into 84,000 stupas and his vi-
sion of those stupas that mark the 84,000 sections of the dharma, in the
miracle of the unveiled world (lokavivarana), brings to mind the Bud-
dha’s use of his divine eye in the second watch of the night of his awak-
ening, as well as his reappearance in this world after his descent from the
Trayastrimsa Heaven. Finally, Asoka’s autocremation, in which his body
burns as a torch in honor of the Buddha’s relics for seven days and nights,
recalls, as we have seen, the event of the Buddha’s own parinirvana.
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Chapter Six

PREDESTINED RELICS: THE EXTENSION

OF THE BUDDHA’S LIFE STORY

IN SOME SRI LANKAN TRADITIONS

On one of his tours of what is now
Northeastern Thailand and Laos, the Buddha stopped on the banks of
the Mekong River, at a place that had been visited by the three previous
buddhas of this aeon. He received alms from the local king, and then pre-
dicted that, after his parinirvana, his “breast bone relic” (urangadhatu)
would be enshrined at that spot. Upon returning to India, he entrusted
his disciple, Mahakasyapa, with the task of making sure that this en-
shrinement took place, and then again, just before passing away, he re-
minded Ananda, “Do not allow the fire to consume my body until
[Mahakasyapa] has obtained the Breast-bone Relic to take to Doi Ka-
panagiri” (Pruess 1976: 27). Those were, in fact, the Buddha’s last
words, according to a local chronicle. And when Mahakasyapa finally
did arrive in Kusinagari, just after he venerated the Buddha’s feet but
prior to the lighting of the pyre, “the Breast-bone Relic, wrapped in a
woolen cloth, miraculously emerged from the golden casket and hovered
above the right palm of the disciple” (Pruess 1976: 27). Mahakasyapa
took the relic and subsequently flew across the sea with it and had it en-
shrined in what is now Wat Phra That Phanom in Northeastern Thailand
(Pruess 1976: 30, 1976a: 177).

Similar stories may be found elsewhere: A Mon tradition features a
tooth relic promised by the Buddha to the people of Thaton, in Lower
Burma, which was taken there from his funeral pyre by the arhat
Gavampati (see Shorto 1970; Sas., 35–37 = Eng. trans., Law 1952: 40–
42; and Strong 2002a). A Northern Thai tradition features a relic pre-
dicted for Wat Haripuñjaya in Lamphun, which was taken there after the
Buddha’s parinirvana to await the moment when, thanks to a guardian
crow, it would be rediscovered under the latrine of King Adittaraja
(eleventh century) (see Swearer and Sommai 1998: 125–33; Jin., 77–80 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 106–9; Swearer 1976: 8–9; Notton
1926–32, 2:44ff.). And a Laotian tradition features a journey made by
the Buddha to the future site of Wat Muang Sing, where he foretells the



enshrinement of his neckbone, his whetstone, and his razor, on a hill
called Doi Chiangteum (see Lafont 1957: 47; Cohen 2000). In these and
other tales, we have examples of what may be called predicted or predes-
tined relics, that is, relics whose enshrinement in a particular place occurs
after the time of the Buddha but is said to have been foretold by him
while he was still alive.

The connection of such predictions or “resolutions” (adhisthana; Pali:
adhitthana) to relics is spelled out in the Questions of King Milinda.
There, it is asked how it is that miraculous manifestations (such as dis-
plays of bright lights, etc.) can take place at the relic shrines of saints who
have already passed away. Given that these arhats are now “absent”
from the world in parinirvana, how can their ongoing “powers” be man-
ifest? The Venerable Nagasena explains that there are three ways in
which such post-parinirvana “miracles” can occur: by virtue of the re-
solve and faith of devotees, by virtue of the actions of gods, and by virtue
of a resolution (adhitthana) made by the parinirvanized saint in question
prior to his death (Mil., 309 = Eng. trans., Davids 1890–84, 2:174–75).
Buddhas as well as arhats are thus thought to have the ability to deter-
mine the fate of their own relics after passing away. This is important for
it is one of the modes in which the paradox of presence and absence of
the Buddha in his relics is resolved: the Buddha is absent, but his ongoing
will is present and manifests itself in particular ways.1 As one (late-
twelfth-century?) text put it, “Even after his extinction, the long-standing
compassion of [the Blessed One] who had done what had to be done, did
not itself become extinct” (Jinal., 49 = Eng. trans., Gray 1894: 110).

In this chapter, I shall limit myself to a consideration of three relics
whose post-mortem manifestations are said, in the Sri Lankan chronicles,
to be the subject of five great adhisthanas (resolutions) made by the Bud-
dha on his deathbed. The first three of these adhisthanas are closely re-
lated to one another and concern miracles that will be manifested by the
bodhi tree, whose southern branch will be sent for transplanting in Sri
Lanka by King Asoka. More specifically, the Buddha declares that the
bodhi branch will detach itself from the tree and, of its own accord, plant
itself in a vase; illuminate the whole world with multicolored rays of light;
and enter a bank of high cold mist and clouds (see Childers 1909: 155, s.v.
“himo”) and remain concealed there for seven days.2 The Buddha’s next
adhisthana—his fourth—concerns the fate of his right collarbone relic,
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1 Trainor (1997: 163) has called attention to this important aspect of Buddhist relics. Berk-
witz (2001: 161 and forthcoming) argues that the Buddha’s adhisthanas instill moral / emo-
tional feelings of gratitude in later devotees.
2 The order and time of resolution of these three individual adhisthanas, however, vary from
text to text. The Mhv. seems to repeat the second and third of them twice—once in Bodh-
gaya and once in Anuradhapura. The VinA. reverses the order of the second and third.



which he determines will be enshrined in the Thuparama in Sri Lanka,
where it will manifest the miracle of double-appearances such as the Bud-
dha himself performed at Sravasti.3 Finally, the Buddha makes a fifth ad-
histhana: he resolves that the drona measure of his relics that will have
gone to Ramagrama (see chapter 5) will in due course be enshrined in the
Mahathupa in Sri Lanka, and will, at that time, also take on the appear-
ance of the Buddha and perform the Twin Miracle (Mbv., 147; Mhv., 138 =
Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 120; and VinA., 92 = Eng. trans., Jayawick-
rama 1962: 82). All three of these relics are promised to Sri Lanka, but
each of them presents a slightly different perspective on the ways in
which relics can be seen acting as self-determined extensions of the Bud-
dha’s life story.4

The Transplanting of the Bodhi Tree 
and the Multiplication of Relics

Buddhist traditions about the bodhi tree are multifarious, and it is not
possible to consider all of them here.5 According to the Asokavadana,
after Asoka had built the 84,000 stupas, his faith “was particularly
aroused by the tree of awakening” at Bodhgaya, and he began making
great offerings to it. This provoked the jealousy of his wife, Tisyaraksita,
who craved some of that devotion and attention for herself. Malignantly,
she hired a sorceress to destroy the bodhi tree, and might have succeeded
had the plot not been uncovered in time (Asokav., 93–94 = Eng. trans.,
Strong 1983: 257–58). Before the tree recovered, however, when it
looked as though it might wither away, Asoka himself felt faint and ex-
claimed, “When I look at the king of trees, I know that, even now, I am
looking at the Master. If the tree of the Lord should come to perish, I too
shall surely expire!” (Asokav., 93 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 257).6
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3 For studies of the great miracle at Sravasti, see Foucher 1917 and Mus 1934: 198–213.
For a Pali version of the story, see DhA., 3:198–216 = Eng. trans., Burlingame 1921, 3:35–
47; for a Sanskrit version, see Div., 143–66 = Fr. trans., Burnouf 1876: 144–68.
4 In addition, mention might be made of the forehead bone relic (nalatadhatu) which will
not be studied here but which is featured in the fourteenth-century Dhatuvamsa (see
Trainor 1997: 146–47) as predestined for Seruvila, and which was touched upon in chap-
ter 3.
5 On the bodhi tree in general, see Higashimoto and Nanayakkara 1972. On the bodhi tree
in Sri Lanka, see Nissanka 1994; on its central position in Anuradhapura, see Wickremer-
atne 1987: 54–55. For the chronicle of its coming to Sri Lanka, see Mbv. On its cult in Sri
Lanka, see De Silva 1980: 67–69. On the recent transformation of the worship of the bodhi
tree, see Gombrich 1981 and Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988: 384–410.
6For a discussion of this episode and a comparison with the variant story found in the Mhv.,
see Strong 1983: 125–27.



This sense that the bodhi tree can replace the Buddha in his absence is
true not only of the original tree at Bodhgaya but also of other bodhi
trees as well, which are thought to stem from it. This is made clear in a
number of texts. The Kalingabodhi jataka, for instance, recounts the
frustration of the people of Sravasti who, one day, find they have nobody
to venerate when they go to the Jetavana and find the Buddha “out,”
gone off on a trip somewhere. To remedy this situation, upon his return,
the Buddha allows Ananda to plant a bodhi tree in front of the Jetavana.
It grows miraculously quickly from a fruit from the original tree gathered
by Mahamaudgalyayana at Bodhgaya, and it then serves as a substitute
focus for people’s devotions whenever the Buddha is not in residence
(JA., 4:228–29 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 4:142–43).7 Much the
same point is made in a verse of the Jinalankara, where the Buddha is
quoted as saying, “When I am gone, the dharma and vinaya which I
taught you will be your Master, as well as my bodily relics, the seat of
awakening, and the most excellent bodhi tree. They too will also be your
Master, after I am gone. I allow you to establish the bodhi tree and the
relics in my place, and to venerate them in order to obtain the way to
bliss” (Jinal., 49 = Eng. trans., Gray [1894] 1981: 110).

At the same time, the paradigmatic worshiper of the bodhi tree is said
to be the Buddha himself, who spent the second week after his enlighten-
ment contemplating the tree “with unblinking eyes” (JA., 77 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1990: 104). Indeed, even today, a verse commonly recited
by worshipers of the bodhi tree starts with this reminder: “I bow my head
to the very pure king of bodhi trees that was venerated for seven days by
the Master himself [who gazed at it] with tears flowing from his . . . wide-
open eyes” (Barua 1994: 122; see also De Silva 1980: 67). This is note-
worthy for it helps us understand the double importance of this relic. On
the one hand, it represents the Buddha himself; on the other hand, by
worshiping it, the devotee imitates an act of the Buddha, and so further
identifies him or herself with him. In this way both the relic and the relic-
worshiper recall the departed Master.

According to the Pali chronicles, it is not a seed of the original bodhi
tree at Bodhgaya but its whole southern branch that is cut and taken to
the Sri Lankan capital, Anuradhapura. The story is as follows: One day,
Princess Anula, the sister-in-law of the Sri Lankan king Devanampiya
Tissa, forms the wish to be ordained. However, this is not possible for
there are, as yet, no nuns in Sri Lanka, and it takes a quorum of ten nuns
legitimately to carry out new ordinations. The elder Mahinda (King
Asoka’s son) therefore recommends that his sister, Sanghamitta, who is a
fully ordained bhiksuni, be invited to come from India to the island,

PREDESTINED RELICS 153

7 This is very similar to certain stories about the origins of buddha images. See Swearer
forthcoming: ch. 1; Strong 2002: 39–41; Carter 1990.



along with a quorum of nuns. At the same time, he specifies that she
should bring with her a branch of the bodhi tree, since the bodhi trees of
the three previous buddhas of this aeon were also transplanted to Sri Lanka
(VinA., 90 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1962: 80; and Mbv., 144–45).8

When the Sri Lankan delegation sent by Devanampiya Tissa and
Mahinda arrives in Pataliputra to ask that Sanghamitta be sent back with
them, Asoka is first aggrieved at the thought of losing his daughter. She,
however, explains to him that it is her mission to join her brother and or-
dain women on the island, and so he agrees to let her go. He is also not
quite sure how he feels when she asks him to let her take with her a
branch of the bodhi tree, but his advisers recount for him the story men-
tioned above about the Buddha’s deathbed resolutions, and he quickly re-
alizes it is his duty to make the transplantation of the tree possible.

He therefore prepares a golden vase, and, approaching the bodhi tree,
he makes offerings to it and then draws, with red arsenic, a line around
the southern branch of the tree, and makes an “act of truth,” declaring,
“If the great bodhi [tree] should be established in the island of Lanka, . . .
let it plant itself in this golden vase of its own accord” (Mbv., 149–50).
The limb breaks off and then hovers in mid-air over the pot prepared for
it. Miracle then gives way to horticulture: Asoka, makes other marks on
the bottom of the branch and from them grow first ten large roots and
then ninety smaller roots, and only then does the actual planting of the
branch in the pot take place (VinA., 91–95 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1962: 80–84; see also Mbv., 147–50; Mhv., 140–47 = Eng. trans., Geiger
1912: 122–27).

The transplanted branch is then taken on a barge down the Ganges to
the sea, where it is put on a ship that will transport it to Sri Lanka. It is
accompanied by representatives of different castes, clans, and guilds,9 as
well as by Sanghamitta and eleven other nuns. The subsequent high seas
journey of the bodhi tree is not without its own adventures. In mid-ocean
it has to be defended from the nagas. They want to have the tree to wor-
ship it and threaten to sink the boat, until Sanghamitta chases them off
using her magical powers. But then, recognizing the genuineness of their
devotion, she allows them to take the bodhi tree down to their underwa-
ter naga abode and lets them venerate it for a limited period of time—
seven days. It then proceeds on to the port of Jambukola in Northern Sri
Lanka, where it is welcomed with great ceremony and devotion by De-
vanampiya Tissa, who wades out neck-deep in the water to receive it. It
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8 On the bodhi trees of all twenty-eight of the past buddhas, see Liyanaratne 1983.
9 On these groups and their relationship to the later specialists involved in the care of the
bodhi tree at Anuradhapura, see Hettiaratchi 1994 and Seneviratne 1994: 199ff. The
groups are sometimes said to be at the origin of caste distinctions in Sri Lanka. See Prag-
nasara 1994: 174–75.



is transported by cart to the capital and planted on the grounds of Ma-
hameghavana Park, at the very spot where the bodhi trees of the three
previous buddhas of this aeon had been (Mhv., 118–24 = Eng. trans.,
Geiger 1912: 104; Dpv., 89–90 = Eng. trans., Oldenberg 1982: 196–97).
This festival is attended not only by the king and by the elder Mahinda
and the eldress Sanghamitta, but also by nobles from all over the island
and by all the people of the capital. In the midst of the festivities, the
bodhi tree remains hidden in a cloud bank for seven days, this miracle
(one of those that had been predicted by the Buddha) being connected
to the relic’s power to make it rain.10 The festivities over, Sanghamitta
is able to ordain Queen Anula and many of her followers as the first Sri
Lankan nuns (VinA., 96–99 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1962: 85–88;
see also Mhv., 148–54 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 128–32; and Mbv.,
153–60).

The story of the bodhi tree does not stop here, however, for soon after
it takes root in Anuradhapura, it produces five fruit. These are given to
the king, who is told to plant them. From them grow bodhi tree
saplings—eight from the first fruit, and then a total of thirty-two more
from the other four. The first eight saplings are planted at eight different
places all over Sri Lanka, all of them connected to the saga of the tree’s
coming to the island or to the cycle of legends surrounding Sanghamitta
and Mahinda (Mhv., 154 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 133; VinA., 100 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1962: 88–89; Mbv., 161–62).11 The thirty-two
bodhi tree saplings grown from the other four fruit taken from the Anu-
radhapura tree are likewise planted all over the island, but with a slightly
different scheme in mind. They are evenly spread out at locations said to
be correlated with the so-called “yojana stupas”—the reliquaries built
“at every league” [yojana] by King Devanampiya Tissa.12

The story of those yojana stupas, in brief, recalls that after coming to
Sri Lanka and converting King Devanampiya Tissa, Mahinda bemoans
the fact that there is nothing for him to venerate on the island, adding
that it has been a long time since he has seen the Buddha. This statement
confuses the king, who knows that the Buddha parinirvanized long be-
fore Mahinda was born. Mahinda explains that he was talking not about
the living Buddha but about his relics, for “when you see the relics, you
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10 To this day, especially at the end of the dry season, the veneration of the bodhi tree (often
by women) with pots of water is thought to be able to make the rain clouds appear. See De-
Silva 1980: 67–68, 233–34.
11 The eight sites, from north to south, are listed as Jambukola, Tivakka, the Thuparama,
the Issarasamanarama, Pathamacetiya, Cetiyagiri, Kataragama, and Candanagama.
12 The names of these sites, as preserved in the Sinhala Bodhivamsa, may be found in Prag-
nasara 1994: 180–81. According to the Dpv., 88 = Eng. trans., Oldenberg [1879] 1982:
196, the island of Sri Lanka is thirty-two yojanas long; the stupas would thus span the
whole island.



see the Victorious One” (Mhv., 133 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 116). At
this, Devanampiya Tissa offers to build a stupa—the first in Sri Lanka—
if Mahinda will only provide some relics. Mahinda does this by sending
his nephew, the novice Sumana, back to India to request some relics of his
grandfather Asoka. Sumana manages to get from Asoka the Buddha’s
begging bowl filled with bodily relics (sariradhatu), and he takes these to
Sri Lanka, where they are temporarily enshrined at Cetiyagiri (Mount
Missaka) (Mhv., 134 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 117; Dpv., 79–80 = Eng.
trans., Oldenberg 1982:186; Thup., 197 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1971: 65; VinA., 74 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1962: 74). In due time,
Devanampiya Tissa arranges for these relics to be distributed throughout
the island and enshrined in the same places as the thirty-two bodhi-tree
saplings.13

The Thupavamsa tells the same story in a short chapter entitled “The
Account of the [building] of stupas at every league” [Yojanathupakatha],
which immediately follows the account of the arrival of the bodhi tree.
Here, we are informed that

King Devanampiya Tissa had the relics which filled the bowl that the Bud-
dha had used for his meals and which were deposited at Cetiyagiri brought,
and he had them enshrined in stupas he had built throughout the island of
Sri Lanka, at distances of one league from each other. But the Buddha’s bowl
he kept in the royal palace where he paid homage to it. (Thup., 204–5 = Eng.
trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 74)14

As the source (i.e., the container) of the other relics, the bowl remains in
the capital while its contents (the relics) are spread out to the provinces,
just as the main bodhi tree takes root also in the capital, while its off-
shoots are transplanted in the provinces. In this way, the Asokan man-
dalaic pattern of relic distribution on Jambudvipa is replicated locally in
Sri Lanka.

There is a difference, however, between the bodhi tree saplings and the
relics. Thus far, the various distributions of relics that we have encoun-
tered (by Drona to the eight kings at the time of the parinirvana, by
Asoka in the construction of the 84,000 stupas, and here by De-
vanampiya Tissa in the establishment of stupas at every league) have all
been brought about by a process of division, an apportionment of relics,
carried out by men. In the case of the spread of the bodhi tree, the process
is one of growth and multiplication, made possible, perhaps not insignif-
icantly, by a woman, Sanghamitta. To be sure, the southern branch of the
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13 As we shall see, on his way back to the island, Sumana also stops off in Indra’s heaven,
where he also acquires the collarbone relic of the Buddha.
14 On the almsbowl of the Buddha, see chapters 7 and 8. As we shall see, the bowl, along
with the tooth, becomes an important symbol of royal sovereignty.



original bodhi tree at Bodhgaya is cut (or rather, it cuts itself) off from its
parent root, but thereafter it does nothing but grow, give off new shoots,
and produce new fruit. And it is these offshoots that are planted through-
out the island. A number of other traditions take up this theme of multi-
plication and proliferation. Thus, according to a text known as the
Cullabodhivamsa, not only were there 8 + 32 bodhi tree seedlings grown
from the first five fruits of the Anuradhapura bodhi tree, but, in addition,
at least thirty-two other bodhi plants, sprung from the roots of the origi-
nal tree at Bodhgaya, were brought to Sri Lanka at various times by var-
ious kings and arhats and were planted in different locations throughout
the island. Morever, over a dozen others were planted from seedlings
taken from the bodhi tree planted by Ananda at the Jetavana monastery
(discussed earlier). In this way, virtually every important bodhi tree on
the island was given a pedigree and traced back to the original (see Prag-
nasara 1994: 181–82).15

I would suggest that we have here an important new metaphor for the
spread of relics in Buddha lands: one which emphasizes reproduction and
spread and descent (i.e., lineage) over division and controlled distribu-
tion. This metaphor makes perfect sense in the case of the bodhi tree,
which, though a relic, reproduces itself like a plant. But it was applied
also to bodily relics of the Buddha, which, in parts of Southeast and East
Asia, were seen as able miraculously to reproduce themselves, to multiply
prolifically.16

The Collarbone Relic and Its Enshrinement in the Thūpārāma

The second relic that is the subject of one of the Buddha’s deathbed reso-
lutions is his right collarbone (Pali: dakkhina-akkhaka), which, like the
southern branch (dakkhina-sakha) of the bodhi tree, was predestined for
Sri Lanka.17 The saga of this relic is connected to the story of the arhat
Sumana touched on earlier. It will be remembered that Sumana, sent by
his uncle Mahinda to India to get relics, brings back from Asoka the Bud-
dha’s bowl filled with relics of the Blessed One. On his way back to Sri
Lanka, however, still acting under Mahinda’s instructions, Sumana also
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15 This proliferation was not limited to Sri Lanka. For instance, in 1817, a delegation of
Thai monks took six cuttings from the Anuradhapura bodhi tree back with them to Ayut-
thya. See Lingat 1930: 12.
16 For example, the tooth relic brought to Myanmar by Gavampati, which, like the bodhi
tree, was “predestined” by the Buddha (for enshrinement in the Mon city of Thaton), pro-
ceeds to clone itself into thirty-two separate teeth, the original to be kept in the capital and
the others in the thirty-two provinces of the kingdom. See Shorto 1970: 16–17 and 1963.
17 This relic should not be confused with the Buddha’s neckbone (Pali: givatthi), which the
elder Sarabhu took from the Buddha’s funeral pyre directly to Sri Lanka, where it was



stops off in the Trayastrimsa Heaven, and there he makes another request
for the sake of his adopted homeland. Addressing the god Indra, he asks
him why he has remained so indifferent to the fate of Sri Lanka, which he
has vowed to protect. Indra, a little taken aback perhaps, replies that he
cares greatly for Sri Lanka and asks in what way can he help. Sumana
tells him, “You have in your possession two relics, the right eye-tooth and
the right collar-bone [of the Buddha]. Of these, continue to honor the
right eye-tooth, but give me the collar-bone” (Jayawickrama 1971: 65;
text in Thup., 197–98).18 Indra, like Asoka before him, readily complies
with this request and gives up the relic, which Sumana then takes back to
Sri Lanka and hands over to the elder Mahinda.

We are not told how Indra acquired this collarbone relic in the first
place, but we already know how he got the right eyetooth which, along
with it, was kept in the Culamani stupa in his heaven.19 He stole it from
the brahmin Drona, who had concealed it at the time of his distribution
of the relics, intending to keep it for himself. According to Buddhaghosa’s
Commentary on the Digha Nikaya, when Drona showed the relics to the
assembled kings, they became distracted, lamenting the passing of the
Blessed One and the destruction of his body. Knowing them to be thus
preoccupied, Drona seized the opportunity to take the right tooth relic of
the Buddha and hide it in his turban. Indra, however, peering down from
on high, could see what he had done, and “thinking ‘this brahmin is not
able to honor this tooth in a suitable way, I should therefore take it,’ he
removed it from inside [Drona’s] turban, put it in a golden urn, took it to
heaven, and enshrined it in the Culamani-cetiya” (DA., 2:609).20

There is no suggestion that the collarbone of the Buddha was likewise
stolen by Indra, but there is some doubt, in the story, as to its authentic-
ity. When it is first taken to the capital by Mahinda, King Devanampiya
Tissa, in fact, decides to test it, something he does with no other relic.
“If,” he declares, “this is truly the relic of the Sage, let my royal umbrella
bow down of its own accord, let my elephant get down on its knees, and
let this reliquary, together with its relics, descend upon my head” (Mhv.,
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enshrined in the Mahiyangana stupa. See Thup., 210 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971:
80; and Mhv., 6, where Geiger (1912: 5) wrongly translates givatthi as “collar-bone.” Ac-
cording to a Thai inscription, this neckbone as well as a hair relic (or magically produced
duplicates) were taken from Mahiyangana to Sukhothai in the early fourteenth century. See
Griswold and Prasert 1972: 72 and 127n. A Laotian tradition asserts its presence at Wat
Muang Sing in Northern Laos. See Lafont 1957: 47.
18 See also Mhv., 134–35 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 117); VinA., 84 = Eng. trans., Jaya-
wickrama 1962: 75). On the right eyetooth in Indra’s possession, see chapter 7.
19 The same stupa also enshrined the hair that the bodhisattva cut at the time of his great
departure. See chapter 2.
20 For a study of this passage and its elaboration in the Dhatuvamsa, in which Drona is ac-
cused of further thefts, see Trainor 1997: 123, 132.



135 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 118; see also Thup., 198 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1971: 66). All this immediately comes to pass, and the
king is thus assured of the genuineness of the relic. There then follows the
account of its enshrinement in the Thuparama. At Mahinda’s recommen-
dation, Devanampiya Tissa places the reliquary urn on top of the ele-
phant, and it sets off with it until the animal finally stops at the place of
the future stupa.21 This, we are told, happens also to be the forgotten site
(overgrown with bushes and thorns) wherein were deposited the water
pot, the monastic belt, and the bathing cloth of the previous buddhas
Kakusandha, Konagamana, and Kassapa, respectively.22 The king’s men
have the site cleared and then attempt to take the collarbone relic down
from the elephant, but the elephant will not allow it to be removed and
put down at a place lower than himself.23 The people therefore gather
lumps of clay from the dry bed of a nearby tank (the country was suffer-
ing from a drought), and use the clay to make bricks, which they pile up
to the height of the elephant. This allows them to take the relic from the
elephant without lowering it. At the same time, it marks the start of the
construction of the great stupa. When the time comes for the enshrine-
ment of the collarbone in the stupa, the relic rises up into the air and
manifests the miracle of double appearances that the Buddha had pre-
dicted it would. This involves the relic not only emitting flames but also
showering down sprays of water that fall as rain all over the island,
thereby solving the drought. Finally, the king and all his retinue pay great
homage to the relic and deposit it in the stupa, and the story ends with a
verse: “Thus the Lord of the world, even though he has gone to parinir-
vana, works in various ways for the benefit and happiness of humankind.
How much more would he do so when alive?” (Thup., 198–200 = Eng.
trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 66–68. See also Mhv., 135–38 = Eng. trans.,
Geiger 1912: 118–20; and VinA., 85–90 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1962: 75–80).

It is interesting to contrast this tale with the account of the transplant-
ing of the bodhi tree given above. As we have seen in the case of the tree
of awakening, what is emphasized is pedigree and descent. The bodhi
trees throughout Sri Lanka stem from the bodhi tree at Anuradhapura,
which stems from the bodhi tree at Bodhgaya, which represents the
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21 For a discussion of the route taken by the elephant, complete with maps, see Masefield
1994–95, 2:677–79.
22 This detail, found in the Thup., appears also in Ext.Mhv., 147, and in Mbv., 142. See also
Mhv., 118, 121, 124 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 104, 106, 108. Dpv., 89 = Eng. trans., Old-
enberg [1879] 1982: 196 pairs these relics with the drona of bodily relics enshrined in the
Mahathupa, which is discussed later.
23 A relief in the Mathura museum showing an elephant with, over its back, the inscrip-
tion “the collarbone relic of the Lord” may be a depiction of this scene. See Konow [1929]
1991: 45.



Buddha. The transmission of embodiment is by virtue of lineage, and the
transportation of the relics is generally by ordinary means. Although the
severing of the southern branch of the bodhi tree is not unaccompanied
by miracles, the account of its transplantation is horticultural in tone and
is accomplished by humans. So too is its transport to Sri Lanka: the bodhi
branch, in its pot, does not fly through the air, but must be shipped down
the Ganges, carried aboard a vessel, disembarked in Northern Sri Lanka,
and taken by cart to the capital.

In sharp contrast to this is the story of the collarbone relic, which, we
are not told how, has made its way to a divine abode, Indra’s heaven. Its
transmission to Sri Lanka is accomplished in an instant, by an arhat who
demands it of Indra, and who then flies with it through the air. Its en-
shrinement in the Thuparama is likewise accompanied by miraculous dis-
plays, this time occasioned by the relic itself. Here the emphasis is not on
lineage but on the supernatural. This is a distinction to which I will re-
turn more fully in chapter 7.

Dut.t.hagāman. ī, the Rāmagrāma Relics, and the Mahāthūpa

Mention has already been made of the share of buddha relics that ended
up in the hands of the nagas at Ramagrama. As we have seen in chapter
5, in the Mahavamsa, when Asoka considers getting these relics from the
nagas, he refrains from doing so because some arhats tell him that they
are, in fact, destined for later enshrinement in Sri Lanka by the future
king Dutthagamani. The text also indicates that this was asserted by the
Buddha himself, who, on his deathbed, is quoted as declaring, “Of the
eight dronas of my bodily relics, one will be venerated first by the Koliyas
of Ramagrama . . . and then in the kingdom of the nagas, until at last it
shall come to be enshrined in the Great Stupa on the island of Sri Lanka”
(Mhv., 246 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 210). It comes as no surprise then,
that an event involving these same relics (that they would take on the
form of the Buddha and manifest the Twin Miracle) should have been the
subject of the last of the Buddha’s deathbed resolutions (adhisthana).

The whole first part of the rather chauvinist saga of Dutthagamani-
Abhaya (who ruled Sri Lanka in the first century b.c.e.) cannot be exam-
ined here. The story of his father, Kakavannatissa, who enshrined the
forehead bone and a hair relic of the Buddha at Seruwila (see chapter 3),
and who married Viharamahadevi; the birth of their two sons, Gamani
and Saddhatissa, in Rohana in the southern part of the island; Gamani’s
conflict with his father and his exile to the central highlands for twelve
years; his conflict with his brother and acquisition of the throne; his rally-
ing of “Sinhalese” forces and recapture of the “Tamil” dominated North
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for the glory of the Buddhist Order; his going into battle with a buddha
relic in the lance that served as his standard; his defeat of the “foreign”
King Elara; and his reunification of the island—all have become the sub-
ject of myth and oral tradition, and are treated extensively in the Ma-
havamsa and other sources (see Mhv., chs. 22–25).24

My main concern here will be Dutthagamani’s building of the Ma-
hathupa (Great Stupa) in Anuradhapura, and his enshrining of the Ram-
agrama relics therein.25 These events form the chief focus of the
Thupavamsa, which devotes its last chapters to an account of the con-
struction of the stupa, the decoration of its relic chamber, the obtaining
and enshrining of the relics, and the closing up of the stupa and death of
Dutthagamani (Thup., chs. 12–16 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971:
95–144. See also Mhv., chs. 28–32 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 187–227).
Taken together, these form a remarkable account of the ritual building of
a stupa and enshrining of relics, which is worth examining in some detail.

The Building of the Stupa

The story begins with a reminder of the predestined nature of the enter-
prise. Dutthagamani passes by a stone pillar that had been set up by his
ancestor, Devanampiya Tissa, with an inscription to the effect that his de-
scendent would in the future build a great stupa in this place (Thup., 219,
201 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 95, 73; see also Mhv., 219 = Eng.
trans., Geiger 1912: 187; Berkwitz 2001: 162). Inspired by this, Dut-
thagamani decides to undertake the project. He reflects, however, that
during his war with the Tamils, he already levied high taxes on the
people, and worries about further impositions on them. The solution that
presents itself is one of divine intervention. Indra, realizing the king’s
need for bricks, asks the divine architect, Visvakarman, to go and create
bricks on the bank of a river about a league from the city, in a northerly
direction. The next day, the bricks are discovered by a hunter, who be-
stows them upon the king. Simultaneously, other building materials
miraculously appear and are made available. They each come from vil-
lages or areas located at varying distances in the cardinal and intermedi-
ate directions: gold nuggets from the northeast, copper from the east,
various kinds of precious stones from the southeast, silver from the
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south, pearls from the west, and four large gems from the northwest.26 In
this way, the gathering of materials for the construction of the great stupa
involves an initial circumambulation of the site, not to mention the es-
tablishment of a tributary relationship between the periphery and the cen-
ter (Thup., 219–21 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 95–99; see also
Mhv., 219–24 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 187–90).

With the materials amassed, the building of the stupa can begin. First,
the king’s men lay a foundation of crushed stone, pounded down by ele-
phants. Then various layers of clay, rocks, and metal are put down to es-
tablish a base. Then, on an auspicious day, comes the time for the placing
of the first ceremonial brick. This is an occasion for a great festival to
which the entire order of monks and the whole population of the city are
invited. Barbers and bath attendants are stationed at the entrances to the
site so that the people coming can freshly shave and wash. Food, colorful
garments, flowers, and perfumes are also provided, free of charge. The
king himself, wearing all of his regalia, arrives at the site surrounded by
forty thousand men and hosts of beautiful dancing women playing di-
verse instruments.

With its ceremonial laying out of bricks, the occasion, as we shall see,
is marked not only by the construction and consecration of a brahmani-
cal sacrificial altar, but also by Buddhist references. Great offerings of
cloth for monastic robes and foodstuffs for the samgha are prepared and
set forth, and soon thousands of monks begin to arrive, not only from the
capital and from Sri Lanka, but from famous Buddhist sites in India and
beyond. In the Thupavamsa (see Jayawickrama 1971: 102), no fewer
than fourteen great elders with a total entourage of 1,456,000 monks
gather for the occasion, arriving from such foreign places as Rajagrha,
the Jetavana, Pataliputra, Bodhgaya, Gandhara, Pallava (Persia?), Al-
lasanda in the Yonaka kingdom (i.e., one of several possible “Alexan-
drias” located in what is today Afghanistan), and Mount Kailasa. This,
then, is to be a “world assembly” of Buddhists from all over, intended in
part to establish Sri Lanka as a new international center of the faith.

In the very middle of this great assembly, Dutthagamani takes his
place, surrounded by four great arhats who bear significant symbolic
names: Buddharakkhita to the east, Dhammarakkhita to the south, Sang-
harakkhita to the west, and Ananda to the north. The first three names,
of course, recall the Triple Gem of Buddhism, the Buddha, Dharma, and
Samgha, while the last is the name of the Buddha’s chief attendant and fa-
vorite disciple. Ananda’s positioning on the northern side, moreover, re-
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calls his place at the Buddha’s deathbed in Kusinagari. This is significant
for, as we shall see, the Buddha’s relics in the Mahathupa will be layed out
in “parinirvana mode,” that is, in the shape of the Buddha lying on his
right side with his head to the north, just as he lay at the time of his death.

The main part of the initial ritual consists in tracing the circumference
of the stupa that is to be built on the prepared site and then laying the
first eight ceremonial golden bricks. Perfumed clay and mortar are pre-
pared by two senior monks and eight young officials, all named Sup-
patitthita (“Well-Established”), set the eight bricks in the eight directions.
These are followed by eight silver bricks. Once these rituals are over, an
elder named Piyadassi preaches a sermon, as a result of which forty thou-
sand laypersons, eighteen thousand monks, and fourteen thousand nuns
attain arhatship (Thup., 222–26 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 100–
106; Mhv., 225–32 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 191–97).

The time for the real, actual construction has come, and Dutthagamani
now finds himself trying to hire a good contractor. He interviews several
builders but rejects them all on the grounds that they propose using too
much dirt and this will result in weeds and trees growing on the stupa.
Finally, he finds a person who states he will pound, sift, and grind the lit-
tle earth he plans to use in such a way that no weeds will ever grow. Dut-
thagamani then asks him what shape he will give to the stupa, and he
replies by splashing some water in a bowl so as to make a perfect bubble:
that will be the shape of the monument. Dutthagamani agrees to this and
arranges payment for the builder. He also sets up great reserves of cash,
garments, ornaments, foodstuffs, etc., to pay the manual labor who will
do the actual building. Both householders and monastics will participate
in the work, but all, Dutthagamani insists, must be duly compensated for
their participation. This is not a just a matter of generosity and unwill-
ingness to oppress the people; it is also that he, the king, wants to reap all
of the merit from the enterprise.27 Thus, when a couple of monks try to
sneak in donations of their own (the one a handful of clay that he spe-
cially prepared to make it look like the clay at the worksite, the other a
brick made to resemble the bricks brought to the site by the gods), their
subterfuges are unmasked by the ever-vigilant master builder, who coun-
tertricks them into accepting lavish gifts, which he then reveals as being
payment for their attempted donations (Thup., 227–30 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1971: 107–12).
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The Making of the Relic Chamber

Eventually, with the advance of construction, it is time to make the relic
chamber. For this, two novices who are arhats are asked to bring, from
the northern continent of Uttarakuru, six golden-colored stone slabs,
each one measuring forty-by-forty meters.28 The chamber is to be a per-
fect cube in the midst of the stupa. One slab will serve as the floor, one as
the lid, and the other four as the walls. There then follows an elaborate
description of the decoration of the relic chamber, which, like the stupa
in general, has both narrative and spatial aspects to it. In the very center
is set up a silver replica of the great bodhi tree at Bodhgaya, perfect in
every detail, about twenty meters in height, with leaves and fruits made
of various kinds of gems and precious materials. It is overhung by a
canopy of priceless cloth festooned with pearls and adorned with golden
bells, and it is surrounded by an enclosure-railing made of seven precious
things. Under the tree is set a solid gold image of the Buddha, with nails
of crystal, lips, palms and soles of coral, and hair of blue sapphire. All
around are set up representations of various biographical events that
took place in Bodhgaya: the attack of Mara and his hordes, and various
incidents during the seven weeks following his enlightenment, including
the contemplation of the bodhi tree with unblinking eyes, the walking
back and forth in meditation, the sitting under the hood of the naga Mu-
cilinda, the receipt of food from the merchants Trapusa and Bhallika, and
the decision to preach the Dharma.29

The decorations of the great stupa, however, are not limited to the time
of the Buddha’s awakening. They go on to depict subsequent life story
scenes, including the Buddha’s first sermon, the ordination of Yasa and
his friends, the conversion of the three Kasyapa brothers, the visit of King
Bimbisara, the acceptance of the Venuvana monastery, the return home
to Kapilavastu, the ordination of Rahula, of Nanda, and of the rest of the
Sakyas, the acceptance of the Jetavana monastery, the Twin Miracle at
Sravasti, the Buddha’s preaching of the Abhidharma to his mother in the
Trayastrimsa heaven, the descent from that heaven at Samkasya, the
preaching of a whole series of sermons, the decision to give up his life,
the last meal at Cunda’s house, the passing away into parinirvana, the
lamentations of the deities, the worship of his feet by Mahakasyapa, the
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cremation of his body, and the division of the relics by Drona (Thup.,
233–34 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 115–16; see also Mhv., 239–
42 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 203–6).

But this visual biographical narrative does not stop here. Interestingly,
it now circles back to the beginning, for, we are told, Dutthagamani then
has put into the relic chamber depictions of all of the jataka stories, in-
cluding detailed representations of scenes from the Visvantara story.
Then there are scenes showing his life in Tusita heaven, his descent into
his mother’s womb, his birth in Lumbini, the seven steps he took after
birth, the prediction of the soothsayer, the first meditation under the rose
apple tree, his marriage to Yasodhara, the birth of Rahula, his seeing the
three signs of the old, diseased, and dead persons, his revulsive experi-
ence in the harem, his great departure from Kapilavastu, his cutting his
hair, his encounter with King Bimbisara, his partaking of the milkrice of-
fered him by Sujata, and his arrival at the seat of enlightenment under the
bodhi tree in Bodhgaya (Thup., 234–35 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama
1971: 116–18).30

Donald Swearer (forthcoming: ch. 8), in his study of the consecration
of buddha images in Northern Thailand, has shown how the ritual,
though it involves a recalling of the whole life story of the Buddha, ends
up centering on his awakening, that is, on the event that makes the bod-
hisattva into the Buddha. Much the same thing seems to be going on in
the decoration of this relic chamber, which centers on the event of the
Buddha’s enlightenment, but presents it in a biographical context, as the
starting and ending point for a life-story narration that moves forward to
the parinirvana and then circles back to the past lives and the birth. I
shall return to the importance of this later, in the conclusion to this chap-
ter. For now, suffice it to say that, using both statues and paintings, Dut-
thagamani makes what I have called a “biorama” of the Buddha,
depicting inside the stupa his entire life story.

The depictions in the relic chamber, however, are not purely biograph-
ical. They are also devotional, for, in addition to representations recalling
the life of Sakyamuni, there are included in the stupa statues of differents
deities who, as we shall see, attend the festival of the final enshrinement
of the relics in the stupa, and are depicted as permanently protecting and
paying homage to the relics: the four guardian lords of the four directions
bearing swords, the thirty-two deities bearing flower offerings, the thirty-
two divine maidens bearing lighted torches, the twenty-eight yaksa-
generals, and hosts of other gods, goddesses, and godlings, shown with
clasped hands, dancing, playing musical instruments, waving garments,
and proffering such things as golden water-pots, mirrors, flowering
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branches, representations of the sun and the moon, lotus blossoms, para-
sols, etc. (Thup., 235 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 118–19). So
many things and figures, in fact, are placed in the relic chamber that later
on doubts are said to arise as to whether there was room enough inside
for all of them, and it has to be explained that their placement, without
crowding, is made possible only through the combination of the won-
drous powers of the king, the gods, and the arhats (Thup., 237–38 = Eng.
trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 122–23).

The Acquisition and Enshrining of the Relics

One thing, however, is missing in all these preparations: the relics! In-
deed, rather strikingly, the whole construction of the Mahathupa and the
elaborate decoration of the relic chamber take place without Dutthaga-
mani having yet obtained the relics he wishes to enshrine therein. Paul
Mus (1935, 2: 210–11) has remarked that this is a general feature of such
stories, going so far as to say, “Stupas were not built for relics; relics were
only added (and sometimes not added at all) to stupas after they were
built.”31 This, of course, is a bit of an exaggeration. We have already seen
that the Thuparama was built by Devanampiya Tissa for the Buddha’s
collarbone when it had already been brought to the island. But the “stupa
first, relics later” pattern was not unusual. An extreme example may be
found in the story Xuanzang tells of a stupa built by a minister named
Rahula in Kapisi, in present day Afghanistan. After finishing the monu-
ment, Rahula had a dream in which he was told that his stupa had no
relic, but that on the morrow, a man would offer one to the king, and he
should obtain it and enshrine it. Accordingly, Rahula received from the
king a promise that he could have the first thing brought the next day to
the palace as tribute. This turned out to be a buddha relic. Fearing, how-
ever, that the king would renege on his promise and not let him keep it,
Rahula hurried with the relic to the stupa, intending to enshrine it as
soon as possible. The king’s men, realizing his intention, moved to stop
him. As they were about to intercede, however, a great crevice all of a
sudden opened miraculously in the cupola of the stupa. Rushing in,
Rahula quickly deposited the relic inside. In his haste to get out, however,
he caught the hem of his garment on the stones inside the chamber and
was immured within as the crevice closed up again just before the arrival
of the king’s men. Ever since, Xuanzang adds, a black aromatic oil has
oozed out from a crack in the stupa’s cupola.32
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In the story of Dutthagamani’s Mahathupa, the arrival of the relics is
more anticipated. Though the relic chamber is completed in their ab-
sence, there is every expectation that they will be delivered, and they are
thought of as crucial to the completion of the monument. In this light,
their arrival and enshrinement in the prepared chamber may be seen as
what will consecrate the stupa, what will make this biorama “come alive”
in much the same way as the opening of the eyes of a buddha image
changes it, in the words of Robert Knox (1958: 155), from “a lump of or-
dinary metal” into “a god.”33

Dutthagamani is very clear that the responsibility for obtaining relics
for his stupa lies not with him but with the samgha, so, when construc-
tion of the relic chamber is complete, he goes to the monks and tells them
that it is time for them to fetch the relics, since he intends to enshrine
them the very next day. Fortunately, the elders know that the Ramagrama
relics in question are now in the kingdom of the nagas, and need only be
fetched by someone with supernatural powers. Accordingly, they depu-
tize a sixteen-year-old novice named Sonuttara, who is endowed with
such powers, to go and get them (Mhv., 245–46 = Eng. trans., Geiger
1912: 209–10).

Sonuttara, in fact, is so quick that he can afford to take his time. He
waits until he hears the sound of the music indicating that the enshrine-
ment festivities are about to begin, before entering into the fourth level of
trance and diving down to the palace of the naga king Mahakala. In no
uncertain terms, he announces that he has come for the relics that have
been predestined for enshrinement in the Mahathupa. Mahakala, how-
ever, is loath to give up the relics, for he hopes that by honoring them he
will be able to be reborn in heaven. Accordingly, he tells his nephew, the
naga Vasuladatta, to hide them. Vasuladatta does this by swallowing the
whole reliquary urn and going off to the foot of Mount Meru. Mahakala
then tells Sonuttara that he can have the relics if he can find them, think-
ing that the novice’s powers will not be up to the task. He is sadly mis-
taken, however. Granted this permission, Sonuttara wastes no time; he
stretches out his arm, making it very long and slender, and reaches down
into Vasuladatta’s stomach and removes the relics. He then absconds
with them back to Sri Lanka before the nagas completely catch on to the
fact that they have been bested (Thup., 241–44 = Eng. trans., Jayawick-
rama 1971: 127–31; Mhv., 249–52 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 212–15).

This, of course, is much the same story as the Dhatuvamsa tale, con-
sidered in chapter three, about the elder Siva who retrieves the hair relics
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of the Buddha from the belly of the naga Jayasena. Kevin Trainor (1997:
117ff., and 1992) has studied both of these stories in the context of a dis-
cussion of the “theft of presence” that accompanies the “stealing” of
relics. But clearly there are other things going on as well. As Trainor
(1997: 133–34) himself affirms, the cases of Sonuttara and Siva are
rather different from the more selfish case of Drona’s theft of a relic, dis-
cussed previously, or, for that matter, from the case of Indra, who takes
the tooth from Drona. Moreover, the fact that, in the text, Mahakala—
three times—gives Sonuttara permission to take the relics if he can find
them would seem to be an important mitigating factor, pointing to the re-
alization that what we have here is not really theft so much as legitimate
appropriation of a relic that needed to pass through an intermediary.

We shall encounter again, in the next chapter, a similar case of a tooth
relic being recaptured from some nagas who want to worship it, but it
may be good to pause here to consider some of the implications of this
legendary motif. Historians of religions might, when interpreting such
stories, see them as initiatory scenarios, rites of passage involving a jour-
ney into the deep, or into the belly of the monster, a “return” to watery,
dark, chaos, followed by a reemergence into light, structure, and order
(see Eliade 1958: 35ff.). In the particular Buddhist context at hand, this
notion of passage and rebirth may still be there, but the nagas themselves
are more specifically symbolic of a number of other things.

First of all, as has already been mentioned, candidates for ordination,
in the Theravada Buddhist tradition at least, are called nagas, an appel-
lation that is meant to denote their liminal status. No potential monk can
become ordained without becoming a naga first, but anyone becoming a
monk ceases to be a naga, since nagas are not allowed in the samgha. In-
deed the reason candidates for ordination are called nagas is in memory
of an actual serpent (naga) who changed himself into human form and
became a monk under false pretenses, but then was excommunicated by
the Buddha when his true identity was discovered.34 The naga state is
thus something that needs to be abandoned, but it is also something that
needs to be passed through on the way to its abandonment. The same
may perhaps be said of relics, for which enshrinement in a stupa may be
a kind of ordination.35 No relic can become enshrined without undergo-
ing a “rite of passage,” symbolized here by “passing through” or at least
being in the possession of nagas.

In this light, it should also be pointed out that though nagas are great
merit-makers (and so accumulators and hoarders of wealth), they cannot
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attain enlightenment. Sonuttara points this out in his encounter with Ma-
hakala. The latter tries to argue that the relics would be better off left in
the naga world, where far greater offerings can be made to them than any
that could be given in Sri Lanka. Sonuttara, however, replies that buddhas
esteem the dharma far more than they do material wealth and the relics
should be enshrined in a place where beings can achieve enlightenment
(Thup., 243 = Eng. trans., Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 129). The im-
plication here seems to be that relics—like buddhas—are not only recipi-
ents of donations, and so facilitators of merit, but also active propagators
of the dharma. What this means, of course, is that the passage of relics
through nagas to the world of humans is also a symbolic passage from re-
ligious action solely oriented toward merit-making and improving one’s
karma to religious action also aimed at dharmic realization.

Thirdly, however, nagas also represent indigenous forces, chthonic and
aquatic spirits who are specifically connected with fertility of the land and
rainfall.36 Buddhism’s ambiguous relationship to such indigenous serpent
spirits is well known (see Bloss 1973; Rawlinson 1986). Nagas (as well as
yaksas, nats, phis, devatas, etc.) must be tamed, must be converted to Bud-
dhism and so must leave behind their baser nature; yet their cults must also
be absorbed into the Buddhist context, and their power needs to be har-
nessed and used. In fact, relics can become a focal point for this process.
Thus, as we shall see in chapter 7, the tooth relic, having passed through
and bested nagas on the way to Sri Lanka, becomes important in part for
its naga-like powers, its rain-making function and its ability to act as a
guarantor of prosperity and fertility of the land.37 More immediately, it is
significant here that the nagas, having been bested by Sonuttara, do not de-
finitively lose all of the relics taken from them. When they realize what has
happened they first of all mourn their loss, but then, grief-stricken, they go
to the samgha and complain that, bereft of relics, they no longer have any
means of making merit. Taking compassion on them, the monks agree to
let them have a token portion of the relics back and, happy, they go back
to their abode. Indeed, the naga king, Mahakala, apparently bearing no
grudge, later returns to Anuradhapura for the enshrinement celebration
(Thup., 243 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 130–31).38

That enshrinement is attended by hosts of deities, along with monks
and laypersons. The relics are placed in an urn and set on a golden throne
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crafted by the divine artificer, Visvakarman, and brought by Indra.
Brahma, invisible, holds an umbrella of divine sovereignty over them,
and Dutthagamani likewise offers his own umbrella of state to the relics,
thus conferring his kingship on them. The arhat Indagutta creates a
metal canopy over the whole universe to ward off any interferences by
Mara,39 and the assembly of monks chants the whole of the sutra pitaka.
When it comes time for the actual enshrinement of the relics, Dutthaga-
mani, carrying the reliquary urn on his head, circumambulates the stupa
and then descends into the relic chamber, together with the company of
monks. As he is about to remove the urn from his head and place it on
the magnificent throne prepared for it, the urn itself rises up into the air,
opens, and the relics come out of their own accord. Ascending further
into the air, they take on the shape of the Buddha’s body, complete with
its thirty-two major and eighty minor marks of the great man, and, in
this form, they display once again the Twin Miracle that the Buddha put
on at Sravasti, thereby fulfilling the fifth of the Buddha’s deathbed reso-
lutions.

Seeing this, no fewer than one hundred and twenty million gods and
humans attain arhatship and countless others the first three fruits of the
path. Then, after displaying other miracles, the relics once again enter the
urn and descend upon the king’s head. The king holds the urn in his hands,
and, opening it, takes out the relics, and determines that if they are to re-
main undisturbed and a refuge to humans forever, they will assume the
shape of the Buddha in parinirvana and come to rest on the jeweled couch
prepared for them. It is, finally, in this shape—that of the Blessed One
lying on his right side, stretched out with his head to the north—that the
relics are permanently enshrined. The relic chamber is then closed up
by two novices, Uttara and Sumana, who put the forty-by-forty-meter
cover-slab in place and seal it, while the arhats in the assembly make a
final resolution that the perfumes inside the relic chamber shall never dis-
sipate, that the garlands therein shall never wither, that the lamps shall
never go out, and that the relic chamber itself shall never be broken into
by thieves (Thup., 247 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 135).

It is instructive to compare this scene with that of the enshrinement of
the relics by Mahakasyapa in the underground stupa built by King
Ajatasatru. There the relics, in a private, secret ceremony, were placed in-
side the golden image of the horse Kanthaka, and the flowers and lamps
and other devotional offerings were timed to last only until the moment
when Asoka should break into the stupa, and bring forth the relics, an act
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which, it will be recalled, repeated the Buddha’s great departure. Here, in
the case of the Mahathupa, a different biographical episode is remem-
bered: In a public ceremony attended by millions, the relics are layed out
in the shape of the Buddha in parinirvana, after his whole life, and espe-
cially his awakening, has been recalled by the biorama built all around.
And from this stupa, there will be no emergence or new departure; the
relic chamber is sealed permanently, and the flowers, lamps, and devo-
tional offerings, meant to last forever, are frozen in timelessness. This is a
stupa that apparently recalls the presence not of the living but of the
dying Buddha.

The Death of Dutthagamani and Burial Ad Sanctos

With the closing of the relic chamber, work promptly resumes on finish-
ing the construction of the Mahathupa’s dome and spire. Just as
promptly, however, Dutthagamani falls deathly ill, and royal authority is
turned over to his younger brother and heir, Tissa. Knowing that the king
will die before the stupa can be completed, Tissa arranges for a visual
subterfuge: He has a mantle of great sheets of white cloth made and
painted to resemble the top of the dome of the stupa, mounting there-
upon a spire of wicker and bamboo, the whole decorated to look like the
real thing. He then declares to the king that work on the stupa is finished.
Dutthagamani asks to see it and circumambulates it, carried on his litter.
Then, lying in front of the stupa, contemplating it, he summons an old
companion, the elder Theraputtabhaya, who had been by his side
through twenty-eight major battles and who now comforts him with the
words of the Buddha that all things are subject to dissolution. The king
then has the record of his good deeds that are inscribed in his “book of
merit” (puññapothaka) read out to him,40 and, rejoicing in his heart at all
he has managed to accomplish, he tells his friend that for twenty-four
years he has served the order of monks and would now have his body
serve it one more time: his wish is to be cremated within sight of the Ma-
hathupa on the consecrated terrace (malaka) reserved for ritual acts
(Thup., 248–52 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 136–42; Mhv., 257–
63 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 220–25). The implication seems to be that
his body is to become a lamp offering to the relics, an act reminiscent of
Asoka’s autocremation at his own great stupa in Pataliputra.

At this point, the end is near. The assembled monks begin to chant the
dharma, and gods from various heavenly abodes swing down in chariots
from the sky, invisible to all but the king, each imploring him to choose
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their heaven. Dutthagamani, uncertain what to tell them, asks the monks
which heaven is the most beautiful, and the elder Theraputtabhaya tells
him “Tusita heaven,” which is what he chooses.41 Then, lying there, gaz-
ing at the Mahathupa, he finally passes away, and his wish comes true: he
is instantly reborn in one of the heavenly chariots, which takes him
straight to Tusita after circumambulating the stupa three times. His body
is then taken and cremated as he wished, in the very shadow of the stupa,
at a place that comes to be known as the “King’s terrace” (Thup., 253 =
Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 143).

No mention is made of any relics of Dutthagamani, and indeed, given
his status as king, his rebirth in heaven, and his lack of enlightenment,
one would not necessarily expect him to have any. Nor are we told what
happens to the remains of his cremated body (bits of charred bone and
ashes), but it is logical to assume they were kept in or near the Ma-
hathupa, which meant so much to him. Indeed, there existed in Bud-
dhism a custom of collecting what remained of the dead after cremation,
placing that in a small urn or stupa and disposing of it at a stupa site
made holy by the relics of the Buddha or some other saint.

This pattern has been likened by Gregory Schopen (1987, 1994a, and
1996) to the “burial ad sanctos” tradition commonly found in Western me-
dieval cathedrals (see Ariès 1981: 32–40; Duval 1988). Like their Western
counterparts (and like their Indian megalithic predecessors—see Schopen
1995), Buddhists developed cemeteries in which the ashes and bones of
the more-or-less ordinary dead were placed in small stupas clustered
around or in the vicinity of more major ones containing the relics of the
special dead.42 The pattern at one representative Indian site (Bodhgaya)
was described long ago by Monier-Williams ([1889] 1964: 396–97):

Another remarkable characteristic of this spot [Bodhgaya] is that it was con-
verted into a kind of Buddhist Necropolis, teeming with the remains of gen-
erations of the Buddha’s adherents contained in relic-receptacles called
Stupas, some of which have been brought to light, while countless others
still remain to be unearthed.

The fact was that immense numbers of pilgrims from all parts of India
and the outlying countries once thronged in crowds to Buddha-gaya, and
nearly every pilgrim brought with him a Stupa or relic-shrine of some kind,
according to his means, and deposited it as a votive offering in this hallowed
region, either with the object of acquiring religious merit for himself, or of
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promoting the welfare of the deceased in other states of being. . . . Generally
the votive Stupa contained the relics of deceased relatives—perhaps the
ashes of a father or mother, or pieces of bone, or a small fragment of a sin-
gle bone placed in an earthen vessel or casket of some other material, and
buried in the interior of the Stupa.43

Much the same thing seems to be going on at the Mahathupa in Anu-
radhapura, and not only with regard to the possible remains of Dut-
thagamani. Indeed, just prior to Dutthagamani’s death, right after the
relic chamber is sealed up, he has the drum of proclamation beaten
throughout the city to announce the following: “Let those who wish to
deposit relics (dhatu) at the Great Stupa bring their relics and enshrine
them.” Then, we are told, “[T]he multitude, each one according to his
means, had urns made of gold, silver and so forth and placing relics
therein deposited them on the surface of the gold coloured stone slab
above the enshrined relics. And all the relics thus deposited were about a
thousand” (Jayawickrama 1971: 135; text in Thup., 247; see also Mhv.,
256 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 218). The Mahathupa, then, did not only
enshrine the remains of the Buddha, but also, in close proximity to him,
the remains of a thousand Sri Lankan Buddhists. In this context, it makes
perfect sense that the remains of Dutthagamani might have been added
to them.

Such a supposition is, in fact, reinforced by archaeological finds. One
of the architectural features of the Mahathupa in Anuradhapura, as well
as some of the other large stupas of Sri Lanka, is the existence, at the four
cardinal points, of projecting structures known as “vahalkadas” (Para-
navitana 1946: 52–53). The purposes of these gateway projections long
perplexed archaeologists, but excavations of the remains of one of them
at the Mahathupa in 1946 revealed “a large number of [stupa-shaped]
limestone caskets and earthenware urns” imbedded in the structure itself,
along with beads, ornaments, and other trinkets that had been “thrown
into the mortar, probably by devotees while the work of building was in
progress” (Paranavitana 1940–47: xliii). In these caskets and urns there
were smaller reliquaries of crystal or gold sheet containing ash or small
fragments of bone, some of which bore inscriptions. These were unfortu-
nately undecipherable, but two similar caskets at the Abhayagiri Stupa
were inscribed as containing the relics (dhatu) of the wife and the mother
of an early Sri Lankan king. Paranavitana concludes that although “the
vahalkadas may not have been constructed for the express purpose of
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enshrining these cinerary urns . . . the people [perhaps primarily people
of consequence] probably preserved the ashes of their loved ones and,
when vahalkadas were being built, took that opportunity to have these
cinerary urns deposited in the fabric of the sacred edifice” (Paranavitana
1940–47: xlv).44

Schopen (1994a: 287–89) has compared this Buddhist method of dis-
posing of what is left of the cremated dead at stupa sites to the Hindu
practice of carefully collecting the charred bones and ashes of the de-
ceased and disposing of them in the Ganges or at some other sacred river
ford (tirtha). There is much to be said for this parallelism. In Hinduism,
such a disposal of the remains of the dead is aimed at insuring rebirth in
heaven, or, alternatively, liberation (moksa) at the end of one’s next incar-
nation (Parry 1994: 24). The same would certainly seem to be true in the
case of Buddhism. Dutthagamani’s ascent to Tusita heaven (after dying in
the shadow of the Mahathupa) is witnessed by all those present, and his
enlightenment in his next incarnation is guaranteed by virtue of his rela-
tionship to Maitreya, whose chief disciple he becomes. In both these cases,
then, the sacrality of the site, occasioned by the goddess Ganga or by the
Buddha, acts as a kind of soteriological conduit for the deceased.

There is another dimension, however, to the case of Dutthagamani
and, more generally, to the Buddhist tradition of burial ad sanctos. Dut-
thagamani’s desire to see the completed stupa (and the pretense at com-
pleting it), his eagerness to be in its presence in his final hours, suggests
that the same devotional relationship may be continued in death. Prox-
imity to the Buddha’s relics thus makes possible not only rebirth in
heaven, but a kind of ongoing devotional contemplation (darsana) within
the sacred realm created by the stupa.45 In the Buddhist context, it might
be stated that burial ad sanctos provides a kind of “darsan for the dead.”

This does not mean, however, that the presence of the relics and the life
story of the Buddha inside the stupa remain completely inaccessible to
the living. In a passage that the Thupavamsa includes in its account of the
building of the stupa and that the Mahavamsa fits in elsewhere, we are
told the story of Bhatiya, a king who ruled Sri Lanka a century after Dut-
thagamani. He was very devoted to the Mahathupa, having once had the
entire monument smeared with sandalwood paste. One day, as he as-
cended onto the stupa’s terrace, through the eastern gate, he heard the
sound of arhats reciting the dharma. Thinking it was coming from the
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southern gate, he went there, but found no one. Still hearing it, he went
on to the western and then the northern gate, but still without discover-
ing the reciters. It was then that he realized the chanting was coming
from inside the relic chamber, and the desire to see inside the stupa arose
in him.46 Making a firm resolve, he prostrated himself on the terrace and
determined not to eat or move until the arhats took him inside and
showed him the relics. The arhats, in the midst of their chanting, were ap-
parently oblivious to what was going on, so the god Indra, realizing
Bhatiya’s determination, decided to intervene. Penetrating inside the
stupa, he explained to the arhats that the king had heard them reciting
the dharma and would not move until he was let in. Out of compassion
for him, they then instructed an elder to bring the king inside, show him
around, and then see him out. When the king reemerged, he had the fig-
ures he had seen in the chamber etched in gold and arranged in a pavil-
ion that was a sort of replica of the relic chamber. These figures were
known as “pilot” (niyamaka) figures because they could lead devotees to
a realization of what was inside the stupa. And every year, they were
taken out and shown to the people who, on one occasion at least, were so
filled with joy that each family gave one son to enter the samgha (Thup.,
236–37 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1971: 120–21; Ext.Mhv., 278–80).

Conclusion

We have in this chapter seen several examples of the extension of the
Buddha’s life story in relics in the context of Sri Lanka. The bodhi tree,
the collarbone, and the Ramagrama drona of relics are all predestined for
the island, and are transmitted there in various ways. The bodhi tree is re-
quested from King Asoka, taken to Sri Lanka on a ship by Sanghamitta,
planted by King Devanampiya Tissa in Anuradhapura, from where it
proliferates and spreads all over the island. The collarbone relic is gotten
from the god Indra by the novice Sumana, honored by an elephant, and
enshrined in the very first stupa in Sri Lanka, the Thuparama. At the
same time, Sumana brings back, from Asoka, the Buddha’s begging bowl
filled with relics, which, like the bodhi tree, are spread throughout the is-
land. Finally, the Ramagrama relics are taken, rather forcefully, from the
realm of the nagas by Sonuttara, who returns to have King Dutthaga-
mani enshrine them in the Mahathupa already built for them.

Considered together, these traditions reinforce the notion that Sri
Lanka has become the land of the Buddha, outshining even India in its
possession of relics. We shall see, in chapter 7, similar claims being made
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about China and Japan. Considered individually, however, these tradi-
tions exhibit different strategies of presence, different ways in which the
Buddha is made manifest in his relics on the island. By way of conclusion,
here, I would like to focus on one of these strategies, namely the phe-
nomenon of miracles exhibited by the relics.

To various degrees, all of the predestined relics examined in this chap-
ter manifest displays of supernatural powers. Indeed, the exhibition of
such powers is one of the chief features of the adhisthanas that the Bud-
dha makes about them. Some of these miracles seem simply designed to
underline the point that the relic has a will and inviolability of its own,
which, of course, is the same as the will and inviolability of the Buddha.
Thus the bodhi tree branch will, of its own accord, miraculously sever it-
self from the tree at Bodhgaya, thereby demonstrating the will of the
Blessed One. At the same time, however, this reinforces the sense of its
sacrality and identity with the Buddha: this is a relic that no man (i.e.,
Asoka) dare cut with a knife or saw, lest he cut the Blessed One himself.

The bodhi tree branch is also said to emanate multicolored rays of light
that illuminate the whole world. On a lesser scale, such displays are, in
fact, rather routine for Buddhist relics. The Chinese pilgrims to India
make note of countless instances in which relics or stupas glow mysteri-
ously or light up the night sky. One noteworthy example will have to suf-
fice here: Once, when Xuanzang was living in Nalanda, he and an Indian
disciple of his named Jayasena decided to go to Bodhgaya to see the an-
nual exhibition of the Buddha’s relics at the Bodhi temple. They observed
that some of the bead-like relics were small, but some of the bigger ones
were unusually large and glossy. Later that night, Jayasena expressed
some doubts to his master, telling him that all the relics he had ever seen
at other temples were quite small, no larger than a grain of rice. Why
were these so big? And he wondered aloud whether or not these Bodhgaya
relics were genuine. Xuanzang agreed with him that he too had some
doubts about the matter. Just then, however, the lamp in the room went
out, and the two monks could see a very bright light outside. They went
out and saw that the whole sky was lit up by rays of multicolored light
that were shooting out of the relic stupa. The lights remained for quite a
while and then gradually circled the stupa and reentered into it. Then the
sky became dark again and the stars came out. And “having witnessed
[all this],” the text concludes, “[they] were freed from the net of doubt”
(Li 1995: 128–29; text in T. 2053, 50: 244b).

The story shows graphically that one of the functions of a relic’s mirac-
ulous display is to overcome people’s doubts about the genuineness of the
relic. And in this, the emanation of light is significantly effective, because,
in fact, the emanation of light is something that the living Buddha also
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does. As is well known, the Buddha’s golden body generally glows with a
halo “a fathom wide,” and, on special occasions, he can illuminate the
whole cosmos (as we saw, for example, in the discussion of the “unveil-
ing of the world” in chapter 5). Thus, when a relic gives off rays of light,
it is, of course, manifesting “numinous powers” (Kieschnick 2003: 34),
but it is more specifically affirming its identity with the Buddha.

The overcoming of doubts is also at work in the miracles that the col-
larbone relic and the Ramagrama/Mahathupa relics are predestined to
perform. They will both, according to the Buddha’s adhisthanas, put on
a display of the Twin Miracle, just prior to their enshrinement. As we
have seen, this supernatural display was first performed by the Buddha
when defeating the heretics at Sravasti, and in some ways it remains the
Buddhist miracle par excellence. The repetition of it by these relics is thus
a repetition of a major act in the Buddha’s lifetime—something that fur-
ther identifies them with him.

One suspects, however, that there is something more going on here,
that there is a reason why this particular miracle was featured. It is some-
times argued that this miracle is called the “Twin Miracle” because of the
double appearance in it of both fire and water, and, indeed, certain texts
indicate that this is the reason. However, it seems more likely, as Alfred
Foucher (1917: 156–57) has argued, that the name originally designated
the Buddha’s ability, equally manifest at Sravasti, to reproduce himself,
either by creating (as he does in some versions of the story) a “twin” bud-
dha with whom he converses, or by filling the sky with a multitude of
buddhas, as he does in other texts and in the iconography (see Strong
2001: 110–11). The miracle at Sravasti, then, is an event in which the
Buddha shows his ability to create a replica—a double—of himself. In
this way, it helps reinforce, at least in principle, the notion that the Bud-
dha can coexist with another buddha—a twin—and it thereby serves to
legitimate the concept of a relic as a substitute for the Buddha.

At the same time, the context in which it does this is important. The
miracle at Sravasti takes place just prior to the rains retreat, which the
Buddha spends preaching to his mother in the Trayastrimsa Heaven. I
have argued elsewhere that the Buddha’s absence during this rains retreat
represents in some ways a dry-run for his more permanent absence in nir-
vana. The people in Sravasti have no idea where he has gone and mourn
his departure as though he has passed away (see Strong 2001: 112–13).
Significantly, then, the creation of doubles comes at a time when worries
about the absence of the Buddha are particularly strong and need to be
assuaged. So important is the manifestation of this cloning power that, in
fact, the creation of doubles continues right through the time of the Bud-
dha’s absence. First, whenever he needs to interrupt his preaching to the

PREDESTINED RELICS 177



Trayastrimsa gods so as to go on his almsround (which he does in the
Northern continent of Uttarakuru), he creates a double of himself in
heaven so that his sermon will go on without stopping (DhA., 3:222 =
Burlingame 1921, 3:51). Secondly, back on earth, another kind of “dou-
ble” is made of him at this time. This is not a relic, but something akin to
it: the sandalwood image that King Prasenajit has made and installed in
the Buddha’s place, in an effort to help human beings who are longing for
the Buddha to overcome his absence.47
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Chapter Seven

FURTHER EXTENSIONS OF THE BUDDHA’S

LIFE STORY: SOME TOOTH

RELIC TRADITIONS

Peter Brown, in his study of the de-
velopment of the cult of Christian saints (1981: 88), has emphasized the
importance of the mobility of relics in the spread and decentralization of
Christianity. Unlike sacred sites such as Jerusalem and Rome, which were
fixed in particular places, relics could be translated to new areas to estab-
lish new centers, sometimes on the very periphery of Christendom. In this,
relics were an effective complement to the practice of pilgrimage; they
brought the saints to the people instead of taking the people to the saints.1

We have seen so far a number of Buddhist examples of the same phe-
nomenon, from the hair relics taken by Trapusa and Bhallika to Burma,
to the instances examined in the last chapter of relics predestined for Sri
Lanka. All of these relics were translated, in one fashion or another, to
new locales, where they came to define new foci of devotion, anchored
new cosmic centers, and legitimated temporal reigns so that, once trans-
lated, they tended to stop their movement. They were enshrined—
buried—in magnificent stupas such as the Shwe Dagon, the Thuparama,
or the Mahathupa, or planted firmly in the ground like the Bodhi tree at
Anuradhapura. And there, tradition asserts, they have remained to this
day, at spots often already made holy by the relics of previous buddhas.

In this chapter, I want to look at traditions concerning buddha relics
that stay “on the move” a bit longer, whose identity is not caught up in
the site—the place—to which they are predestined, but in other things.
What these things are varies from one context to another so that, in this
chapter, the emphasis will keep changing as we explore not only different
relic traditions but the evolution of particular ones. To give all of this de-
tail some focus, I will concentrate on various tooth relics (especially the
one that ended up in Sri Lanka), although I will examine a few other
types of relic as well, such as the Buddha’s almsbowl, which was closely
associated with that tooth relic.

1 On the movement of relics, see also Geary 1978 and Frolow 1961.



Tooth relics tend to be the subjects of long sagas recounting their many
movements. They are relics that go from country to country, to heaven or
the realm of the nagas, that get stolen or go into exile, that undergo epic
adventures, again and again. Perhaps for this reason, they are inclined
not to be the subject of specific resolutions—adhisthanas—by the Bud-
dha, and they tend to be enshrined not in stupas but in “temples,” or
monastic buildings, or palaces. From these places, they can be removed
and carried in processions or put on display on special occasions. Thus,
as we shall see, the Sri Lankan tooth as well as the tooth relics in the Chi-
nese capital of Chang’an were annually the focus of great festivals during
which they were paraded through the streets.2 An extension of this can be
seen in the phenomenon of such relics being taken on tours of foreign
countries—a practice that continues to this day.

It is probable that teeth, like hair and many other body parts, have
multiple psychological and symbolic resonances in most cultures (see
MacCulloch 1921). In Buddhist literature, one of their meanings centers
around the fact that teeth are the only bones of the living body that are
commonly visible while a person is still alive. They thus provide a
glimpse of what the body is and will become, and so serve as reminders
of impermanence that help to bridge the divide between life and death
(see Vsm., 1:20–21 = Eng. trans., Ñyanamoli 1976, 1:21–22). In this
sense (as well as for a variety of other reasons), they may be ideal candi-
dates for relics.

At the same time, of course, it should be remembered that the Buddha’s
teeth (danta) are special. As a mahapurusa, he is said to have forty of
them, and these are described as being white, set close together, and even
(see Burnouf 1852: 565). In some texts, all forty of these escape from the
cremation fire, and are distributed far and wide (see Jin., 37 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1968: 53). Unlike the metamorphosed drona relics that
appear as jasmine buds, pearls, or nuggets of gold, these tooth relics are
still recognizable as teeth.3 As such, they became popular objects of ven-
eration throughout the Buddhist world (see Wylie [1897] 1966: 61–73;
Faure, forthcoming). For instance, according to Xuanzang, “hundreds
and thousands” of people came “every day from far and near” to vener-
ate a tooth relic of the Buddha in Kanyakubja. So numerous, in fact, were
the pilgrims there that the caretakers of the shrine started charging a
large entrance fee in an effort, they said, to cut down on the size of the
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crowds—something that occasioned considerable disgruntlement among
those who had traveled great distances to see it.4 The relic itself was
about one-and-a-half inches long, it was kept in a precious casket, and it
had a special luster that caused it to change colors. On posadha days, it
was set on a high cushion, and great multitudes of people offered incense
and flowers, though, miraculously, no matter how high the blossoms
were piled up, the relic itself was never covered (Li 1996: 150; text in T.
2087, 51:895c).

Other such tooth relics, featured at a variety of pilgrimage sites, are
mentioned by Xuanzang as being located in Baktra, in Nagarahara, and
in Kashmir.5 East of Bamiyan, he visited a monastery where there were
enshrined a tooth of the Buddha, a tooth of a pratyekabuddha (over five
inches long), and a tooth of a cakravartin king.6 And at the so-called
Tamasavana monastery in Cinabhukti were enshrined the tooth relics of
numerous arhats.7 Many of these same sites had been visited by Faxian,
who, in addition, mentions a tooth relic in Hilo (Hadda in present day
Afghanistan).8 He says little about it except that its cult was the same as
the cult, in the same locale, of the Buddha’s usnisa bone, which he de-
scribes in some detail. It was taken out of its chamber each morning and
set on a pedestal outside the temple, where it was worshipped first by the
king and then by prominent men of the community and then by the pop-
ulace as a whole. Outside the gate, vendors sold flowers and incense to
worshipers who wished to make offerings (T. 2085, 51:858c = Eng.
trans., Li 2002: 172–73).

Tooth relics, thus, are many, and all of them became the object of mul-
tifarious legends and cults. In this chapter, I would like to examine only
a few of these, using them to make more general comments about the na-
ture of buddha relics and the many dimensions of their associations. I
will start with the story of a tooth visited by Xuanzang in Kashmir. I will
then turn to examine traditions about the four eyeteeth of the Buddha.
Consistent with this book’s focus on South Asia, I will examine primarily
legends and cults surrounding the tooth that ended up being enshrined in
Sri Lanka, but I will also give some brief attention to the others for com-
parative purposes.
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The Kashmiri Tooth: Relics and Elephants

When Xuanzang visited Northwest India, in the first half of the seventh
century, scarcely a hundred years had passed since the great persecution
of Buddhism by the Ephthalite Huns, and the extensive destruction by
them of monasteries and actual relics in Kashmir and Gandhara (see
chapter 8). In those days, we are told, Kashmiri Buddhist monks scat-
tered and went into exile. One bhiksu, who is not named, fled to India
where he spent his time visiting various sacred sites. When he heard that
the persecution had ended, he set out to return to Kashmir. On the way
he met a herd of wild elephants who were running amok. Seeking to
avoid them, he climbed a tree, but the elephants, seeing him, pushed the
tree over and grabbed him with their trunks. They did not kill him, how-
ever, but carried him into the forest and took him to a sick elephant who
was suffering from a bamboo splinter in his foot. The monk removed the
splinter, disinfected the wound, and bandaged it with a piece of his robe.
In gratitude, all the elephants brought the monk fruits to eat, and the sick
elephant then presented him with a golden casket. The next day, they car-
ried him out of the forest on their backs. They left him where they had
originally found him, and then, after bowing down to him, went away.
The monk opened the casket and found inside a tooth relic of the Bud-
dha, which he took with him to enshrine in his home monastery.9

On his way back to Kashmir, the unnamed monk came to a rapid river,
which he had to cross by ferry. In mid-stream, the boat threatened to cap-
size. The other passengers, worried that they would drown, surmised that
the monk must have had with him some buddha relic, and that the nagas
of the river, known to desire such relics, were seeking to overturn the
boat to get it. Accordingly, they searched the monk’s possessions and
found the tooth. At their insistence, the monk agreed to throw it into the
river to assuage the nagas and calm the waters.10 As he did so, however,
he promised to return and retrieve the relic from the nagas. And indeed,
we are told, the monk then spent the next three years learning the proper
rituals for taming nagas. When he was ready, he returned to the spot,
built an altar on the riverbank, subdued the naga king, and got him to re-
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9 See T. 2053, 50: 248a–b = Eng. trans., Li 1995: 149–50. The story is also recounted in
Hsüan-tsang’s own memoirs; see T. 2087, 51:887b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 107–8.
10 The magical use of relics as an offering to appease spirits of nature become violent is a
well-known theme. Much the same thing almost happened to the tooth relic being carried
home by the Chinese pilgrim Wu-kong (see Liu 1996: 47). The same practice is found in
Christianity. Thus, Saint Helena throws one of the nails from the true cross overboard to
calm a storm on the Adriatic, which ever since has been a benign body of water.



turn the tooth. He then finally was able to continue on his way to Kash-
mir, where he enshrined the tooth in his home monastery.11

We have already looked at the significance of nagas (snake divinities)
in the sagas of relics’ journeys to their places of enshrinement (see chap-
ter 6). Here I want to focus on their association with elephants, who are
also commonly called nagas. In fact, in legend and cult, buddha relics in
general, and tooth relics in particular, are often connected to elephants.
Three themes in particular may be highlighted: the legendary devotion of
elephants toward relics, the connection between tooth relics and ele-
phants’ tusks, and the role of elephants as symbols of sovereignty.

It may perhaps be suggested that the elephants, in the story of the
Kashmiri tooth, do not really know what it is that they have in their
possession—that they are innocent of the contents of the casket they
hand over, in gratitude, to the monk who helps them. This, however,
would be to belie a well-established Buddhist tradition featuring elephant
devotees of relics. The Chinese pilgrim Faxian describes the overgrown
stupa of the Buddha’s relics at Ramagrama as being tended to by a herd
of wild elephants, who make offerings of flowers to it and sweep and
water the ground with their trunks.12 Elephants are likewise shown ven-
erating reliquaries on early bas-reliefs.13 Part of this is due to the associ-
ation of elephants (nagas) with snake-divinities (nagas), who are also
enthusiastic guardians of relics, but more generally, elephants are thought
to know naturally how to honor relics. We have seen one example of this
already (in chapter 6) in the story of the elephant who refused to allow
the collarbone relic to be taken down from his back as this would leave
him higher than it.

One of the possible reasons for this affinity of elephants and tooth
relics, of course, is that elephants have tusks (danta), which, in Sanskrit,
are eponymous with teeth and tooth relics. Clearly, tusks are important.
For instance, the Buddha himself, in the impregnation dream of his
mother, Queen Maya, appears as a six-tusked white elephant, as he does
also in a famous jataka tale.14 It may be that some of the enormous tooth
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11 T. 2087, 51: 887b = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 107–8. Actually, the tooth relic was not to re-
main at that particular temple for long. Some years later, King Siladitya (Harsa) went to
Kashmir to venerate it, but the monks there refused to show it to him and hid it. When it
was finally located, Siladitya, irked, simply appropriated the relic and took it home with
him. See T. 2053, 50: 248b = Eng. trans., Li 1995: 150.
12 T. 2085, 51: 861b = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 187. See also Legge [1886] 1965: 69). It has
been suggested that such stories may be based on the behavior of real elephants (at least
African elephants) toward the bones of their own dead. There is no indication of this in the
texts.
13 See the bas-relief from Amaravati, in Snellgrove 1978: 32.
14 For a bibliography on the “Saddantajataka,” see Lamotte 1949–80: 716–17n.



relics, said to be of the Buddha and exhibited in various Chinese temples,
were, in fact, actually elephant’s teeth (see DeGroot [1886] 1977:
179n.1; Hart [1888] 1972: 204). More generally, elephant tusks often
figure in connection with relic worship. In some instances, they may be
set up before tooth relic shrines as permanent votive offerings (see Cum-
ming 1888: 186). The elephants that are shown venerating reliquaries in
early bas-reliefs are always tuskers (see Snellgrove 1978: 32), as are those
that are depicted at the entrance way to the Temple of the Tooth (Dalada
Maligawa) in Kandy, Sri Lanka (see Hocart 1931: plate 7). Full tusks are
not very common on South Asian elephants, but, in Kandy, to this day,
the elephant who carries the tooth relic in the annual Esala perahera,
must be a tusker. He must also be male. This is connected not only to is-
sues of perceived female impurity and pollution, but also may have phal-
lic overtones.15

Be this as it may, the elephant, like the tooth relic, became in Sri Lanka
an emblem of sovereignty. It comes as no surprise, perhaps, that the name
of the great tusker who, until his death a few years ago, always carried
the tooth relic of the Buddha in Kandy, was “Raja” [king]. Raja, more-
over, was exactly the same age as the then-president of Sri Lanka, J. R.
Jayawardene. When Raja’s mahout was killed (and he himself slightly in-
jured) by a jeep driven by a drunken army officer on New Year’s eve of
1987, this was taken as a very inauspicious sign, and there were immedi-
ate rumors of an impending military coup. More traditionally, a great
white elephant is, after the Wheel, the second of the seven “treasures” of
a cakravartin king (see D., 2:174 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924,
2:204), and kings themselves, riding their elephants, are often compared
to Indra, the king of the gods, atop his great divine mount, Airavana (JA.,
3: 392 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 3:237). Possession of a state
elephant, like possession of a tooth relic, as we shall see, not only legit-
imizes rule but also acts as an auspicious guarantee of order, prosperity,
and fertility.

But possession of an elephant, whether by a cakravartin or another
king, also assumes the taming of that elephant, and in the Kashmiri tooth
story that we are considering here, the elephants encountered by the
monk are, at least initially, wild, and are inhabiting their own natural
realm. There are several Buddhist legends featuring the taming of an ele-
phant gone amok, most notably by the Buddha (Vin. 2:194ff = Eng.
trans., Horner 1938–52, 5:273ff.). Stanley Tambiah (1970: 71), com-
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15 Michel Strickmann (1996: 243–90) has explored the sexual and erotic significance of ele-
phants (and elephant tusks) in Buddhist and more broadly in Asian tantric traditions. It has
also been suggested that, in Sri Lanka, the tooth and the almsbowl relic, which, as we shall
see, “form an inseparable pair” (Geiger 1960: 213) until the fourteenth century, recall the
Saivite lingam and yoni.



menting on one such tale, interprets the wild elephant as a symbol of un-
fettered royal power, of the spirit of nature that must be controlled by re-
ligious forces, represented by a monk or novice. In the relic tale we are
considering here, the taming of the elephant is done by compassion—by
the monk’s tending to the wound of the injured elephant and removing the
cause of his suffering. The elephants as a result become devotees of the
monk and give him the tooth relic of the Buddha.

But elephants, once tamed by a monk or novice must be abandoned by
them. An elephant (naga) may be an appropriate mount for a candidate
for ordination (naga), but that is because it is a symbol of royalty that is
to be given up.16 Fully ordained monks, as a rule, do not ride on elephant
back. Taking leave of an elephant can thus be a powerful symbol of giv-
ing up one’s royal sovereignty, one’s princely status. In the “Vessantara
jataka,” we have a good example of this. It is the prince’s giving away of
the state elephant that signals his own forced abandonment of his king-
dom and occasions his own wandering forth into a homeless state (JA., 6:
487–90 = Eng. trans., Cowell 1895–1907, 6:252–54). In the present
story of the Kashmiri tooth, the scenario is rather different, but the effect is
the same: Having “tamed” the wild elephants, the monk (and the relic)
must now depart from them. Indeed, the procession out of the forest on ele-
phant back, and the dismounting and departure from this animal-symbol
of sovereignty recalls some sense of a wandering forth.

The Eyeteeth of the Buddha

Unlike the Kashmiri tooth whose story, recounted by Xuanzang, seems to
have been a local or regional legend, the four eyeteeth (canines) of the
Buddha have a pan-Buddhist pedigree. It will be remembered that they
are first mentioned at the very end of the Mahaparinirvana sutra. In a
verse addendum to that text, we are told that of these tooth relics, “the
first is venerated in [Indra’s] Heaven of the Thirty-Three [gods]; the sec-
ond in the beautiful city of Gandhara; the third is in the realm of the king
of Kalinga; and the fourth is worshiped in Ramagrama by the king of the
nagas” (MPS., 450. See also D. 2:167 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924,
2:191).17 In what follows, I shall be paying most attention to the third of
these teeth, the Kalinga tooth, which eventually was transmitted to Sri
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16 Here and in what follows, the same could be said, of course, of horses, who are more
commonly used in ordination ceremonies. Both beasts are symbols of royalty although, as
Eugene Wang (2003) has pointed out, they may have different connotations.
17 These four canine teeth (damstra) are sometimes given special mention in lists of the
thirty-two marks of the mahapurusa (see Demiéville 1937: 204), but generally they are sin-
gled out only in the catalogs of the eighty secondary marks (see Burnouf 1852: 599–600).



Lanka. Some initial consideration, however, may first be given to the
other three.

Curiously, little further mention is made of the fourth tooth—the Ra-
magrama relic—unless we are to understand that it was brought to Sri
Lanka along with the drona portion of relics that was taken from the
nagas by the novice Sonuttara.18 Traditions about the second tooth—that
which was taken to Gandhara—are somewhat more plentiful, although
they remain multiple and rather confused. It is often claimed that this
was the tooth that was seen in Nagarahara, in Northwest India, by Fax-
ian (c. 400 c.e.) and Daorong (in the mid fifth century) (T. 2085, 51:858c =
Eng. trans., Li 2002: 173; T. 2092, 51:1021c = Eng. trans., Wang 1984:
244; Demiéville 1937: 204).19 Faxian, however, also mentions another
important tooth in the Northwest (T. 2085, 51:857c = Eng. trans., Li
2002: 167), and other sources speak of a tooth that was said to have been
in Udyana, not far from Gandhara. It somehow got to Khotan, in Central
Asia, and then to Nanjing, the capital of the Southern Chi dynasty (T.
2059, 50:411c; see Pelliot 1936: 281–82n.).20 In 522 c.e., it was report-
edly stolen, but it reappeared mysteriously and opportunely in 557 dur-
ing a celebration of the enthronement of the Emperor Wudi, just in time
to help legitimate his accession.21

Huang Chi-chiang (1998: 501) has pointed out that this tooth relic’s
main political significance seems to have been in the South during the
Southern dynasties (up until the mid sixth century), whereas in the
North, its functions were more or less filled by the fingerbone relic, which
then dominated in importance throughout the Tang Dynasty (starting in
the early seventh century).22 Nonetheless, during the Tang Dynasty, a
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18 See chapter 6. There is occasional mention of a second tooth in Sri Lanka, that may or
may not have been the Ramagrama tooth. See Jin., 54 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968:
74; Trainor 1997: 149; and Pridham 1849: 327–28.
19 When Xuanzang came to the place in the seventh century, however, it was no longer
there. See T. 2087, 51:878c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 66.
20 See also Huang 1998: 499. It was said to have been brought there by a monk named Fax-
ian (424–498—not to be confused with the more famous pilgrim Faxian, whose name is
written with different characters).
21 Huang 1998: 500–501 and De Groot 1919: 27. See also Faure, forthcoming, who calls
this a real “coup de théâtre.”
22 Traditions about the fingerbone relic cannot be gone into here. Suffice it to say that it was
one of the most important relics in the whole of Chinese Buddhism. On its history and its
worship by a succession of emperors, in theory every thirty years, see Gernet 1956: 228ff;
Ch’en 1973: 267–71; Huang 1998: 503–29; Chen 2002a: 37–48, 98–103; Sen 2003: 64–
76. For the Confucian Han Yu’s vehement objections to it, see Dubs 1946 and Hartman
1986: 95, 139–40, 158. On the spectacular archaeological finds at the Famen si (one hun-
dred kilometers from Xian) where the relic was enshrined throughout the Tang Dynasty
and rediscovered in 1987, see Whitfield 1989, 1990; Zhang 1990; Han Jinke 1994; Zhu
1990; and Michaelson 1999: 148–62.



Udyana / Khotan tooth was enshrined in the capital of Chang’an, in one
of the four temples said to possess tooth relics (see later discussion). And
today, scholars of the Chinese Buddhist Association claim that it is this
same tooth that is housed in the Tooth Relic pagoda that the Chinese
government built in the 1960s in the Western Hills just outside of Beijing
(despite the fact that, physically, it appears to be a molar rather than a ca-
nine) (Buddhist Association of China 1966: 6–7, 25; Chao 1959: 36–37).
This is the tooth that the Chinese Communist government, in the second
half of the twentieth century, sent on a number of tours of South and
Southeast Asia, which we shall return to at the end of this chapter.

Daoxuan’s Tooth

The tooth relic that achieved greatest fame in East Asia, however, was not
the Gandhara / Udyana relic but the first tooth on the Mahaparinirvana
sutra list—the relic that went to Indra’s heaven. It became the subject of
numerous legendary traditions, only some of which can be touched upon
here. The advent of this relic to China is consistently connected to the fig-
ure of Daoxuan (596–667), the patriarch of the Vinaya School, who re-
portedly received the tooth during a nocturnal visitation from a divinity
connected to Indra. How this tooth got to Indra’s heaven in the first place
is a topic that is addressed by several rival traditions. We have already
seen in the Pali tradition that it was stolen by Indra from Drona’s turban.
According to a more elaborate legend that became well known in China,
Korea, and Japan, it was first stolen by a speedy demon who, in Japanese
sources, is usually called Sokushikki (“Demon Fleet-Foot”). This demon,
however, was immediately chased by an even faster divinity who quickly
caught him and recovered the tooth, which he then delivered to Indra.23

The divinity who catches the demon is generally identified as the god
Skanda (Ch.: Weito-tian; Jpn.: Idaten), here also presented as one of the
deities who appears regularly in a series of nocturnal visions had by
Daoxuan (Péri 1916: 45–53; Strickmann 1996: 273 and 2002: 218–19).
Indeed, it is on one of these occasions that Skanda (or, alternatively, a
deity named Nada) delivers the tooth to Daoxuan, out of gratitude for
his having imparted to him the three refuges and eight precepts (see
Strong and Strong 1995: 8).24

Daoxuan’s receipt of this celestial tooth is a key moment in its mythi-
cal history, for it marks the relic’s return to earth. It also helps explain its
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23 The chase of the demons eventually came to be featured as a dance in a No drama by
Zeami (see Strong and Strong 1995: 27–28). For a variant on this story, see Demiéville
1937: 204.
24 On the connection, more generally, of Daoxuan’s visions to relics, see also Shinohara
1988: 212–14.



move from India to China, while imbuing it with the prestige of a new
miraculous origin and the legitimacy of being associated with a great
Vinaya master. Indeed, along with his contemporary Xuanzang (559–
664), Daoxuan was one of the great figures of Chinese Buddhism in the
mid-seventh century. In this regard, it is interesting to contrast the tale of
Daoxuan’s acquisition of the tooth “from heaven” with the tradition that
credits Xuanzang with bringing a tooth relic with him back from India,
the long hard way, overland. According to Xuanzang’s biography, upon
his return to China in 645 c.e., he brought with him “over six hundred
Mahayana and Hinayana texts . . . seven statues of the Buddha and more
than a hundred grains of sarira relics” (Li 1995: 343; text in T. 2053,
50:279a).25 No mention is made specifically of a tooth being among these
relics, but a later Japanese tradition claims that there was one and that it
was eventually taken to Japan by the monk Gishin, and kept in Tendai
and Fujiwara circles (Faure 1996: 165).

In these two modes of transmission—from heaven and overland, sudden
and gradual—it is possible to detect two modes of movement, and more
generally two ways of viewing relics in medieval China, which, to be sure,
were often mixed together but may be differentiated for the sake of analy-
sis. Simply put, there are relics as miracles and relics as mementos of line-
age. On the one hand, relics with established pedigrees were passed on
from generation to generation, from master to disciple. On the other hand,
relics also appeared miraculously, either by the intervention of deities as in
the case of Daoxuan, or simply as the result of the faith of monks or rulers,
as in the case of the very first relic in China, which manifested itself in a
vase (in 248 c.e.) so that the Sogdian monk Kang Senghui would have
something to show to the local ruler (see Kieschnick 2003: 32).

Some years ago, Koichi Shinohara (1988: 145), in an important study of
Chinese monks’ biographies, helpfully distinguished between two types of
sources: stupa inscriptions that tended to be narrative chronicles or life his-
tories of monks and were emphatic of status and genealogy, and that were
modeled perhaps on the more general Chinese tradition of funeral stelae in-
scriptions; and miracle stories that emphasized the supernatural and mar-
velous. Somewhat the same thing may perhaps be found in the case of
relics. Both as miracles and as mementos of lineage, relics obviously serve
to legitimate rulers, monks, and monasteries, but they do so in different
ways. Miracle relics that are given to or produced for rulers are signs of
their charisma or that of the monks who receive them; memento relics that
are offered to them are signs of lineage or inheritance, or of tribute.

At the same time, these different genres of relic reflect different atti-
tudes toward Buddhism, and specifically toward India. Relics as memen-
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25 On the over-land trade in relics more generally, see Liu 1996: 45–48 and Sen 2003: 
74–75.



tos see an India that may be far away but that is real, that can be reached
and returned from by pilgrims, through persistence and hard work. This
India calls to mind a former time and a distant place, and emphasizes the
theme of transmission or transport to the East rather than of transfer-
ence. On the other hand, miraculously appearing relics, whether brought
by a divinity or spontaneously coming into being in a place, call to mind
the transport or transferral to East Asia of an India that has become ab-
stract and of a Buddha who has become eternalized. Indeed, once a tem-
ple or monk or ruler “has” the Buddha in the form of a relic, India itself
need no longer be visited; in fact, India as the homeland of the Buddha
and the Dharma need no longer exist—something that was stated explic-
itly in later Japanese traditions that likewise emphasize the “transfer to
the East” of the tradition (see Strong and Strong 1995: 24). The gradual
disappearance of Buddhism in India and the difficulties of making a jour-
ney there probably also contributed to this sentiment.

Daoxuan’s’s tooth, as the tooth from Indra’s heaven came to be called
(see Huang 1998: 501), was actually just one of four tooth-relics en-
shrined in the capital of Chang’an during the Tang Dynasty, though it is
the only one said to have come there miraculously (Reischauer 1955:
300–303; text and discussion in Ono 1964–69, 3:351–64; see also Wein-
stein 1987: 125, 143). There, it was the focus of an annual festival that
took place every March. The Japanese pilgrim Ennin’s account of it has
been summarized by Kenneth Ch’en:

The various monasteries arranged and offered all kinds of medicines, foods,
fruits, flowers, and incense to the Buddha’s tooth. The tooth itself [kept in a
storied hall] was the object of adoration of all the famous monks in the city.
As for the common inhabitants, they rushed to make donations to the relic.
One man donated a hundred shih [bushels] of rice and twenty shih of millet,
another donated copious quantities of biscuits, while a third donated
enough cash to provide the meals for the monks in the various monasteries
in the city. In addition, people tossed coins like rain toward the hall where
the tooth was kept. (Ch’en 1973: 266–67; text in Ono 1964–69, 3:351; see
also Reischauer 1955: 300–301)

Such worship, however, was proscribed (along with veneration of the
Buddha’s fingerbone relic), during the great government crackdown on
Buddhism that occurred in 845 c.e. during the reign of Emperor Wu (see
Reischauer 1955: 340), and, though there are signs that it regained some
of its former position soon thereafter,26 the Tang Dynasty was not to last
much longer. In the centuries that followed, however, a number of new
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26Just eight years after the crackdown, in 853, the emperor himself personally visited the
tooth, which was back at the Zhuangyan si. See Strong and Strong 1995: 5 and Huang
1998: 527.



traditions developed asserting that Daoxuan’s tooth was now housed in
a variety of places. These cannot be examined here. Suffice it to say that
at least five rival overlapping claims located it, more or less during the
same periods, in five different sanctuaries: the Xiangguo si, in what is now
Kaifeng in Honan Province;27 the Joju-ji temple in Kyoto;28 the Engaku-ji
and other temples in Kamakura;29 the palace of the King of Koryo in
Korea;30 and the Sennyu-ji temple in Kyoto, which still claims to possess
the tooth today.31

The Kalingan / Sri Lankan Tooth

According to a relatively late Pali tradition, the three eyeteeth that we
have looked at so far and that were most famous in East Asia, got to their
initial places of enshrinement as the result of a double theft. As men-
tioned in chapter 4, they were all originally stolen by Drona, at the time
of his distribution of the bodily relics to the eight kings. The one that he
hid in his turban was later filched by Indra and became “Daoxuan’s
tooth.” The second that he hid on his person was then stolen by a man
who took it to Gandhara. And the last one that he hid between his toes
was stolen by some nagas who absconded with it to Ramagrama (Trainor
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27 The relic was enshrined there in 983 c.e. by the Song Emperor Taizu. His successor,
Taizong, had it tested by fire. When it escaped from the flames, he composed an encomium
in its honor. Similar expressions of praise were promulgated by subsequent emperors and
all three eulogies were eventually inscribed on an imperially ordered stele at the temple. In
1072, the Japanese Tendai monk Jojin visited and worshiped the relic there. See Soper
1948: 24–25.
28 The fourteenth-century Japanese chronicle the Taiheki claims that Daoxuan’s tooth relic
had been there since the early ninth century. See McCullough 1979: 236.
29 A fourteenth-century tradition claims that the tooth was brought to Kamakura from a
temple in China as a result of an order by the shogun Sanetomo (r. 1193–1219), who
dreamt that he was a reincarnation of Daoxuan and thus entitled to the relic. In time, it was
enshrined in the Engaku-ji, where it became the focus of various state-sponsored shari-e
(relic ceremonies). Toward the end of the fourteenth century, the tooth is said to have been
moved to the Shokoku-ji in Kyoto (the Japanese namesake of the Xiangguo si), where it
may have disappeared during the chaos of the Onin wars (1467–77). See Faure 1996: 164;
and Ruppert 2000: 249–51. There is no trace of an old reliquary at the Shokoku-ji today,
but the neighborhood on the East side of the temple is still called “To-no-dan” (“Stupa-
steps”). The original shari-den in Kamakura, however, still stands today at the Engaku-ji.
See Mutsu 1918: 138–42.
30 For the saga of this relic, supposedly obtained from Daoxuan himself by the Korean
monk Uisang (635–702), who then saved it from the Chinese emperor’s attempts to destroy
it, and brought it to Korea, where it later underwent numerous adventures at the time of the
Mongol invasion, see Ha and Mintz 1972: 227–30.
31 Brought to the Sennyu-ji in 1255 by Tankai, a disciple of the temple founder Shunjo, the
relic became the subject of a no play attributed to the famous dramatist Zeami. A shari-e
(relic worship ritual) is still held annually at the temple. See Strong and Strong 1995.



1997: 132). This little tale not only shows the distribution of relics to the
three realms of heaven (the gods), earth (the humans), and the under-
world (the nagas), but it also makes the rather chauvinist point that the
only given (i.e., not stolen) tooth relic was the Kalinga relic that eventu-
ally went to Sri Lanka.

Despite the Kalinga tooth’s relatively recent association with the so-
called Temple of the Tooth in Kandy, historically speaking, this relic pro-
vides another example of a “relic on the move” in more senses than one.
The traditions about it are worth examining in some detail as they will
allow us to see several new dimensions to the South Asian cult of the
Buddha’s remains.

The saga of this relic’s various overland and overseas peregrinations is
recounted in a number of sources. According to the Pali Dathavamsa
(Tooth Chronicle),32 a disciple of the Buddha, named Khema, acquired
this tooth from the remains of the Blessed One’s funeral pyre and gave it
to Brahmadatta, the king of Kalinga (roughly present day Orissa). Brah-
madatta enshrined it in his capital city, which was appropriately known
as Dantapura (Toothville), and there it was duly worshiped by the people
and several generations of kings (Dath., 120 = Eng. trans., Law 1925:
15–16). The identity and location of Dantapura have been much debated
(see Herath 1994: 35–36). A number of scholars have claimed it to be
none other than Puri, in Orissa, site of the famous temple to Jagannatha
(lit., “Lord of the World”—a form of Visnu / Krsna), and they have gone
on to note parallels between the festival of Jagannatha and the current
festival of the tooth in Kandy (see Eliot 1921, 3:26n; Forbes [1840] 1994,
2:217–19; Goloubew 1932: 467). More recently, other scholars have ar-
gued that the identification with Puri is wrong and have concluded that
Dantapura should be identified with the town of Dantavuram, on the
Vamsadhara River, some hundred miles Southwest of Puri (Herath 1994:
38–39; Krishnarao 1929: 112).

In any case, according to the Dathavamsa, it is in Dantapura that the
tooth, after a while, becomes the target of persecution by non-Buddhist
Niganthas.33 Despite the inclination of the city’s inhabitants toward
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32 The text as we have it, according to Law (1925: ii), may be dated to the thirteenth cen-
tury. The edition I shall use (Dath.) is that of Rhys Davids. An edition in devanagari and an
English translation may be found in Law (1925). In 1874, Sir Muttu Coomara Swamy pub-
lished an English translation that was then popularized in French (see De Milloué 1884:
309ff). A Thai version of the text was translated into English by James Low (1848). A
briefer version of the story is found in Jin., 66–71 = Eng. trans., Jayawickrama 1968: 88–
94. Another, sometimes with interesting variants, is in the Rajavaliya (see Gunasekara
1900: 45–46).
33 The name “Nigantha” often refers to the Jains, but, as Phyllis Granoff (1996: 82) has
pointed out with specific reference to this story, it can also mean “any non-Buddhist who is
hostile to the Buddhist faith.”



Buddhism, the Niganthas (Skt.: Nirgrantha) seek to turn first the local
king, Guhasiva, and then the Indian emperor, Pandu, against the relic.
Pandu, a Hindu devotee of the gods, is not pleased to find that his sub-
jects are worshiping “the bone of a dead man,” and he eventually has the
tooth brought to the capital of Pataliputra. There he orders its destruc-
tion by fire. A big heap of charcoal is lit for this auto-da-fé, but, when the
relic is thrown into it, a great lotus blossom emerges from the flames and
receives the tooth relic, which is thus miraculously preserved, unscathed.
King Pandu, however, is not about to give up. He quickly orders that the
relic be placed on an anvil and smashed with a hammer. This is done, but
the tooth, instead of breaking into pieces, merely sinks into the anvil and
remains stuck there, half visible, emitting rays of light in all directions
(Dath., 125–26 = Eng. trans., Law 1925: 22–24). He then puts the relic
into a tank of water, but it begins to swim about like a royal swan.34 He
puts it into a pit in the ground and has the place trampled by elephants,
but the relic emerges on a lotus blossom. Finally, one last attempt is made
to get rid of the tooth, by tossing it into an open moat that is filled with
foul, rotting dead bodies. Instantly, the moat is transformed into a de-
lightful pool in the midst of a beautiful park. Witnessing all this, Pandu
at last becomes convinced of the superior merit of the Buddha and his re-
ligion, and, taking refuge in the Triple Gem, he converts and becomes a
doer of good deeds. Fixing the relic on the top of his crown, he then
places it on his own throne, worships it with great offerings, and builds a
temple for it, encrusting it with brilliant jewels. In time, however, he allows
the tooth to go back to Dantapura in Kalinga where it is re-enshrined
(Dath., 131–35 = Eng. trans., Law 1925: 30–34).

The theme of the attempted destruction of a relic—specifically a tooth
relic—by a nonbelieving monarch is one that became fairly common in
the Buddhist world.35 In China, for instance, a relic miraculously pro-
duced by the Sogdian monk Kang Senghui in the mid-third century c.e.
was subjected to repeated tests by the third-century king of Wu, Sun
Quan (T. 2059, 50:325b = Eng. trans., Kieschnick 2003: 32; see also Sen
2003: 60). Much later, the emperor Taizong tried unsuccessfully to de-
stroy a Buddha’s tooth relic by fire (Soper 1948: 25). A Korean tradition
records the failure of the emperor Huizong to sink a tooth relic at sea (Ha
and Mintz 1972: 233). In Japan, in 552 c.e., unsuccessful attempts were
made to smash one of the very first relics introduced into that country. It
was first placed on an anvil and hit with a hammer; the anvil and the
hammer were smashed but the relic remained intact (see Deal 1995: 220).
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34 This is a common relic miracle. For another example, see Griswold and Prasert 1972: 63.
35 In Roman Catholic tradition, too, the testing of relics, most commonly by fire, was one
of the ways of asserting their authenticity. For the ritual, see Dooley 1931: 26–27; for ex-
amples, see Snoek 1995: 329–32; for a discussion, see Head 1993.



Finally, as we have seen in the introduction to this book, the Portuguese,
in the sixteenth century, captured a Buddha’s tooth in Sri Lanka and took
it to Gõa, where they publically pulverized it in a mortar, burned the
pieces in a brazier, and tossed the ashes in the river, only to find the relic
reappear on the island shortly thereafter.

The conclusion in all these cases is the same: Buddhist relics cannot be
destroyed, at least not by heretical non-Buddhists. But the methods of at-
tempted destruction are significant. In the case of the Dantapura relic
(and in the examples just given) four ways are tried: destruction by fire,
by smashing, by water, and by burial. These four correspond to the four
methods of disposing of the dead in India: cremation, dismemberment,
immersion, and interment. In other words, what is literally being at-
tempted here is to hold a funeral for the relic, something that is, of
course, doomed to failure since the relic, by its very nature, has already
emerged from a funeral. From a Buddhist perspective, this is in line with
the adamantine nature of buddhahood, but it may also be that this expe-
rience of the relic—this almost ritualistic miraculous reminder of its in-
destructability—amounts to a sort of reconsecration, a reaffirmation of
the relic’s being beyond life and death. And yet the ritual threat to the
relic is important because, although it is not realized, it simultaneously
serves as a reminder of the impermanence that relics are subject to, and
to which, as we shall see in chapter 8, they eventually succumb at the end
of the aeon. Thus, the paradoxical dialectic of life and death, presence
and absence, permanence and impermanence, is maintained.

If, in these scenarios, the Buddha’s tooth cannot be destroyed, it can,
however, be stolen, and, as the Dathavamsa story goes on, there is still
concern for its safety. Thus, a few years later, when Dantapura is threat-
ened by an invading army that seeks to capture the relic, the king tells his
daughter, Hemamala, and his son-in-law—a handsome young man ap-
propriately named Danta (Tooth)—to flee the city with the relic, and to
take it to Sri Lanka, where the king is known to be a friend and ally
(Dath., 136–38 = Eng. trans., Law 1925: 35–37. See also Gunasekara
1900: 45). Going south, Danta and Hemamala first stop by the side of a
river. There they bury the tooth relic in a pile of sand, and, dwelling
nearby, they go daily to venerate it.36 Soon, however, a great naga king,
coming up the river, sees the rays of light emanating from the sand stupa,
and, realizing that a buddha relic is buried at the spot, he makes himself
invisible and quickly swallows the casket with the tooth relic inside. He
then goes and lies down on the slopes of Mount Meru. When Danta and
Hemamala arrive for their regular worship, they find the relic is gone.
Distraught, they call on a passing arhat for help. He comes to their aid by
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36 On the practice of making sand stupas on the banks of rivers, see Gabaude 1979. On the
making of sand buddha-images in the same locale, see Hou 1984.



taking on the form of the divine king of birds, Garuda, archfoe of all
nagas and greatly feared by them. As Garuda, he confronts the naga king
and bullies him into delivering up the casket and the relic, and Danta and
Hemamala then proceed on their way. (Dath., 138–40 = Eng. trans., Law
1925: 37–39).37 Once again, we have here an example of the “passage
through nagas” theme that we examined in chapter 6.

When Danta and Hemamala finally arrive in the Sri Lanka, they are re-
ceived by King Sirimeghavanna (362–409 c.e.) who has an old building
in the palace compound refurbished for the tooth and renamed the
Dathadhatu-ghara (“House of the Tooth Relic”). An annual festival for
the relic is instituted (Cul., 6–7 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 1:7–8).38

Moreover, as mentioned, from this time until at least the fourteenth cen-
tury, the tooth relic comes to form “an inseparable pair” (Geiger 1960:
213) with the bowl relic brought over originally at the time of Mahinda
(see chapter 6).

For the next six hundred years and more, the tooth and the bowl ap-
parently remain in the capital of Anuradhapura, although they are only
occasionally mentioned in the accounts of this period (see Cul., 27, 51,
154 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 1:37, 69, 182; and Herath 1994: 49).
There are at least two possible reasons for this dearth of references. First,
it may be that, in this period, the tooth was closely associated with the
Abhayagiri sect, while the island’s chronicles were written, for the most
part, by members of the rival mainline Mahanikaya sect. Second, as we
have seen in chapter 6, there were other more important (i.e., predes-
tined) and more established (i.e., immovable) foci of devotion already in
the capital—the bodhi tree, the Mahathupa, and the Thuparama—and
it may be that the tooth could simply not compete with them (Herath
1994: 53).

When the capital is moved to Polonnaruva in the eleventh century,
however, the tooth (and the bowl) move with it, and come into their own,
while those other less movable relics stay behind, rooted in Anuradha-
pura. Indeed, from this time on, “the Tooth Relic seems to have been the
most prominent object of worship in Sri Lankan Buddhism” (Herath
1994: 84; see also Wickremeratne 1987: 57). The subsequent history of
the tooth on the island has been dealt with in detail by others and need
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37 Julia Shaw (2000: 35) has argued that this portion of the Dath. is modeled on a Mahab-
harata passage in which snakes guard the elixir of immortality and have to be defeated by
Garuda and the gods. See also Van Buitenen 1973–75, 1:89.
38 At this point, the Dath. comes to an end but the Cul. and certain chronicles in Sinhalese
take over the narrative. These include the Dalada Sirita (written in 1325), the Dalada Pu-

javaliya (also from the fourteenth century), and the eighteenth century Simhala Dalada

Vamsaya (see Herath 1994: 10–22).



not occupy us here. Suffice it to say that, over the next five hundred years
or so, the tooth and bowl stay on the move, following the centers of
power as they shift back and forth from Pollonaruva to Rohana, Kot-
male, Dambadeniya, Beligala, Yapahuwa, Southern India, Kurunegala,
Gampola, and Kotte (see Herath 1994: 27–75; Sirisoma 1988).

At some point during this time, the bowl relic drops out of the picture.
According to Marco Polo, Genghis Khan sent an expedition to Sri Lanka
in 1284, where it acquired not only the bowl of the Buddha, but some of
his hair and two of his teeth (molars) as well. With these prizes, it then re-
turned to China. “And when they drew near to the great city of Cam-
baluc, where the Great Kaan was staying . . . the whole population went
forth to meet those reliques, and . . . received them with great joy and
reverence” (Yule and Cordier 1993, 2:320).39 This event, however, is not
recorded in the Sri Lankan chronicles. In fact, the last reference to the
bowl in the Culavamsa appears to be the mention of its joint worship
with the tooth by King Parakkamabahu IV in 1325 c.e. (Cul., 515 = Eng.
trans., Geiger 1929, 2:207). There are some cryptic references to a bowl
relic in some early sixteenth-century inscriptions at Gadaladeniya
monastery, near Kandy. There is also some speculation that in the mid-
sixteenth century Don Juan Dharmapala (see next paragraph) may have
sent the bowl relic to the Burmese (together with a tooth relic). The bowl
and the tooth are said by some to be together, even today, in a pagoda in
Sagaing in Burma (see Weerasinghe 1969: 63–64). On the other hand, a
popular tradition has it that the bowl relic is actually still today enshrined
in the base on which the tooth relic casket rests in the Dalada Maligawa
in Kandy (see Weerasinghe 1969: 64).40

Be this as it may, by 1561, according to the Portuguese, the tooth (sans
bowl) was in far Northern Sri Lanka, since that is where they claim to
have captured it during their invasion of Jaffna.41 They took it (or what-
ever it was they actually seized) back with them to Gõa, in India, where,
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39 The bowl is further described as being “of a very beautiful green porphyry” and as po-
tentially having the properties of a “vase of plenty,” since, we are told, the Mongols “find
it written in their Scriptures that the virtue of that dish is such that if food for one man be
put therein it shall become enough for five men” (see Yule and Cordier 1993, 2:320).
40 An alternative claim holds that it is (or was until the late nineteenth century, when it was
stolen) enshrined in a small dagoba at the northwest corner of the Natha devalaya across
the street. See Holt 1991: 183.
41 This was not the first time the relic was thought to have been captured. In the thirteenth
century, it was taken briefly to South India by Pandyan rulers (see Herath 1994: 74–75),
and, according to a Chinese source (T. 2087, 51:938c–39a = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 353–55),
it was seized in 1411 by the Ming Dynasty admiral, Zheng He, who returned with it to
China. On the aborted earlier attempt by the Tang Dynasty monk Ming Yuan to steal it and
take it home with him, see Liu 1996: 32, 47 and Lahiri 1986: 33–34.



as we have seen, they destroyed it in a public ceremony.42 It was not long,
however, before the tooth reappeared on the island. Don Juan Dharma-
pala, the Christianized king of Kotte, soon claimed that he had had the
relic all along, and promptly offered it to the king of Pegu (along with his
own “daughter” in marriage) to seal an alliance with them (De Couto
1783, 18:77 = Eng. trans., Tennent 1859, 2:218–19).43 Not long there-
after, Konnappu Bandara, who had attacked Kandy for the Portuguese
but then turned against them, claimed he too was in possession of the
tooth relic. He then used it, as well as his marriage to a Kandyan princess,
as part of his attempt to legitimize his usurpation of the Kandyan throne
(Cul., 529 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 2:228; see also Sirisoma 1988: 46;
Da Cunha 1875: 138–39; K. M. DeSilva 1981: 118). This is the first men-
tion in the Culavamsa of the tooth’s being enshrined in Kandy, where it
remains today.

Relics and Rule

It is clear from all this that possession of the tooth (and the bowl prior to
its eclipse) came to be viewed in Sri Lanka as an important symbol of sov-
ereignty over the nation. Kings could not be consecrated if they did not
possess the tooth and could not retain power if they lost it (Herath 1994:
95–99). But possession of a relic was not simply a matter of ownership or
inheritance. It was also, as David Wyatt (2001: 35) has argued in a dif-
ferent context, a sign of a ruler’s ability to handle an “extremely power-
ful object,” and thus a sign of his own merit and “enormous sacral
power.” As centers of power shifted, the tooth (along with the bowl) be-
came a movable palladium of kingship; at the same time, it was also a
“symbol of nationalism which unified the Sinhalese against foreign
rulers” (Herath 1994: 163). For example, Parakkamabahu I (1153–86)
used the recapture of the relics as a rallying cry for his troops. “I have
heard,” he told his men, “that the routed enemy, in their flight, have
taken the most excellent venerable relic of the almsbowl and the tooth,
and may flee across the sea with them. If that happens, this land of Lanka
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42 See De Couto 1783, 17:316–17, 428–33 = Eng. trans., Tennent 1859, 2:213–16. See also
Da Cunha 1875: 127–31, and, for a full study of this episode, Strong 1997. Some have
claimed that what the Portuguese destroyed was just a replica of the tooth (see Forbes
[1840] 1994, 2:220; Karunaratne 1984: 285; and Hocart 1932: 3). Such facsimiles cer-
tainly existed (see Goloubew 1932: 454n.), and we know, from epigraphical evidence
(Herath 1994: 82), that a mid-fifteenth-century monarch used to wear a replica of the tooth
as an amulet on his person.
43 Supposedly, this tooth was eventually enshrined in Ava. In the mid-nineteenth century,
two Sri Lankan monks at the court of Ava caused some degree of controversy when they ex-
pressed doubts about its genuineness. On the subsequent attempt to resolve the matter, see
Jacobs 1860: 129.



will become empty. . . . Therefore, work together, . . . capture the enemy
army, and quickly send me the most excellent tooth relic, and the vener-
able almsbowl” (Cul., 347–48 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 2:31).

Already in Anuradhapura, the temple of the tooth tended to be located
in or near the palace compound, where it was the locale for a daily cult.
Xuanzang, for example, basing himself on hearsay since he never visited
Sri Lanka, states that it was right next to the royal palace, and he de-
scribes it as being “several hundred feet high and decorated with pearls
and rare gems. A signal post is installed on the temple, with a huge ruby
fixed on it that issues a refulgent light that shines brightly as a star when
viewed at a distance day or night. The king bathes the tooth relic three
times a day with scented water and burns powdered incense as an offer-
ing, in an extremely opulent manner” (Li 1996: 331; text in T. 2087,
51:934a). In the Polonnaruva period, this proximity and relationship of
king and relic continued, and, as we have seen, possession of the tooth
became almost a sine qua non for legitimate rule.

Much the same thing was still true in the early nineteenth century
when the British captured the relic in Kandy. As John Davy ([1821] 1969:
275), the British governor’s physician who toured Kandy in 1817, put it,
“The effect of its capture was astonishing, and almost beyond the com-
prehension of the enlightened. . . . Now (the people said) the English are
indeed masters of the country; for they who possess the relic have a right
to govern” (see also Malalgoda 1976: 118). But the British quickly real-
ized that possession of the tooth alone was not enough; of necessity it en-
tailed ritual. Thus, when they first secured Kandy, they not only allowed
for an elaborate perahera (procession) to reinstall the tooth, but they or-
ganized it and participated in it, having the “Drums of His Majesty’s 3rd
Ceylon Regiment” replace some of the Kandyan “tom-tom” beaters, and
having Mr. D’Oyly, the British leader in Kandy walking directly behind
the tusker bearing the relic, and then going barefoot up to the altar and
making offerings to the tooth in his official capacity (DeSilva 1972: 2;
Malalgoda 1976: 119n.). For the next thirty years, the British were not
only the guardians of the Buddha’s tooth but also the sponsors of its cult,
and it was only in 1847 that, succumbing to increasing pressure from
missionaries on the island and Christian societies in England, they finally
gave up their ritual role and entrusted custody of the tooth to a commit-
tee, consisting of the chief lay official of the temple, the Diyawadana Nil-
ame, and the elders of the Malwatte and Asgiriya monasteries, the same
committee of three that remains in charge of the temple to this day
(Malalgoda 1976: 120).

State sponsorship of ceremonies and the maintenance of the Temple of
the Tooth take money, and so it comes as no surprise to find that through-
out much of Sri Lankan history, kings, their ministers, and members of
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the royal family were among the chief donors to the tooth relic. Their of-
ferings included not only such things as villages, forest lands, fields, pre-
cious articles, money, slaves, cattle, and elephants, but also, at times,
government-imposed taxes, such as the quarter-percent customs duty one
king levied—for the sake of the tooth—on all goods imported through
any of Sri Lanka’s nine seaports, or the sales tax on liquor (toddy) im-
posed by another, or the fines collected from shops that stayed open on
poya (posadha) days (Herath 1994: 65–66, 114, 132–34).44

There were several reasons for the king to manifest such support of the
tooth. On the one hand, as we have seen, it bolstered his sovereignty by
allowing him to exhibit traditional models of dharmic rule and piety,
originally set by Asoka and by the cakravartin ideal. At the same time,
however, the tooth (and the bowl) were thought to have special powers
of insuring the prosperity of the nation and fertility of the land. Probably
from the time of its first arrival on the island, the tooth was thought to
protect the kingdom from “famine, calamity and revolution” (Gunawar-
dana 1979: 229). According to a seventh-century Chinese account, Sri
Lankans believed that if the tooth relic were ever lost, the country would
be devoured by demons (T. 2066, 51:3c = Eng. trans., Lahiri 1986: 34).
In other words, it would return to the condition that it was in prior to the
first apocryphal “civilizing” visit by the Buddha.

More specifically, the tooth (and especially the bowl relic during the
Anuradhapura period) was thought to produce rainfall.45 The fourth-
century king, Upatissa, for example, put an end to a drought by filling the
Buddha’s bowl relic with water, and sprinkling it as he followed a cart on
which a newly fashioned gold image of the Buddha was taken through
the streets of the city (Cul., 15 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 1:19). This, it
was said, was what the Buddha’s disciple Ananda had done long ago with
the Buddha’s bowl, when Vaisali was suffering from a famine and pesti-
lence due to a drought (Herath 1994: 43; see also KhpA., 164 = Eng.
trans., Ñanamoli 1997: 178). In the twelfth century, at Parakkamabahu’s
great festival of the tooth relic, the procession was preceded by a rain
cloud that kept just ahead of the parade and “filled all the ponds and
rivers” but without ever raining down on the festivities themselves (Cul.,
359 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 2:43). The lengthy description of the
translation of the tooth and bowl relics to the town of Sirivaddhana, in
the thirteenth century, specifies that the sound of the drums mimicked the
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44 For a somewhat similar list of wealth, lands, and persons given over to a buddha relic in
twelfth-century Thailand, see Wyatt 2001: 11. Gregory Schopen (1997: 258ff) has spoken
of the Buddha as the “owner” of property in medieval Indian monasteries, and it is clear
here that we have a similar instance of such ownership.
45 Herath (1994: 163) proposes this as one of the four reasons for the tooth’s prominence
during and after the Polonnaruva period.



thunderclaps of Pajjunna, the god of rain (Cul., 475 = Eng. trans., Geiger
1929, 2:163). A few years later, in the midst of a terrible dry spell, the
monks were asked to circumambulate the capital with the tooth relic
while making a firm resolve: “the heavens shall rain.” The very next day, it
poured (Cul., 487–88 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 2:177–78). The Dalada-
sirita, a fourteenth-century Sinhala ritual manual still in use at the Tem-
ple of the Tooth, prescribes that “when rain does not fall the Tooth-relic
should be worshipped” (Hocart 1931: 37), and one of the verses that
closes the daily veneration of the relic requests that “the god send down
rain in due time and promote the welfare of crops” (Hocart 1931: 27; see
also Gunawardana 1979: 229). Even today, this verse is recited, and, as
is well known, the annual Esala perahera has as one of its purposes rain-
making, a fact that may be connected to the title of the chief lay official
of the Temple of the Tooth, the Diyawadana Nilame, which originally
meant “water-bearer” (see Holt 1991: 186).

Puja and Perahera: God, King, and Monk

The royal connections of the tooth relic were also reflected in some of the
features of the regular cultic rituals that were carried out for it, some of
which can still be seen today. Juliane Schober has distinguished between
two forms of relic veneration, which she calls the “Ananda modality,”
emphasizing personal service and devotion, and a more public “royal
modality” involving social relations of power and hegemonic pursuits,
diplays and processions (Schober 1996: 203–8, and 1997). Similarly, Vic-
tor Goloubew has distinguished between two “ritual programs” focused
on the relic at the Temple of the Tooth in Kandy. On the one hand, there
is what he calls the “dalada-king,” the tooth relic-as-ruler; on the other,
there is “the very holy dalada,” in which the relic-as-personal savior
comes to the fore.

The “dalada-king,” Goloubew explains, “necessitates the constant
presence, in the temple and its dependencies, of numerous servants and
lay officials, administrators, secretaries, musicians, cooks, night watch-
men, shoulder-pole carriers, torch bearers— a whole personnel . . . that is
approximately the same as the entourage of a sovereign” (1932: 460–
61). In this way, the relic’s daily “royal needs” are taken care of. Every
day, at dawn, in a set of rituals that was first established in the fourteenth
century and that continues up to the present, the tooth is awakened and
offered water with which to wash its hands, a toothstick, water for a
bath, a towel to dry the face, another towel for the body, fresh clothes, a
seat, a fan, a fly-whisk, the sound of a bell, sweet-smelling camphor,
lights, perfumes, flowers, and then a full meal, consisting of water to
drink, gruel, rice, curry, and sweetmeats. Then, after a pause, during
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which the relic is left alone to eat, the meal is cleared away and a chew of
betel is offered. Finally, the sanctum is fumigated with incense, swept,
and then closed. Similar rituals, with some variations, occur at mid-
morning and then again in the evening (see Seneviratne 1978: 38–60;
Hocart 1931: 18–33; Devendra 1984).

It is sometimes argued that all these rituals—the bathing, feeding,
etc.—assume belief in a literal presence of the Buddha in his relic. Such an
argument, however, ignores the complex nature of ritual action. More
fruitfully, anthropologists such as H. L. Seneviratne (1978: 38ff) have
shown how these maintenance rituals emphasize the “deva” status of the
tooth relic, its treatment as king, but also as god. Indeed, generally speak-
ing, these rituals closely resemble the daily puja performed for Hindu
deities, and they assume a recognition of divinity and royalty in the relic.

At the same time, however, the identity of the relic (and of the Buddha)
as a monk is appreciated. For example, the fresh clothes that are offered
are specified as being the triple monastic robe. The sound of the bell that
is rung is said to recall the sound of the preaching of the dharma (Hocart
1931: 21–23). Also, in recognition of the Buddha’s monastic status, the
evening meal contains no solid foods but only juices and other sweets
(Seneviratne 1978: 54). Moreover, the daily ritual is prefaced by the
recitation of Pali verses that are unambiguously Buddhist and serve to
frame the ritual as a whole (Hocart 1931: 20; Seneviratne 1978: 42;
Goloubew 1932: 464n). In this official cult, then, the tooth relic is really
three things: god, king, and monk.

This, of course, is also true of the Buddha, biographically speaking.
The various identities taken on by the tooth, I would argue, replicate the
movement of Sakyamuni’s own life story, in that he proceeds from exis-
tence as a deity in Tusita Heaven, to birth in this world as a royal prince,
to wandering forth as a monk to achieve enlightenment as a buddha. In
the broader scope of his biography, which includes his previous lives, it is
possible to see that he has, in fact, often been a king, a god, or an ascetic
(i.e., a sramana, the prototype of a monk). According to a count made by
T. W. Rhys Davids, in the Pali jataka collection, the bodhisattva is an as-
cetic eighty-three times, a king eighty-five times, and a deity sixty-three
times (Davids 1880: ci). He also appears as other things, of course (mer-
chants, ministers, various kinds of animals, etc.), but, if we view his bi-
ography synchronically (as relics encourage us to do), one is tempted to
conclude that the Buddha primarily “is” these three things. Thus the fact
that the tooth relic can be treated as though it were a god and a king and
a monk makes sense not only because the Buddha himself has been all
three of those things in his lifetimes, but also because he “is” them.

More concretely, this tripartide distinction is also helpful in under-
standing another aspect of the cult of the Sri Lankan tooth relic: the fact
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that it participates in periodic processions called peraheras. Unlike relics
that were ensconced in stupas, the tooth (and the bowl), as we have seen,
were enshrined in halls, sometimes in monasteries, sometimes on the
grounds of the palace. From these places, they could be taken out on fes-
tive occasions and paraded through the streets or exposed for the vener-
ation of the faithful. The best-known of these tooth relic processions is
the one that is carried out in modern times, the so-called Esala perahera,
which is held every year in July / August in Kandy, and has become one
of Sri Lanka’s most famous tourist attractions.46 As a celebration, how-
ever, this festival was originally a ritual in honor of Visnu.47 Robert Knox
(1958: 149–50), who witnessed the Kandy perahera in 1681, makes no
mention of the tooth, but speaks of the chief deity in the procession as
“Allout neur Dio,” whom he calls the “God and Maker of Heaven and
Earth.” This refers to “Alutnuvara Deva”—one of the names of Visnu at
the time in Sri Lanka (see Holt 1991: 186; Goloubew 1932: 467). The
other two deities at the perahera mentioned by Knox are “Cotteragom
Dio” and “Potting Dio.” These are the god Kataragama and the goddess
Pattini who still participate in the perahera. In the eighteenth century,
during the reign of Kirti Sri, the tooth relic and the “god” Natha (= Aval-
okitesvara) were added to the procession in an attempt to “buddhaize”
the festival, and that is the way the festival has been celebrated ever since
(see Holt 1991: 186, and 1996: 31–32; Swearer 1982: 304–8).

According to a tradition current in the early nineteenth century, this
was done so as to please a delegation of visiting Thai monks who won-
dered why the Buddha had no place in this major festivity (Pieris 1956:
136). Kirti Sri’s actions made sense, however, in light of a long history of
processional festivals celebrating the tooth relic. The first account we
have of such an occasion is that of Faxian, who visited Sri Lanka at the
start of the fifth century, not many years after the arrival of the relic on
the island. As we saw in chapter 2, according to Faxian, ten days before
the start of the festival, a man dressed in royal robes and sitting on a large
caparisoned elephant, beat a drum and reminded everyone that the Bud-
dha, during three uncountable aeons, had performed great bodhisattva
deeds. He then recalled a number of jatakas, which segued into an ac-
count of the Buddha’s last life up until his attainment of parinirvana. The
herald ended by proclaiming that, since that event of the parinirvana
“1,497 years ago,”48 the Blessed One can no longer be seen and the
world has lived in sadness. But, ten days hence, the Buddha’s tooth would
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be brought out and taken to the Abhayagiri-vihara (T. 2085, 51:865a–b =
Eng. trans., Li 2002: 206). The implication, of course, is that this will be
a chance to see the Buddha once again, and indeed, monks and laypeople
are encouraged by this herald to make the roads smooth and well adorned
and to prepare a great supply of flowers and incense in anticipation of
making merit. Ten days later, at the festival itself, the narrative of the
jatakas is repeated, but in a different, more figurative way; as we have
seen, the tooth relic, in procession, “skins the cat” of its former lives by
passing through two lines of banners depicting all five hundred jataka tales
(T. 2085, 51:865b = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 206–7; see also Legge [1886]
1965: 106).

Once again, we can see how biographical narrative, or at least biogra-
phical recall—including lives as king, god, and monk—can function in
the context of relics. But what is most emphasized here, in the final analy-
sis, is the monastic connection, since the perahera, as Faxian describes it,
is a procession that is heading for the Abhayagiri monastery. The relic it-
self, as we have seen, is normally kept in royal circles, in a temple by the
palace, but every year, after this procession, it spends the three months of
the rains retreat as a “monk” at the Abhayagiri. Ninety days later, it is re-
turned to its place in the city (T. 2085, 51:865b = Eng. trans., Li 2002:
207; see also Legge [1886] 1965: 106–7).

A somewhat different emphasis may be found in another example of a
tooth relic procession sponsored by Parakkamabahu I in the twelfth cen-
tury. This monarch had built, for the occasion, in the middle of the city
of Polonnaruva, a splendid house (ghara) for the relic, which is likened to
the assembly hall of the king of the gods. Here, then, the procession will
not be to a monastery but to a centrally located shrine with divine and
royal associations. From the royal gate onward, the king has the road
made perfectly level for a distance of one league and decorated with tri-
umphal arches, palm trees, banana trees, and vases filled with flowers
and banners and pennons, so that the whole looked like Indra’s heaven.
All of this culminates, once the tooth and the bowl arrive in their temple
in the center of the city, in a great festival of lights, lasting seven days and
nights (Cul., 356–60 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929: 39–43; see also Gu-
nawardana 1979: 228–29).

Here, clearly, the deva/king side of the relic is brought to the fore.
More specifically, I would suggest that this Polonnaruva procession,
which includes the relics’ re-establishment in the center of the city and the
celebration of the festival of lights, recalls not only the example of Asoka,
but the myth of the cakravartin who follows with all his entourage the
great wheel of the dharma, which arises for him and then establishes it-
self back in the center of his kingdom, an event that confirms his status as
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a righteous monarch (see D., 3:58–79 = Eng. trans., Davids 1899–1924,
3:53–76). This would seem to be the mythic model for relic peraheras in
which the sovereignty and dharmic nature of the king is asserted or re-
asserted. Indeed, in the Culavamsa, the tooth and bowl are sometimes
specifically compared to the jewel-wheel of a cakravartin, and their ven-
eration is said to make at least one king feel like the great righteous ruler
Mandhatar (Cul., 453 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1929, 2:138).49 The same as-
sociation may be found in China. When the Japanese pilgrim Jojin visited
the Buddha’s tooth in Kaifeng in 1072, for example, an imperial emissary
had to open the building for him, and the relic itself was housed in the
“Hall of Seven Treasures,” a reference to the regalia of cakravartins (see
Soper 1948: 24–25).

Personal Piety

The second of Goloubew’s “ritual programs” at the Temple of the Tooth—
that which focuses on the “very holy relic”—emphasizes personal dedi-
cation and acts of sacrifice toward the relic, whether inspired by
communal concerns or not. In China, we know that such manifestations
of devotion toward relics could be quite frenzied, recalling ancient New
Year’s celebrations in which men and women “wasted their goods, de-
stroyed their inheritance, . . . and exhausted their family fortunes” (Ger-
net 1956: 232, quoting Granet 1926, 1:321–22). In Sri Lanka, things
appear to be somewhat more subdued, yet not fundamentally different.
For instance, at a special exhibition of the tooth outside of its reliquary—
the first in fifty-three years—held in May 1828, the relic was brought in
procession, on the back of a great tusker through two lines of elephants
kneeling in homage. People thronged the route, their cries of “Sadhu”
swelling “into a grand and solemn sound of adoration” (Forbes [1840]
1994, 1:292). Then, for three days and nights, they vied with one another
in making donations—jewelry, coins of all denominations, cloth, monas-
tic robes, flowers, areca nuts, betel leaves, etc.—to the relic, which was
displayed on a lotus blossom made of gold on top of a silver table (Forbes
[1840] 1994, 1:293–94; see also Colebrooke 1836).

A second example of such personal piety is more down to earth and
contemporary, and needs little elucidation. It is taken from an anony-
mous letter that appeared in the Colombo Daily News in the summer of
1991, and it testifies not only to the emotions but also the motivations of
individual devotees:
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[I]n Kandy, about thirty years ago, there was a special exposition of the sa-
cred Tooth Relic.50 I was an ordinary housewife, managing the house and
four young children. My husband had gone to work and would come back
only in the evening. My mother was visiting us and, on reading the newspa-
per, she came to know about the special exposition. She expressed a keen de-
sire to worship the Relic again. The maligawa [temple of the tooth] had a
special significance for her and her mother before her. Countless were the
times we children accompanied them to worship there. . . .

When my mother expressed her wish to worship the Tooth Relic, I was in
a quandary because she could not travel by bus and there were no hiring
cars in the vicinity. I had to wait till my husband came home after work, in
the evening. When I told him about my mother’s wish, he agreed to drop us
at the maligawa and came back to be with the children. . . . We joined the
tail-end of the queue. The exposition was nearly over when we got a chance
to worship the Sacred Relic [but] fortunately for us the officiating priest
knew my mother well, as she was a regular worshipper. He told her that she
could remain there to see the Relic casket being put back for safety in the
inner shrine room. My mother was overjoyed as the longer she worshipped,
the happier she was.

I gazed in wonder and amazement at the richness of the offerings. Beauti-
ful jewellery was being put back, to adorn the casket. As the inventory was
being read out, I marvelled at the people and places they came from. I was
struck by the piety and devotion that prompted them to make such offer-
ings. Many were the offerings made by Siamese and Burmese [pilgrims] and
I loved looking at these foreign people who were seated on a low platform
right through the exposition. Foreigners were rare then. . . .

[I then looked down at] the most valuable piece of jewellery I had, my
own engagement ring, a sovereign gold one with a blue sapphire in the mid-
dle and eight tiny diamonds round it. . . . I looked at it long and lovingly, as
that was my husband’s first valuable gift to me. I thought to myself “Why
don’t I offer this to the Lord Buddha? So many people, for so many cen-
turies, have made such valuable offerings. If I keep this, I may lose it, or if I
give it to my children they may not value it. But, if I offer it here, it will be
here, long after I am no more.” (Anonymous 1991: 17)

The letter goes on to tell how she finally decides to make her offering,
and to relate how a problem the family was having with getting some
work done on their driveway and a culvert was resolved the very next
day. And it concludes, “I am certain that it was the merit I had acquired
by offering my ring that solved the problem. Every action has a reaction
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they say and that good kamma (Pali for “Karma”) of mine had an im-
mediate result. I did not have to wait till after death to reap the benefit of
a generous action” (Anonymous 1991: 17).

The Tours of the Chinese Tooth

We have, so far, encountered a number of different ways in which tooth
relics may be thought to extend further the life story and presence of the
Buddha. There is one final context in which I would like to look at this
theme. That is the more-or-less modern phenomenon of Buddha’s teeth
and other relics being taken on tours of other countries. In doing this, I
want to focus primarily on the tour—to Sri Lanka in 1961—of the “Chi-
nese tooth relic” that was then and is still today kept in a pagoda near
Beijing. I think this tour is worth chronicling for its own sake. More gen-
erally, however, it should help us push our inquiry beyond traditional
boundaries and, as we enter a realm of internationalism, look at prob-
lems such as the question of how Buddhists view relics that are in the
possession of others (non-Buddhists).

The Beijing tooth may or may not be the Udyana / Khotan tooth that
was in Chang’an in the Tang Dynasty (which, in turn, may or may not be
the tooth mentioned in the Mahaparinirvana sutra as being taken to
Gandhara). Its modern history begins in 1900. In that year, during the
Boxer Rebellion, the Zhaoxian pagoda in the Western Hills outside of
Beijing was destroyed by cannon fire, by Western Imperialist troops who
wanted to punish the monks of the nearby Lingguang monastery for hav-
ing harbored Boxers (Arlington and Lewisohn 1987: 301). In the rubble
of the foundations, the monks from that monastery found a box in-
scribed with the words “The Holy Tooth Relic of Sakyamuni Buddha.
Written by Shan-hui on the 23rd day of the 4th month in the 7th year of
Tien-hui [963 c.e.]” Inside the box was a molar wrapped up in a piece
of silk (Chao 1959: 36–37, and Buddhist Association of China 1966: 
6–7, 25).

The newly discovered tooth was initially kept by the monks at the
monastery near the ruined pagoda, until 1955 when it was handed over
to the recently founded Chinese Buddhist Association, which put it in a
display case at its headquarters in Beijing. There it was noticed by the
Burmese ambassador, who reported its existence to Premier U Nu, who
mentioned it to Premier Zhou Enlai, who is supposed to have then gen-
erously offered it to the Burmese people saying, “Take it—we have no use
for it” (Welch 1972: 181, but see also 553n.35). Delighted, U Nu
promptly sent a delegation to China to receive the tooth. When they got
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there, they found that the relic was no longer simply displayed in an or-
dinary glass case but was now housed in a jewel-encrusted golden reli-
quary, and that it was no longer to be given to the Burmese people but
simply loaned to them, to be sent on a tour of their country for a period
of eight months (Welch 1972: 181).51

The tour was a great success. The tooth was welcomed at the Rangoon
airport by President Ba U, Premier U Nu, members of the Supreme Court
and the legislature, secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, minis-
ters of various governmental departments, foreign diplomats, monks,
nuns, and a huge crowd. U Ba U proclaimed, “Many thanks to Chairman
Mao, Premier Chou, the Chinese government and the Chinese People.
Through their profound friendship the historic wish of the Burmese
people is now fulfilled. . . . The tooth of the Buddha is now visiting our
land. . . . Long live the friendship between the peoples of China and
Burma!” (see Welch 1972: 183).

The Chinese, it should be said, were not the first modern state to use
Buddhist relics on such propaganda tours. In the early 1950s, the British
had already returned, with great fanfare, to India, the relic of the Bud-
dha’s chief disciples, Sariputra and Mahamaudgalyayana, which Alexan-
der Cunningham had uncovered at Sañci in 1851 and ferreted away to
the Victoria and Albert Museum in London (Daulton 1994).52 Soon
thereafter, the Indian government, through the Maha Bodhi Society, sent
these relics on a tour of Sri Lanka, and the French then sponsored their
visit, along with a Buddha relic, to Cambodia, where they were received
with great ceremony by King Sihanouk (Barthes 1952). The Sri Lankans,
in turn, got into the act. In the same year, they arranged for one of their
Buddha relics to stop off in Vietnam on its way to being presented to the
people of Japan on the occasion of the Second World Congress of Bud-
dhists in Tokyo, in 1952 (see De Berval 1952: 703).53

It is possible that the Chinese were inspired by the success of these
tours. Not long thereafter, they, in fact, joined the World Fellowship of
Buddhists, and began sending delegates to its conferences (Welch 1972:
210–11). It was soon after that that they undertook their negotiations
with U Nu and the Burmese. Moreover, the tooth’s tour of Burma was so
successful that the government decided to take its relic diplomacy more
seriously. In 1957, it undertook the construction of a new Buddha’s
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Tooth Relic Pagoda, near the site of the old one outside of Beijing, at a
cost of over half a million dollars. It was fifty meters high, in “tradi-
tional” Chinese architectural style, its finial resplendent with gold leaf
(Buddhist Association of China 1966: 9–10). In 1964, the building was
dedicated in the presence of Buddhist delegations from ten different
countries, including North and South Vietnam. A great procession was
held to translate the tooth to its new sanctuary, and a joint statement was
issued condemning United States bombing in Southeast Asia (Welch
1972: 219–20).

Prior to that time, however, in 1961, the tooth relic itself was sent on a
second tour, to Sri Lanka. The New China News Agency, as Holmes
Welch (1972: 183) put it, “released a torrent of despatches” about this
trip. The articles are official, more or less predictable, emphasizing the
size of the crowds, the receptions given by high government officials, and
the reunion of the two teeth (the Beijing and Kandy relics) as symbolizing
the new friendship between the people of the two nations.54 In many
ways, the coverage in the Ceylon Daily News is more interesting for our
purposes. It starts with some front-page reports from Beijing on the ac-
tivities of the Sri Lankan delegation sent to China to accompany the relic
back to the island (31 May 1961, p. 1; and 2 June 1961, p. 1). A few days
later, it details some of the preparations being made in Sri Lanka for wel-
coming the relic upon its arrival: the Governor General, the Prime Min-
ister (Mrs. Bandaranaike), and the Chinese Ambassador are all said to be
planning to go to the airport, and arrangements are being made for ex-
hibiting the relic in Colombo, in a special pavilion at the Dalada Ma-
ligawa in Kandy, and at other important sites throughout the island
(7 June 1961, p. 1).

Yet, at the same time, we get the first indication that not all Sri Lankan
Buddhists were necessarily happy with this planned tour. In a separate ar-
ticle, on the very same day, a potential rift on this issue is made public be-
tween the two chief monks (mahanayakas) of the Asgiriya and Malwatte
viharas, the two leading monasteries of the principal sect, the Siyam
Nikaya. The Malwatte mahanayaka announced that he would decline
the invitation to go to the airport to welcome the relic, since he “was not
feeling well and was busy with preparations for ordination ceremonies.”
The Asgiriya mahanayaka, on the other hand, declared that he would go
to the airport and chant sutras there despite the fact that he had devel-
oped a rash on his face (Ceylon Daily News, 7 June 1961, p. 1). This
snub by the Malwatte elder is important not only because of his leader-
ship role in the Sri Lankan samgha, but also since he is one of the three
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members of the committee that is in charge of the temple of the tooth in
Kandy, the other two being the Asgiriya mahanayaka, and the lay custo-
dian of the tooth, the Diyawadana Nilame.

Three days later, the tooth arrived. A few headlines will allow us to
trace quickly the first part of its tour. In Colombo, “75,000 Venerate
Relic Daily,” and “Chinese Bring Greetings to Ceylon Buddhists” (12
June 1961). In Anuradhapura, the visit was especially successful; it was
timed to coincide with the traditional celebration of Poson Poya, a day
that marks the advent of Buddhism to the island, and that is especially
celebrated in Anuradhapura. The relic was exhibited directly opposite
the bodhi tree. “Big Crowds in Anuradhapura!” announced the Ceylon
Daily News (27 June 1961), and “One Mile Queue at Anuradhapura
Braves Rain to Venerate Relic” (28 June 1961).

I do want to say a few more words, however, about the visit of the relic
to Kandy, which, in many ways, was intended to be the highpoint of the
whole tour since there, after all, the two teeth of the Buddha would come
together. The visit to Kandy, although generally successful, was marked
by two events. The Asgiriya mahanayaka and the lay custodian of the
tooth, the Diyawadana Nilame, Mr. C. B. Nugawela, had both agreed to
participate fully in the reception of the tooth in Kandy, but the head of
the Malwatte sect still refused. For him, the relic was not genuine and the
Chinese Communists were not to be trusted. Despite considerable pres-
sure from different sources,55 he declared in no uncertain terms, “I have
decided not to associate myself with this event, and under no circum-
stances will I alter my decision” (Ceylon Daily News, 28 June 1961, 1).

The ceremonies in Kandy thus were conducted without him. The re-
ception of the tooth went off smoothly. Even though the Chinese tooth
did not get to be carried by Raja, the big tusker reserved for the Sri
Lankan tooth, a great perahera was organized and the tooth was in-
stalled in a grand pavillion right in front of the Dalada Maligawa. Thou-
sands of people came. The next day, however, in what could only be
interpreted as a very inauspicious event, Mr. Nugawela, the Diyawadana
Nilame who played a major role in the occasion, died rather suddenly of
a heart attack. “He was 74,” the obituary reported, “he had had a busy
day the day before receiving the Chinese relic” (Ceylon Daily News, 3
July 1961, p. 3). The tooth relic went on and finished its tour, but the
overwhelming propaganda success the Chinese had hoped for did not
really materialize, and, on August 10, the relic returned to China.

The “Great Cultural Revolution” of 1966–76 was not a good time for
the practice of Buddhism in China. Many temples were damaged or de-
stroyed and open devotions disappeared altogether. Even the officials of

208 CHAPTER SEVEN

55 See, for example, the “special article” by G. P. Malalasekera on the front page of the
Ceylon Daily News (27 June 1961).



the state-supported Chinese Buddhist Association laid low. Little is
known about what happened to the Buddha’s tooth relic and its brand
new pagoda during this chaotic period, except that they escaped damage
and were shown, at least once, to foreign visitors, during a lull in the rev-
olutionary fervor, in 1972.56 In the 1990’s, however, the Chinese tooth
relic resurfaced and resumed its tours. Notably, in 1994, it went on a
forty-five day tour of Myanmar at the invitation of the military-dominated
State Law and Order Restoration Council, which, as Juliane Schober has
pointed out, “relied increasingly on its patronage of Buddhist relics and
symbols . . . in the absence of a secular, constitutional legitimation of
state powers” (Schober 2000: 47).57

Since then, the other great Chinese relic—the fingerbone, recovered by
archaeologists at the Famen si in 1987—has followed the tooth on other
tours. In 1996, it was sent to Thailand, and then again, in 2002 to Tai-
wan where it was paraded through the streets and venerated by hundreds
of thousands of devotees for over a month.58 Two quotes, both of which
should be taken seriously, may suffice to sum up the two sides—devo-
tional and political—of the occasion. Soon after the arrival of the relic, a
Taiwanese monk was quoted by the Associated Press as saying, “Looking
at the bone is like seeing the Buddha himself,”59 while a Mainland Chi-
nese official declared, “We hope Buddha’s finger [can] inspire friendly
love and peace across the Taiwan Strait.”60 The latter sentiment, how-
ever, should probably be read in the context of the earlier journey, in
1998, of yet another relic—a tooth—said to have been smuggled out of
Tibet to India during the Cultural Revolution, and then sent in a pro-
nationalist move to Taipei “for safe-keeping.”61

Such “relic diplomacy,” or “relic warfare,” especially when practiced by
secular governments, has sometimes been criticized as hypocritical. And yet
the use of relics in this way has a long history, starting perhaps with King
Asoka who, in an attempt to better his relations with foreign peoples (e.g.,
Sri Lanka and Devanampiya Tissa), also agreed to send relics overseas.
Moreover, as we have seen in the case of the Kandyan kings, and the British
colonialists, this is not the first time that “nonbelievers” have used relics to
help show their support for Buddhism and / or legitimate their rule.
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Conclusion

In an interesting work not without relevance to the study of relics,
Melissa Schrift (2001) shows how Mao Zedong badges in modern day
China not only commemorate events in the life of the chairman, but de-
velop life stories and cults of their own that go far beyond the original in-
tentions of their creators. In this chapter, I have examined tooth relic
traditions to illustrate an assortment of “moves” that some relics make
after the death of the Buddha, extensions of his biography that enable
“the Buddha” to do things he never did and go places he never went dur-
ing his lifetime in human form. These relics travel, in a variety of modes,
from one country to another. Tied to kingship rather than pilgrimage
sites, they keep on moving from capital to capital, where they serve to le-
gitimate rule. They also are taken on peraheras at festival times, process-
ing through cities the way the wheel of a cakravartin king might
circumambulate the cosmos. They are implored to inspire troops and win
wars. They are asked to insure fertility and make it rain as though they
were deities. They are given respect as though they were monks. And, as
we have just seen, they go on diplomatic / devotional tours of foreign na-
tions, even in modern times.

None of these movements was predicted by the Buddha. None is part
of the biographical blueprint for all tathagatas. These relics tend not to
be enshrined in places that have been hallowed by buddhas of the past.
They represent, therefore, new life-story departures in Sakyamuni’s ca-
reer, while, at the same time, remaining connected to him, in the mind of
devotees. We can see here one of the ironies of relics that extend the Bud-
dha’s biography: ceasing to be mere expressions of the Buddha’s life (or
of episodes therein) they are freed from “re-presenting” him, and so are
able to “present” him afresh in ways not seen before. “Being” the Bud-
dha, they are paradoxically able to do new things that “the Buddha”
never did.
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Chapter Eight

RELICS AND ESCHATOLOGY

As is well known, one of the basic
messages of Buddhism is the lesson of impermanence. All things that
arise from a cause are subject to dissolution; nothing, not even the Bud-
dha, not even the Buddha’s teaching, lasts forever. The same may be said
of the Buddha’s relics, which, insofar as they embody the departed mas-
ter and his dharma and replicate and extend his biography, are subject to
the same law of impermanence.

This does not, however, mean the end of the world. In Buddhism, es-
chatology (like cosmogony) is never quite as absolute as it is in traditions
such as Christianity, which have a more linear notion of time. The end of
this world is followed by the creation of a new one that is very much like
this one, and the disappearance of one buddha (and his dharma) is fol-
lowed by the advent of another buddha, whose life and teachings differ
little from those of his predecessors. Buddhist eschatology thus tends to
be a dialectic between themes of continuity and termination, and it is per-
haps not surprising that relics, which similarly hold in tension themes of
the disappearance of a buddha and of his ongoing presence, should be
featured in some of these scenarios. In what follows, I want to examine
three traditions in which relics make eschatological transitions from
“our” buddha, Sakyamuni, to the next buddha, Maitreya. The first con-
cerns the Buddha’s begging bowl, his patra, which became an important
relic of use in certain circles; the second features the robe of the Buddha,
which he passed on to his disciple Mahakasyapa, and which the latter
then delivered to Maitreya; and the third is the story of the parinirvana
of the relics—the coming together and extinction of all the Buddha’s re-
mains, just prior to the advent of Maitreya. Each puts a slightly different
emphasis on the balance of continuity and discontinuity.

The Buddha’s Bowl: A Recycled Relic

We have already encountered a number of traditions about the Buddha’s
bowl, most notably those that associate it with the tooth relic in Sri
Lanka. In addition, however, there developed a variety of other legends
that seem to have had a separate existence of their own. When the



Chinese pilgrim Faxian passed through what is now Peshawar in Western
Pakistan, at the very end of the fourth century c.e., he had the opportu-
nity to venerate the Buddha’s begging bowl, which was enshrined in a
monastery there. The bowl itself, he reports, had a capacity of about four
litres, and had four concentric rings around the top marking the rims of
the original bowls of which it was made (T. 2085, 51:858c = Eng. trans.,
Li 2002: 171).1 Unlike the bowls of ordinary monks, this bowl of the
Buddha was made of stone, and actually consisted of four bowls that
were found by the four guardian gods of the four quarters on Mount
Vinataka (the sixth of the seven concentric mountain chains that sur-
round Mount Sumeru—see Sadakata 1997: 26, 190–91). As we saw in
chapter 3, they brought the bowls to the Buddha at the time of the food
offering made to him by Trapusa and Bhallika; and the Blessed One, un-
willing to slight any of the deities, accepted them all and pressed them to-
gether to make a single bowl.

Twice a day, in Peshawar, just before noon and in the evening, the bowl
relic was brought out to receive the offerings of devotees, and, miracu-
lously, when poor people put a few blossoms into it as an offering, it
would fill up instantly, but when rich people gave thousands of flowers,
it would never get full (T. 2085, 51:858b–c = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 171).
Faxian also recounts the story of a Yuezhi king, a fervent Buddhist, who
invaded the country and tried to carry off the bowl, but was unable to
move it, even when eight elephants were yoked to it.2 He concluded that
the time for him to own the almsbowl had not yet come, and so he built
a monastery and a stupa in its honor on the spot (T. 2085, 51:858b =
Eng. trans., Li 2002: 171).

By the time Xuanzang passed through the region in the seventh cen-
tury, however, the time for the bowl to move had apparently come, for it
was gone, and only the foundation of the pavilion in which it had been
placed remained. Several explanations for this have been given. Some
scholars have argued that there was a significant shift to the West of the
trade routes to Central Asia, about a century before Xuanzang’s time,
and that this contributed to a general decline of parts of Gandhara
(Kuwayama 1982, 1990: 945–46; Sen 2003: 169). Others have pointed
to the invasions of the Ephthalite Huns under Mihirakula, whose perse-
cution of Buddhism in the sixth century saw the extensive destruction of

212 CHAPTER EIGHT

1 Faxian’s observations are largely corroborated by the testimony of other pilgrims. See T.
2059, 50:343b–c, 338b–339a, 337a–b = Eng. trans., Kuwayama 1990: 947.
2 On the parallels between this story and an Uigur legend about the immovability of a piece
of the stone crib of Christ, see Olschki 1950: 163. Similarly, a thousand elephants were not
able to move a golden bowl given to the infant Sakyamuni (see Sanghbhv., 1:57 = Eng.
trans., Rockhill 1907: 18).



monasteries in Gandhara and Kashmir.3 Xuanzang himself, however, re-
ports that the bowl “is now in Persia,” and further hints that it had spent
time in several different countries (T. 2087, 51:879c = Eng. trans., Li
1996: 70). In this he is reflecting, perhaps, a legendary tradition about the
peregrinations of the Buddha’s bowl, movements that were said to have
taken place already or that were projected into the future and so con-
nected to the eschatological theme of the coming of Maitreya.

The fullest version of this story is perhaps that which Faxian heard
from an Indian monk, in Sri Lanka. There, he was told that the Buddha’s
almsbowl, which originally had been kept in Vaisali, was now in Gand-
hara (where, in fact, Faxian had just seen it). After several hundred years,
it would go to the land of the Western Yuezhi.4 Then, in succession, after
intervals each of a few hundred years, it would reside in Khotan, Kucha,
Sri Lanka, and China. After that, it would return to India from where it
would go up to the Tusita Heaven. There, Maitreya would welcome it,
and honor it for seven days.5 From the Tusita Heaven, it would then re-
turn to Jambudvipa, where, after a while, it would be acquired by a naga
king who would carry it to his underwater palace in the sea. Sometime
prior to Maitreya’s birth, it would reemerge from the realm of the nagas
and return to its place of origin on Mount Vinataka, where it would re-
divide into its original four component bowls. In due time, these would
be taken by the four guardian kings of the four quarters, who would offer
them to Maitreya right after he attained buddhahood. And, like his pre-
decessor Sakyamuni, he would accept them all and press them together to
form a single bowl. Eventually, the same cycle would repeat itself with
Maitreya’s successor. In this way, Faxian concludes, all one thousand
buddhas of this auspicious aeon (bhadrakalpa) would actually use the
same bowl (T. 2085, 51:865c = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 208–9; see also
Zürcher 1982: 3; Kuwayama 1990: 959–60).

Faxian claims that this story was based on Indian oral tradition, but, in
fact, variants of it have been found in a number of Chinese Buddhist liter-
ary sources.6 The bowl’s initial move to Gandhara, for instance, seems to
echo a legend according to which it (along with the scholar Asvaghosa)
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3 On Mihirakula, see Pandit 1968: 40n.; Naudou 1968: 9–10; Wang-Toutain 1994: 72; and
Chavannes 1903: 417.
4 It was this move, perhaps, that the king of the Yuezhi was unsuccessful at jump-starting in
the story recounted earlier.
5 This episode is depicted on a stone relief from Amaravati (see Monius 2001: 97).
6 Anne Monius (2001: 98–100) has also drawn attention to parallels between Faxian’s ac-
count of the bowl relic and the bowl called Amutacurapi (lit., “that which generates the
nectar of immortality”), which is featured in the great Tamil Buddhist epic, Manimekalai.
Like the Buddha’s bowl, Amutacurapi is connected with the future Buddha, and moves
from place to place (within the more limited confines of South India), bringing prosperity,
fertility, and morality wherever it goes.



was part of a ransom paid by a city in “middle India” to a great con-
quering king of the Yuezhi (see T. 2046, 50:183c = Eng. trans., Li 2002a:
12; Kuwayama 1990: 961; Wang-Toutain 1994: 64). More significant is
the tradition that emphasizes the bowl’s going to China. This has been
studied by Erik Zürcher and Françoise Wang-Toutain, who have shown
that the bowl is an important symbol of the propagation and prosperity
of Buddhism. Indeed, more generally, wherever the bowl lands (it moves
by flying through the air), disasters and epidemics will be avoided and the
virtues of the Buddha will be manifest. The dharma will flourish and the
people will be happy. As one text puts it, “In all the countries it passes
through, sovereigns and subjects will be healthy and happy; crops and
silk will be in abundance, and people will rejoice and have no worries”
(T. 392, 12:114b = Fr. trans., Wang-Toutain 1994: 67; see also Strick-
mann 1996: 105).7

The flipside of this, of course, may be found in those traditions that
correlate the absence of the bowl, or its disappearance from a region or
from this earth, with the decline of the dharma and the advent of bad
times. Most radically, when, prior to the advent of Maitreya, the bowl
leaves this world for the land of the nagas, the whole of Jambudvipa will
be shaken by earthquakes and plunged into darkness (T. 386, 12:1076a =
Fr. trans., Wang-Toutain 1994: 69). Worse, the dharma will then gradu-
ally be extinguished, and human life will shorten until it reaches a span
of only five years; “rice, butter, and oil will all vanish away, and men will
become exceedingly wicked. The grass and trees which they lay hold of
will change into swords and clubs, with which they will hurt, cut, and kill
one another” (Legge [1886] 1965: 110; text in T. 2085, 51:865c; see also
Li 2002: 209).

An alternative scenario predicts that a heretical king (Mihirakula in
one source) will break the bowl into pieces. As a result, monks will grad-
ually cease to follow the Vinaya rules, and, bit by bit, become laicized.
They will turn to tilling and planting the soil, to hoarding money and
robbing others, and they will cease reciting the dharma (T. 386, 12:1075–
76 = Eng. trans., Kuwayama 1990: 965–66; see also Wang-Toutain 1994:
71–72; Shinohara 2003).

According to the Chinese Vinaya Master Daoxuan, this breaking of the
bowl relic by a heretical king was, in fact, foretold by an event during the
Buddha’s own lifetime. Once, in Rajagrha, Rahula, acting as the Bud-
dha’s monastic attendant, was washing the Blessed One’s bowl in a naga
pond when it accidentally broke into five pieces. The Buddha did not
blame Rahula. Instead he repaired the bowl with some molten lead, and
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7 In China, the bowl came also to be associated with the millenarian Maitreyan hero Can-
draprabha (“Prince Moonlight”), on whom see Zürcher 1982.



used the occasion to predict that, in the future, after his demise, bad
monks and nuns would fail to respect the integrity of the dharma and
would divide the Vinaya into five different versions and the Tripitaka into
five parts. The breaking of the bowl thus foretells the breaking of the
dharma and the discipline (T. 2122, 53:1008a–b = Fr. trans., Wang-
Toutain 1994: 78–79; see also Shinohara 2003).

Still, according to Daoxuan, who, as a visionary, tends to elaborate his
own versions of legends, this bowl that was broken and repaired was not
the stone bowl brought by the four guardian kings but a clay bowl that
had been presented to the Buddha at the time of the offering of milkrice.
It was given to him then by a mountain deity who had received it from
the previous buddha Kasyapa, with instructions to pass it along at the
appropriate moment. After it was repaired by the Buddha, Indra and the
guardians of the four quarters fashioned thousands of stone replicas of it
which were placed in thousands of stupas all over the Buddhist world, so
that straying Buddhists everywhere would be able to correct their behav-
ior. In time, Daoxuan predicts, the original broken and repaired bowl
will be made faultlessly whole again and passed on to Maitreya (T. 2122,
53:1008c = Fr. trans., Wang-Toutain 1994: 80; and T. 386, 12:1077b =
Eng. trans., Shinohara 2003).

In all of these scenarios, it is clear that the bowl is not only a relic of
use but also a relic of re-use. It participates in a cosmic biographical
scheme that is greater than just the life of Sakyamuni. It is a token that is
passed on from buddha to buddha. This makes it a somewhat different
kind of relic, one that marks both the going of one tathagata and the
coming of another. At the same time, it signals the fluctuations of the
dharma. In this capacity, it not only is periodically broken down into its
component parts (its component bowls) and then reassembled, but it also
moves about to different countries. It participates in and signals the
spread of Buddhism. As Anne Monius (2001: 100) has put it, its peregri-
nations serve to “map out the central locations of the Buddhist world en-
visioned by [the] narrative.” It effectuates a great circumambulation of
the world—both the world of humans and of the gods and nagas—bring-
ing the dharma everywhere before returning to its point of origin. In this,
once again, it is not unlike the dharma wheel of a great cakravartin king
that appears at the beginning of his reign and leads him on a great tour
of the world before disappearing at the time of his withdrawal from king-
ship, and then reappearing for the next cakravartin. As with the bowl,
when the wheel does not appear, disorder, disaster, and decline ensue, but
when it does, all is right with the world (D., 3:58–79 = Eng. trans., Walshe
1987: 395–406).
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The Buddha’s Robe

Another object that is transmitted from buddha to buddha, although in a
slightly different manner, is the relic of the robe. This tradition is compli-
cated by the fact that the Buddha, during his career, is said to have worn
at least two different kinds of robes: a set of “dust-heap robes” (pam-
sukula) characteristic of the ascetically inclined “forest tradition” of
monks, and a set of magnificent, costly robes made of expensive cloth,
more typical, perhaps, of the “town-monk” tradition.8 Each type of robe
is the subject of several different, sometimes overlapping, and not always
consistent legends.

We have already seen, in chapter 2, one tale of the origin of the robe
the bodhisattva acquired right after his great departure; it was made of
the discarded garments of ten pratyekabuddhas who passed into parinir-
vana. Another tradition claims that, six years later, after the bodhisattva
had practiced austerities for a while, that robe became worn out, and he
was in need of something to cover his nudity. Accordingly, he looked
around and found, in a cremation ground, the discarded cloth (pam-
sukula) that had enveloped the body of a servant girl who had died in the
household of the nearby village chief. The bodhisattva took the cloth,
washed it, and sewed it together under a tree at a spot that became
known as Pamsukulasivana (“[The Place of] Sewing-the-Dustheap-
Robe”). Thereafter, that was the robe that he wore (Lal., 194–95 = Eng.
trans., Bays 1983: 405–6).

Three other stories highlight a rather different kind of robe. One is the
account of the sumptuous cloth given to the Buddha by the doctor Ji-
vaka. According to one version of this legend, Jivaka had received, as
payment for his medical services, a waterproof piece of cloth worth one
hundred thousand coins. This he then offered to the Buddha, who had
Ananda cut it up and sew it into a cloak. There was so much cloth, how-
ever, that Ananda was also able to make a triple robe (tricivara) for the
Buddha as well as an underrobe for himself and a cloak for Rahula, and
there was still enough left over to clothe other members of the commu-
nity (GilgMss. 3, 2:48).

A second story features the garment that the Buddha’s disciple Ma-
hakasyapa gave to the Buddha in exchange for his dustheap robe. Ac-
cording to this tale, which is found both in the Pali and the Sanskrit
traditions, when Mahakasyapa became a monk, inclined toward asceti-
cism, he wished to make himself a pamsukula robe of discarded rags, but
he could not find any. He therefore cut up his householder’s clothes,

216 CHAPTER EIGHT

8 On these two traditions in Buddhism, see Tambiah 1984: 53–77.



which were worth a hundred thousand pieces of gold, and sewed them
back together again. The result was a monastic robe, but one made of ex-
pensive, high-quality cloth. One day, the Buddha happened to notice that
Mahakasyapa’s robe was “soft,” and mentioned this. Mahakasyapa
promptly offered his “soft” robe to the Blessed One, in exchange for the
latter’s “rough” robe of hemp, and he then wore this rag-robe of the Bud-
dha for the rest of his life—until, as we shall next see, the coming of the
future buddha Maitreya (T. 1509, 25:225a = Fr. trans., Lamotte 1949–
80: 1399; and S. 2:219–22 = Eng. trans., Davids and Woodward 1917–
30, 2:146–50).

In this eschatological context, a third story of a very expensive robe of-
fered to the Buddha should be mentioned. According to the Za bao zang
jing and a number of other Chinese anthologies of Buddhist tales, the
Buddha’s aunt and foster mother, Mahaprajapati, once made a robe for
the Blessed One out of a fabric with golden threads, but he refused it,
telling her to give it to the samgha. Mahaprajapati protested, pointing
out that she had suckled and raised the Buddha, and made this garment
especially for him, but he adamantly declined. So Mahaprajapati went to
the samgha, but not one of the monks, starting with the abbot, would ac-
cept her robe, until it was finally taken by the bodhisattva Maitreya, who
was then apparently a monk under Sakyamuni (T. 203, 4:470a = Eng.
trans., Willemen 1994: 112–13; see also Chavannes 1934, 3:46–47 and
4:210). Here again, then, we have the theme that a robe used by or made
for Sakyamuni is also destined for the next buddha.

Given all these stories, it is not altogether clear what became the Bud-
dha’s robe, nor even what he was wearing at the time of his death. Apart
from what it says about his unburnt shrouds (see chapter 4), the Maha-
parinirvana sutra is silent on the subject.9 Xuanzang, however, reports
that when the Buddha’s mother came down from heaven to view her de-
ceased son’s body, still in its coffin between the two sal trees, she saw not
only him but also, nearby, his “samghati (double robe), alms bowl and
pewter staff” (Li 1996: 189; text in T. 2087, 51:904b). Moreover, Xuan-
zang himself claims to have seen, in shrines in Northwest India, that same
pewter staff, as well as “the Tathagata’s upper robe, made of fine cotton
of a yellowish red color . . . in a precious casket” (Li 1996: 69; text in T.
2087, 51:879b). The Pali tradition also records the post-parinirvana
preservation of various robe relics. For example, the last chapter of the
Buddhavamsa, which provides a kind of verse summary of the fate of all
the relics of the Buddha after his cremation, specifies not only that his
bowl and staff are in Vajira, but that his “lower robe” (nivasana) is in
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Malla Putkasa, in which Ananda dresses the Buddha prior to his arrival at Kusinagari. See
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Kusaghara, his monastic belt or girdle in Pataliputra, his bathing cloth in
Campa, and his “yellow robe” (kasaya) in Brahma’s heaven (Buv., 102 =
Eng. trans., Horner 1975:98–99; see also Jin., 37–38 = Eng. trans.,
Jayawickrama 1968: 53–54).

It is not specified how these robe-relics were transmitted to these places
or who preserved them, but, in fact, monks’ robes (along with their
bowls) were important pieces of property that took on additional signif-
icance by being passed on to others after their death. Thus, in the story of
the cremation of the Buddha’s disciple, Sariputra, the novice, Cunda, not
only gathers up Sariputra’s bodily relics (which he places in his water
strainer), but he also takes his robe and his bowl.10 These were obviously
not only “relics of use” but relics “to be used,” and the right to possess
them was a bone of some contention among monks and laity alike (see
Schopen 1994).

In fact, in East Asia, especially in the Chan / Zen tradition, the “trans-
mission of the robe” (and to a lesser extent of the bowl)—whether literal
or symbolic—became one of the primary means of asserting the passing
on of one’s teaching lineage, something that was traced all the way back
to the Buddha (or at least to the founder of Chinese Chan, Bodhid-
harma).11 Moreover, in China, as Anna Seidel has pointed out, the
“Dharma robe” came to be thought of as a kind of Daoist talisman (fu)
or dynastic treasure (bao), half of a single bipartide reality, the other half
of which is the dharma. According to the magical principles of efficacy
governing such objects, possession of the one half (the robe) necessarily
entails and guarantees possession of the other (the dharma), and posses-
sion of the dharma makes one into a buddha—an awakened master.12 As
Bernard Faure (1995: 342) has put it: “[T]hose who wear the . . .
Dharma robe, become ipso facto Buddhas.”

Mahakasyapa and the Buddha’s Robe

The robe relic that most interests us here, however, is the robe that is pre-
served by Mahakasyapa for transmission on to Maitreya. In Sanskrit
sources, this is usually identified as the hempen rag-robe or dustheap
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10 For Pali sources, see Nyanaponika and Hecker 1997: 54 and Migot 1954: 474. On San-
skrit sources, see Schopen 1994: 44–60.
11 See on this Faure 1995; Adamek 2000; Kieschnick 2003: 103–7. Unfortunately, I was un-
able to consult Anna Seidel’s article, “Den’e” [the transmission of the robe] forthcoming in
Hobogirin, fasc. 8.
12 See Faure 1995: 341–42. On treasures and talismans in the Daoist context, see also Sei-
del 1983: 310ff and Kaltenmark 1960. The identification of the robe with the dharma did
not, however, go uncontested in Chan circles; for instance, the sixth patriarch, Huineng, is
sometimes said to have put an end to its transmission. See Kieschnick 2003: 106 and Yam-
polsky 1967: 176.



robe (pamsukula), which, as we have seen, the Buddha gave to Ma-
hakasyapa in exchange for the latter’s softer garment.13 Mahakasyapa
does not pass it on to his own dharma-heir (Ananda), but instead resolves
that his body and the robe the Buddha gave him shall not decay but re-
main on him, perfectly preserved, until the end of this buddha-age and
the advent of the next.14 Accordingly, when Mahakasyapa either passes
away in parinirvana or goes into a long-term trance,15 his body is not cre-
mated but is immured inside Mount Kukkutapada, which opens to re-
ceive it. The site, variously located in Northern India, became famous as
a pilgrimage center and was visited by both Faxian (T. 2085, 51:863c–
864a = Eng. trans., Li 2002: 199), and Xuanzang (T. 2087, 51:919c =
Eng. trans., Li 1996: 264–65).

There are many versions of this story but one of the most developed is
that found in a text called the Mi le da cheng fo jing (The Discourse on
Maitreya’s Great Attainment of Buddhahood). It tells how Maitreya will
knock on the summit of Mahakasyapa’s mountain and then open it the
way a cakravartin opens a city gate. The god Brahma will then anoint
Mahakasyapa’s head with oil, strike a gong, and blow the conch shell of
the dharma. All this will be enough to awaken the saint from his samadhi
trance; he will get up, prostrate himself in front of Maitreya, and offer
him the robe of the Buddha, saying, “The great teacher Sakyamuni, . . .
shortly before his parinirvana, confided this monastic robe to me so that
I could give it to you, O Venerable One” (T. 456, 14:433b = Ger. trans.,
Deeg, forthcoming; Leumann 1919: 276–78).16 Elsewhere, Mahaka-
syapa, coming out of his trance, expresses his good fortune at having
been able to meet two buddhas in his lifetime. He then launches into a
long sermon explaining how the “leftover disciples,” initiated but not
brought to final nirvana by one buddha, are usually saved by the next. He
then displays his magical powers and enters parinirvana (Emmerick
1968: 332–33).17
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13 See Asokav., 90 = Eng. trans., Strong 1983: 254; T. 2042, 50:114c = Eng. trans., Fr.
trans., Przyluski 1923: 331; andT. 2043, 50:154a = Eng. trans., Li 1993: 114. See also T.
1545, 27:698b = Fr. trans., Lamotte 1949–80: 191–92. In other texts, however, the identity
of the robe is not altogether clear. Xuanzang, for instance, claims it was the sumptuous robe
referred to earlier that Mahaprajapati had offered the Buddha and that he had kept and
given to Mahakasyapa (T. 2087, 51:919c = Eng. trans., Li 1996: 264; see also Kieschnick
2003: 104).
14 In the Abhidharmakosa (La Vallée Poussin [1923–31] 1980, 5:120), this is said to be the
result of an adhisthana.
15 There is some disagreement among the texts as to whether or not Mahakasyapa is actu-
ally dead at this point or has entered the trance of cessation. See Strong 1992: 63.
16 The moment of transmission was captured in the cliff-face sculpture at the Japanese
Maitreyan center at Mount Kasagi. See Brock 1988: 222.
17 For other versions of this story, see Jaini 1988: 74–76, and Deeg forthcoming.



Like the Buddha’s bowl, then, the robe relic becomes another bridge
between buddhas, a marker of the transmission of the dharma, over time,
rather than through space. Unlike the bowl, however, and unlike the
robes monks receive from their masters, it does not become an object of
re-use. As far as I know, there are no traditions that tell of Maitreya ac-
tually putting on Sakyamuni’s robe. One of the reasons for this is the
point made, in virtually every version of this story, that since beings in
Maitreya’s time will be much bigger than they were at the time of Sakya-
muni, Mahakasyapa will seem tiny by comparison. In fact, in one text,
Maitreya’s disciples are very contemptuous of Mahakasyapa since his
head seems to them to be no larger than that of an insect (T. 456,
14:433b = Ger. trans., Leumann 1919: 276; see also Lamotte 1949–80:
191n), and, in a Pali version of the legend, he is actually said to be cre-
mated in the palm of Maitreya’s hand (see Saddhatissa 1975: 44). It is
clear that any robe worn by such a being would be an impossible fit for
Maitreya; indeed, in one text, when Maitreya receives it, it is said barely
to cover two fingers of his right hand and two fingers of his left, and his
disciples marvel at how small Sakyamuni must have been (Jaini 1988: 75;
see also Leumann 1919: 277).18 In other words, while the legend of the
bowl relic serves to emphasize recycling and continuity from one buddha
to the next, the legend of the robe stresses change and discontinuity. All
buddhas of the bhadrakalpa will use the same bowl, but they will not
wear the same robe.

Finally, one other difference between the bowl relic and the Buddha’s
dustheap robe should be mentioned here. Symbolically, as we have seen,
the bowl represents the health of the dharma. The same is true of the
Buddha’s “Dharma robe” which became an object of transmission in
Chan / Zen lineages. The symbolism of the pamsukula that Mahakasyapa
passes on to Maitreya is a bit different, however. The dustheap robe’s asso-
ciation with shrouds and death is well known. As we have seen above, the
Buddha is said to make his from the burial cloth of a young woman. There
could hardly be a more graphic reminder of the truth of impermanence—
that, enveloped in such a garment, one is symbolically, a living corpse.
Buddhist monks, however, need not only come to a realization that death
is suffering, but also that life, that is, birth—is suffering. In this regard, a
variant of the story of the “origin” of the Buddha’s robe, found in a late
Pali text called the Pamsukulanisamsam (The Account of the Advantages
of the Dustheap Robe) may be of some interest. There we are told that
the robe that the Buddha acquired at the end of his practice of austerities
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18 Maitreya is said, in a number of sources, to be eighty-eight cubits (c. forty-four meters) in
height. See Saddhatissa 1975: 55 and Meddegama and Holt 1993: 49. It is curious and
noteworthy in this regard that the same point is never made, to my knowledge, about the
Buddha’s bowl, which, presumably would have been too small for Maitreya as well.



was made from a piece of cloth that had enveloped the body of the un-
born fetus of a young woman who had died in the advanced stages of preg-
nancy. Indeed, when the Buddha picks up the cloth, the decaying fetus and
placenta fall to the ground (Brapamsukula., 67–68 = Fr. trans., Martini
1973: 71–72). Here the pamsukula seems to recall an amniotic sac or caul
as well as a shroud. In fact, in the Southeast Asian traditions that the Pam-
sukulanisamsam may reflect, this double correlation was worked out in de-
tail, so that not only were the three kinds of monk’s robes said to equal the
three layers of the dead body’s shroud, but they were also given detailed
intra-uterine significance: the outer robe (samghati) symbolized the amni-
otic sac; the upper robe (uttarasanga), the placenta; the inner robe (antar-
vasa), the meconium pocket; and the monastic belt, the umbilical cord
(Bizot 1981: 69–70 and 1980: 246).19 Bizot interprets this double symbol-
ism in terms of an inititiatory rebirth-scenario in which the wearer of the
pamsukula is likened to both a corpse and a foetus. However, in a broader
context, it is also possible to see Buddha’s pamsukula as a symbol of limi-
nality, a transitional object that concretizes the rite of passage from the
death of one buddha to the birth of the next.

The Decline of the Dharma and the Parinirvān.a of the Relics

Both the bowl and the robe are technically relics of use. Another escha-
tological scenario features the bodily relics of the Buddha, and here the
theme of discontinuity between buddhas is emphasized. Mention has al-
ready been made, several times, of the “final extinction” of the Buddha’s
relics. I would like, at this point, to present that tradition in greater detail,
relating it first to the more general notion of the decline of the dharma.

There are many scenarios outlining the gradual disappearance of the
Buddha’s teaching. In East Asia, a threefold scheme—featuring the suc-
cession of ages of the “True Dharma,” the “Counterfeit Dharma,” and
the “End of the Dharma”—came to prevail (see Nattier 1991: 65ff). A
somewhat different threefold scenario was featured in South Asia in texts
such as the Questions of King Milinda. There, three successive periods
are posited during which various features of Buddhism decay and disap-
pear. There is, first, a period of the disappearance of the possibility of at-
taining enlightenment (adhigama), which is said to be followed, secondly,
by a period of the disappearance of the observance of the precepts (pati-
patti), and then, thirdly, by the disappearance of external symbols or signs
(linga) of the religion (Mil., 133–34 = Eng. trans., Davids [1890–94]
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19 Similarly, in East Asia, the Buddha’s robe is likened to an amniotic sac (as well as a
shroud). See Faure 1995: 362. For a good depiction of the three monastic robes, see Kie-
schnick 2003: 91.



1963, 1:190). Variants on this scheme may be found in several Pali com-
mentaries. For instance, in the Commentary on the Samyutta Nikaya, we
find that the disappearance of the attainment of enlightenment (ad-
higama) and the disappearance of precept-observance (patipatti) are fol-
lowed by a third period that sees the disappearance of the knowledge of
the scriptures (pariyatti) (SA., 2:202).20

The fullest development of this scenario in the Theravada world, how-
ever, seems to have been a fivefold scheme that combined elements from
these two lists and added to them a period of the disappearance of the
relics (dhatu). This perhaps is most systematically spelled out in Bud-
dhaghosa’s Commentary on the Anguttara Nikaya.

First, we are told, the death of the Buddha ushers in a thousand-year
period of the disappearance of the attainments (adhigama). During this
time, there is a gradual decline in the ability of people to reach the four
fruits of the path. Initially, they lose the capacity to attain arhatship, and
then, over time, the ability to reach the lesser stages of of nonreturning,
of once-returning, and of entering the stream (AA., 1:87).

Secondly, when the last stream-enterer passes away, there will be a sec-
ond thousand-year period marked by the disappearance of the obser-
vances (patipatti). During it, even though they can no longer become
enlightened, beings will, at first, still observe all the moral precepts, in-
cluding the most minor ones. But then, gradually, they will violate more
and more of the precepts until they maintain only the four parajikas
(against sexual relations, theft, taking life, and laying false claims to su-
pernatural powers). This period will come to an end when the last monk
who has not violated these precepts dies (AA., 1:87–88).

Thirdly, it will be followed by a millenium that will see the disappear-
ance of knowledge of the scriptures (pariyatti). Evil kings will rule and
famine will result in people failing to support the community of monks.
Without their support, learning will suffer, and, gradually, knowledge of
the texts will disappear. The first text to be forgotten will be the last of the
seven texts of the Abhidharma pitaka, the Patthana. This will be followed
by Abhidharma texts 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1, that is, the Yamaka, Katha-
vatthu, Puggalapaññatti, Dhatukatha, Vibhanga, and Dhammasangani.
When the whole of the Abhidharma disappears, the sutras will start to be
forgotten, one nikaya at a time. The first to go will be the Anguttara
Nikaya, starting with the “Book of the Elevens” and counting down all
the way to the “Book of the Ones.”21 That will be followed by the
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20 For variants on this scheme, seeVibhA., 431 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:179; DA
3:898. In these two texts, the knowledge of the scriptures (the tripitaka) is said to disappear
first. See also Griswold and Prasert 1973: 98–99.
21 A. is divided into sections, according to the number of things categorized together in the
sutras in each section.



Samyutta Nikaya, the Majjhima Nikaya, and the Digha Nikaya, section
by section, chapter by chapter, sutra by sutra, in reverse order. No men-
tion is made here of the Khuddaka Nikaya, the “Collection of Little
Texts,” but there is reference to the jatakas that are part of the Khuddaka
Nikaya.22 The first jataka to be forgotten will be the last one, the story of
Prince Visvantara (Pali: Vessantara), and the last to go will be the first
one, the “Apannakajataka.” In this way, not only will the scriptures
gradually be erased, but so too will knowledge of the life of the Buddha.23

The disappearance of the sutras, however, will still leave the Vinaya, but
it too will gradually be forgotten, first, the Parivara or “Appendix,” then
the Khandhaka, then the explanations of the rules for nuns, and of the
rules for monks, until finally all that will be left is the Patimokkha code.
When it too is forgotten, the period of the disappearance of knowledge of
the teaching will come to an end (AA., 1:88–89).

Fourthly, over the next period of a thousand years, physical symbolic
signs (linga) of Buddhism such as the yellow monastic robe and the
monks’ bowl will slowly disappear. Monks will begin to use gourds and
calabashes on their begging rounds, and carry them on poles. Gradually,
in their manner of begging and in their dress, they will come more and
more to resemble Jains and other non-Buddhists. Eventually they will
give up their robes altogether and wear only yellow rags around their
wrist or neck. What this represents is not only an end of the characteris-
tic mark of a monk but a return of the robes to their component parts,
since monastic robes are supposed to be made up of rags sewn together.
But even this last symbolic connection will be abandoned when, along
with their wives (sic), “monks” will wonder “of what good is this yellow
strip of cloth?” and throw it away (AA., 90–91; see also Griswold and
Prasert 1973: 100).

Finally, that will usher in the fifth and last period of decline that will
see the disappearance of the relics (dhatu) of the Buddha. It should be
pointed out, in this context that the Buddha is said actually to undergo
three parinirvanas: the complete extinction of the defilements (klesa),
which occurs at the time of his enlightenment; the complete extinction of
the aggregates (skandha), which occurs at the time of his death; and the
complete extinction of his relics (dhatu), which eschatologically marks
the final end of his sasana, and occurs prior to the advent of the next
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of the jatakas. Instead, the last sutra texts to go are two-stanza passages such as the ques-
tions of Alavaka and the questions of Sabhiya, both from the Sutta Nipata (which is also
part of the Khuddaka Nikaya). See Sn., 31–32 and 91–102 = Eng. trans., Norman 1996:
30–31 and 86–93. Significantly, these two sutras are said to date from the time of the pre-
vious buddha Kassapa (Skt.: Kasyapa).



buddha Maitreya (AA., 1:90).24 This final event is spelled out in some de-
tail by Buddhaghosa who, here, is worth quoting directly:

Then, the relics, not receiving honor and veneration in various places, will,
by the power of the resolve of the buddhas, go to those places where they
will receive honor and veneration. Over time, however, the honor and ven-
eration in such places will cease. [At the time of the withdrawal of the dis-
pensation, the relics in this island of Sri Lanka will assemble and go to the
Great Stupa (in Anuradhapura). From the Great Stupa, they will go to the
Rajayatana Shrine in Nagadipa, and thence to the great bodhi tree throne
(in Bodhgaya). Also, the relics from the naga, deva, and Brahma worlds will
likewise gather at the throne of the great bodhi tree. Not a single relic, even
so small as a mustard seed, will be lost en route. All the relics at the great
bodhi tree throne will come together in a heap like a single mass of gold,
emitting six-colored rays of light. They will illuminate ten thousand world
systems.]25 Taking on the form of the Buddha, they will display the glory of
the Buddha’s body seated crosslegged on the throne of awakening. They will
fully manifest all of the thirty-two major and eighty minor marks of the
great man as well as a fathom-wide aura around the Buddha, and they will
perform a miracle as on the day of the twin-miracle (at Sravasti). Among the
beings who will go to that place, there will be not a single human, but all the
gods in ten thousand universes will assemble and lament: “Today the Dasa-
bala (i.e., the Buddha) has parinirvanized; from now on there will be dark-
ness.”26 Then, from the relic-body, a fire will leap up. [It will reach up as
high as Brahma’s heaven, and burn as long as there are relics, even the size
of mustard seeds. When the relics are consumed, the fire will go out],27 and
that body will become non-existent. Then the assembly of gods, as on the
day of the parinirvana of buddhas, will pay their respects with divine per-
fumes, garlands, and musical instruments, and circumambulate (the place)
three times, and declaring “May we in the future see and receive a buddha
being born,” they will each return to their own place. This is what is called
the disappearance of the relics (AA. 1:91).28
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24 See also DA., 3:899; Anag., 36 = Eng. trans., Warren 1896: 484–85; Coedès 1956: 5ff.;
Gombrich 1971: 291–93, who quotes a contemporary Sri Lankan monk and also the
VibhA., 432–33 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:181.
25 The text in brackets is added from DA, 3:899–900. See also AA., 91n.9, and VibhA., 433
= Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:181.
26 In VibhA., 433 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:181; and DA. 3:900, the gods lament,
“Today, the Master has parinirvanized, today the dispensation is withdrawn, this now is the
last time we will see him,” and, we are told, “they will feel more emotion than they did even
on the day of the Buddha’s parinirvana. Except for non-returners and arhats, they will not
be able to stand firm by their own power.”
27 Added from DA. 3:900. See also VibhA., 433 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996, 2:181.
28 See also DA., 3:899–900; Anag., 36 = Eng. trans., Warren 1896: 484–85; Reynolds and
Reynolds 1982: 330.



A number of comments can be made about this event, which marks the
ultimate end of Sakyamuni’s biography. First, it is clear that the disap-
pearance of the Buddha’s relics, here, is put in the context of the system-
atic dismantling of the other two refuges of Buddhism. To begin with, the
community is gradually whittled away: with the disappearance of the at-
tainments, the arya samgha, consisting of arhats, nonreturners, once-
returners and stream-winners, vanishes. Then ordinary monks cease to
observe the precepts and the customs of the community, until, gradually,
they can no longer be distinguished from other groups. In other words,
there is a remerging of Buddhists into commonality, a loss of distinctive-
ness and separate identity. At the same, the dharma that marked this dis-
tinctiveness, vanishes, pitaka by pitaka, as the scriptures are lost, text by
text, in reverse canonical order. What had been built up is now built
down. Finally, the Buddha himself goes in the same way, as knowledge of
the Buddha’s life, and of his jatakas is lost, and then the relics.

The assembly of all the relics in Bodhgaya reverses the dispersions ef-
fectuated by the Buddha himself and by disciples such as Trapusa and
Bhallika (chapter 3), by Drona at the time of the parinirvana (chapter 4),
by Asoka a century later (chapter 5), and by the predictions (adhisthana)
of the Buddha (chapter 6). It even puts an end to the unpredicted move-
ments of relics such as the Buddha’s teeth (chapter 7). We saw (in chap-
ter 1) that relics of some previous buddhas are “dispersed” and spread
far and wide out of compassion, out of a sense that particular buddhas
believe that their mission on earth is not yet complete and needs to be
carried on by their relics. Previous buddhas who have finished dispensing
the dharma in their lifetime do not have their relics spread far and wide;
instead, their remains stay “in one single compact mass, like an image
made of gold” (BuvA., 141 = Eng. trans., Horner 1978: 202). Thus the
gathering of Sakyamuni’s relics here, into a heap “like a single mass of
gold,” signals the end of his mission. At the same time, the Pali texts that
recount the parinirvana of the relics make it clear that their disappear-
ance is a necessity precisely so that the advent of another buddha—
Maitreya—can take place (VibhA., 431 = Eng. trans., Ñanamoli 1996,
2:179–81).29 With the relics gone, there will be no overlap between bud-
dhas and their dispensation.

And yet, certain traditions, not so committed, perhaps, to the nonsi-
multaneity of buddhas, shied away from the total destruction of the
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29 In this regard, it is noteworthy that, in Cambodia, the gathering of relics is also something
that is recalled in a non-eschatological context, at the time of the consecration of new bud-
dha images, when all the relics of Lanka and of the whole of Jambudvipa—as well as those
in heaven and the naga world, as well as the four canine teeth, the right and left collar bone,
and all the hairs—are invoked to come and enter the statue. See Bizot 1994: 113 and
Swearer, forthcoming: ch. 8.



relics. Thus, in the Nandimitravadana, translated by Xuanzang, we find
a somewhat different eschatological vision. In this non-Theravadin text,
it is asserted that, when the time comes for the parinirvana of the relics,
they will all be brought together from the different directions by the six-
teen great arhats (luohan) and enshrined in a magnificent stupa. Then
that stupa, after being duly worshiped, will slowly disappear by sinking
down into the earth until it comes to rest at the cosmic level of the golden
wheel underlying our universe (T. 2030, 49:14 = Eng. trans., Li 1961: 12;
see also DeVisser 1922–23: 63–64; Lévi and Chavannes 1916: 13).30

Here, then, the relics are not destroyed by fire but put into a final reli-
quary, which itself disappears. This seems to be a less absolute “extinc-
tion” than in the Theravadin scenario. The relics are no longer to be
found on the face of the earth, and so the way is cleared for Maitreya to
come, but the possibility is also left for a future buddha to pull those
relics back up from the depths, just as Sakyamuni did with the remains of
the previous Buddha Kasyapa at Toyika (see chapter 1).

It will be remembered that the Chinese pilgrim Daorong, with whom
we began the preface to this book, saw a sinking stupa in Afghanistan in
the fifth century and was told that when it completely disappeared under
the surface of the earth, that would mark the end of the Buddha’s teach-
ing (T. 2092, 51:1022 = Eng. trans., Wang 1984: 245). Now we can see
that the gods who witness that actual end, who are there at the parinir-
vana of the relics, mourn this final passing of Sakyamuni, but, at the same
time, they look forward to being present at the birth of the next buddha,
Maitreya. It is clear, then, that, though the disappearance of the relics
marks the end of Sakyamuni’s biography and of his dispensation, it does
not spell the end of Buddhism.

Conclusion

We have seen in this chapter that, when they are considered in an escha-
tological context, relics that are extensions of the Buddha’s biography
make one think about the transitions between one buddha and the next.
The Buddha’s bowl, his robe, and the scenario of the parinirvana of his
bodily relics all express this process of passage, but they do so to various
extents and in a variety of ways.

Faxian declares that all one thousand buddhas of the bhadrakalpa will
use the same bowl, brought to them each time at the start of their preach-
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30 The level of the golden circle supports the cakravala world system. It itself rests on a cir-
cle of water, which rests on a circle of wind, which in turn rests on empty space. See
Sadakata 1997: 25.



ing career by the guardian kings of the four quarters. And yet, each time
it passes on, the bowl undergoes a crucial transformation: it separates into
its component parts and then is made whole again. It is, in other words,
both a new bowl and an old bowl. In this way, the dialectic of continuity
and discontinuity, of permanence and impermanence, is maintained (even
though, in the end, as always in Buddhism, impermanence wins out, since
this pattern is discontinued with the end of the bhadrakalpa).

Buddhist monastic rag-robes (like begging bowls) are made up of com-
ponent parts—strips of cloth (the number varies depending on the type of
robe) that are sewn together to make the whole garment. Just as the
“rims” of the four bowls that the Buddha squeezes together are still visi-
ble on his (and any monk’s) begging bowl, so too are the “seams” be-
tween the different pieces of cloth in the robe (see Faure 1995: 338, 369;
Kieschnick 2003: 92). If the Buddha’s pamsukula were totally like the
buddhas’ bowl, one would expect an eschatological scenario in which it
disintegrated or was cut up into its separate pieces sometime after Sakya-
muni’s parinirvana, only to be resewn together and redyed by Maitreya.
That, however, is not the case. Instead, the robe makes possible the link-
age between, at most, two buddhas (Sakyamuni and Maitreya), but it it-
self does not make that transition. Each buddha will have his own robe.31

In a previous chapter, the point was made that “relics of use” have a
double potency in that they both symbolize the Buddha and can be used
by devotees in the same way that the Buddha used them. This was true of
the bodhi tree, which could be viewed as the Buddha and also be “viewed
as the Buddha viewed it” (see chapter 6). It is true also of the “Dharma
robe” that was passed on and worn by successive masters in Chan / Zen
lineages. And it is also true of the pamsukula robe—but only for Ma-
hakasyapa, who wears it. It is not true for Maitreya, for whom the pam-
sukula loses half of its double potency when he receives it, since he does
not and cannot wear it. Unlike the bowl that becomes a relic of use for all
buddhas, the robe remains always a relic of one buddha—Sakyamuni. As
such, it can be honored but never appropriated by Maitreya.
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31 This view was not accepted universally. On the one hand, the tradition is divided as to
whether the Buddha’s robe also linked him to the previous buddha Kasyapa. In most
sources it does not. For instance, in the Pamsukulanisamsa (Brapamsukula, 67 = Fr. trans.,
Martini 1973: 71), when Sakyamuni acquires his pamsukula, he declares not that he is in-
heriting the robe of previous buddhas but that he is imitating them in acquiring one: “This
is the first pamsukula. . . . The Buddhas of the past wore pamsukula; I therefore, will wear
one too.” But, in Daoxuan’s reworking of the robe legend, he is said to get the robe from a
tree spirit whom Kasyapa had requested to pass it on to him (see Kieschnick 2003: 104). On
the other hand, Daoxuan, who seems to model his account of the robe on the legend of the
bowl, also says that the Buddha stated that “his samghati robe was worn by all the Bud-
dhas, past and future, in order to achieve liberation” (see Shinohara 2000: 313).



This hints at another scenario of transition with a slightly different
take on the question of continuity and discontinuity. More generally, it
can be said that a different buddhology may be at work here: soteriolog-
ically speaking, the bowl is a relic that will take a devotee to the time and
place of every buddha—any buddha. The robe is a relic that will take a
devotee to the time and place of Maitreya, but there and then, Maitreya
will take over.

Finally, buddhology is also clearly at work in the case of the parinir-
vana of the relics. The Pali scenario, as we have seen, is characteristic
chiefly of the Theravada tradition, which resists allowing the overlap of
buddhas, and hence the relics are completely destroyed before the advent
of Maitreya. The Nandimitravadana is less absolute, however, in its dec-
laration of noncontinuity. In the one case the dialectic of continuity and
discontinuity has been resolved; in the other, it is left potentially open.
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CONCLUSIONS

I have assumed, throughout this
book, that there is no relic without a story and there is no story without
a context. I have tried to tell some of the stories and explore some of the
contexts of some of the relics of the Buddha, and it now remains to sum
things up. To a certain extent, this has already been done in the individual
“conclusions” at the end of each chapter. But those “conclusions” were
made within contexts of their own. What I would like to do now, with the
benefit of hindsight, is to revisit those chapters, in order, and to review
their findings. But I want to do this not simply by recapitulating them but
by discussing a set of ten topics that I think emerge from them and that are
important in any consideration of the various dimensions of Buddha
relics. The ten topics are relics and the biographical process, relics and
buddhology, relics and the spread of Buddhism, the episodic nature of
relics, relics and the demands of darsan, relics and the post-liminal state,
relics and polity, strategies of legitimation, relics as performative objects,
and the dialectic of continuity and discontinuity.

Relics and the Biographical Process

In my introduction, I set out some of the limitations of this study, namely
its focus on relics of the Buddha (especially bodily relics), and then enun-
ciated the theory that relics of the Buddha can best be understood as ex-
pressions and extensions of his biography. There is a sense in which the
whole rest of the book may be seen as an unpacking and illustration of
this thesis. Several things are implicit in it, however. The first is a rejection
of views of the presence and absence of the Buddha in his relics that are
grounded in theistic notions of immanence or transcendence. Relics of
the Buddha, as we have seen, are more spreaders and continuators of the
Buddha’s presence than incarnations of him. Connected to this is a sec-
ond implicit understanding that the Buddha’s life story does not stop
with his death, just as it does not begin with his birth. Buddhologists have
come to accept accounts of the previous lives (jatakas) of the Buddha as
part of his overall biography; it is also important to consider his “poste-
rior lives” (his relics) as part of the same continuum. Finally, also implicit
in this is an understanding of the Buddha’s life story as a process that re-
flects a Buddhist view of the nature of reality. As we have seen, buddhas



come and buddhas go, something that may be hinted at in the very word
that buddhas use to refer to themselves: tathagata. As is well known, in
Sanskrit and Pali, depending on how one reads the samdhi, this can mean
either “Thus-Come-One” (tatha-agata) or “Thus-Gone-One” (tatha-
gata). Given the ambiguity, I have always been tempted to translate the
term as “Thus-Come-and-Gone-One.” In any case, the implication is
that the Buddha comes and goes in the same way that previous buddhas
have and that future buddhas will. At the doctrinal level, of course, the
same process of coming and going is happening ontologically, and is ex-
pressed in the view that is said to epitomize the teaching of all tathagatas,
namely that they explain the origin and cessation of all elements of exis-
tence (dharmas). Relics, too, as we have seen, share in the expression of
this process.

In biographical terms, moreover, within the life story of a single bud-
dha, it may be possible to detect a series of “comings and goings.” For in-
stance, the Buddha’s descent from Tusita Heaven into his mother’s womb
and his birth in Lumbini are a coming into this world, while his great
departure from Kapilavastu is a going away from it. His awakening at
Bodhgaya and decision to preach is another coming into this world,
while his parinirvana is a going away. Finally, the collection of his relics
represents a third coming into this world, while the parinirvana of those
relics is a last departure. The various phases of the Buddha’s overall life
story—his previous life phase, living buddha phase, and relic phase—
thus are strung out linearly, but they also repeat themselves cyclically. In
other words, the relics, as extensions of the Buddha’s biography, recount
the tale of his last coming and going, but, as we have seen in this book,
the thrust of their narrative is the same as that of the Buddha’s earlier life
periods, and the same as his overall biography. The Buddha’s relics not
only extend the Buddha’s biography, they also repeat his life and death.

Relics and Buddhology

It is clear in all this that one’s understanding of the relics will depend on
one’s understanding of the nature of the Buddha. Obviously, there is no
one Buddhist view of relics, even though relics are a pan-Buddhist phe-
nomenon. We saw one example of this variety in the introduction, in my
brief discussion of dharma relics, which reflect the views of those for
whom the presence of the Buddha is to be found more in his teachings
than in his physical body, more in “books” than in “bones.” I chose not
to consider dharma relics in this study, but obviously they reflect a differ-
ent understanding of the Buddha.
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In chapter 1, dealing with the relics of previous buddhas, another bud-
dhological context came to the fore. This was the doctrine—stated or un-
stated—of the non-overlap of buddhas through time, which posits that
one tathagata must be completely gone before the next one can come. Ac-
cording to this view, the relics of the previous buddha Kasyapa or those
of Prabhutaratna, as extensions of their life stories, should not coexist
with the life of the Buddha Sakyamuni. In examining various versions of
the story of Kasyapa’s relics at Toyika, however, we saw a spectrum of
ways that various texts, depending on their buddhology, handled this
problem. Some (such as the Theravada sources) recognized the doctrine
and eliminated or never developed the overlap. For them, there were no
bodily relics in Kasyapa’s shrine. Others (such as the Lotus Sutra) ig-
nored (or deliberately undermined) the doctrine and affirmed the over-
lap, while still others adopted a middle position that allowed Kasyapa’s
relics to be present but portrayed them as remaining inert. In a somewhat
similar vein, there was an analogous spectrum of positions on the ques-
tion of the soteriological effectiveness of relics (i.e., stupas) of previous
buddhas in bringing devotees to enlightenment. In both cases, we can see
how doctrinal stances about the nature of the Buddha can affect a tradi-
tions’s understanding of relics. But, of course, this is a symbiotic rela-
tionship and the reverse is equally true: relics can influence a tradition’s
understanding of the nature of the Buddha.

Relics and the Spread of Buddhism

Another contextual issue that emerged in chapter 1 (but also in many later
chapters) was the use of relics—in this case relics of previous buddhas—to
incorporate non-Buddhist—in this case brahmanical—traditions into Bud-
dhism. Simply put, relics were seen as an effective means for spreading
Buddhism into areas where it had previously not existed, for extending the
presence of the Buddha there. That this was one of the intended purposes
of relics is further reflected in the tradition, also studied in chapter 1, that
whether or not previous buddhas have their relics “dispersed” throughout
the world after their parinirvanas depends on whether or not they have fin-
ished their careers of conversion and compassion.

Kasyapa’s stupa at Toyika, as we have seen, was previously a local
shrine, venerated by local brahmins, until it was “redefined” as belonging
to the previous buddha. Such redefinitions are not unusual in the history
of religions. The Buddha’s actions at Toyika are somewhat akin to those
of Saint Paul in Athens when he proclaimed that the “altar to the un-
known god” was actually one to the Christian god (see Acts 17:22ff). But
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there is a difference in the case of Toyika. As we have seen, the identifica-
tion of the local shrine as being that of a previous buddha (and not one of
Sakyamuni’s) incorporates it into the Buddhist fold while still managing to
keep it in the background. The understanding that relics of previous bud-
dhas are not to be worshiped independently but always in conjunction
with the cult of Sakyamuni (Toyika is advertised as a place where two
buddhas can be honored simultaneously) helps reinforce this status.

The identification with previous buddhas also serves to give antiquity
to the redefinition of sites. As Buddhism moved into new areas, the claim
could be made that, in fact, it had already once been there. The same was
true in Burma and in Sri Lanka, where sites such as the Shwe Dagon were
given a pedigree of antiquity and déjà-vu sanctity by the relics of all three
previous buddhas of this aeon. Much has been said about the “movabil-
ity” or “transportability” of relics in both Buddhism and Christianity,
something that makes them ideal tools for the spread of the tradition.
But, in Buddhism at least, we need also to think about the “discoverabil-
ity” of relics, their role in inspiring what Hubert Durt (1987: 17) has
called a Buddhist archaeologia sacra. The bones of the previous buddha
Kasyapa were not brought to Toyika; they were found there. The same is
true of the many sites in Southeast and East Asia associated not only with
relics of previous buddhas but, less anciently, with the “rediscovered”
relics of Sakyamuni said to have been brought there at the time of King
Asoka, or even by the Buddha himself.

Whether discovered or transported, however, relics were usually among
the first objects featured by Buddhist missionaries in new lands. They were
often presented as impressive and effective sources of magical power, but
part of their lure, as John Kieschnick (2003: 52) has pointed out, was that
they were “a distinguishing characteristic of Buddhist devotion that no
other religious tradition could match.” In other words, relics came to be
seen not just as spreaders of the presence of the Buddha, but also as exotic
emblems of the uniqueness of this new religion of Buddhism—some thing
that brahmanism, Confucianism, or Shinto did not have.

The Episodic Nature of Buddha-relics

In chapter 2, I examined the somewhat anomalous tradition of relics of
the bodhisattva, and saw how stories about relics of the Buddha in his
past lives, and in his youth prior to his enlightenment, underscored an
understanding of the bodhisattva as being defined, prospectively, by his
future buddhahood. Here, the relics were seen to “pre-present” rather
than “re-present” the Buddha, thus challenging the assumption that
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relics are always “remnants” (Latin: reliquiae) of someone who has al-
ready attained sainthood (awakening). Indeed, as “essences” (Sanskrit:
dhatu) or “bodies” (sarira), relics do not necessarily have a temporally
posterior relationship to buddhahood, something that was graphically il-
lustrated by the infant Gautama’s embryonic relic / reliquary palace, as
well as by the case of the bodhisattva’s bones in the jataka of the tigress
(where again, different buddhological contexts resulted in a spectrum of
different renditions of the story).

One of the features of relics of the Buddha that emerged in this chap-
ter, however, is that they tend to be episodic in nature. This was true, as
well, of virtually all of the rest of the relics looked at in the rest of this
book. At first hand, at least, relics tend not to embody “the Buddha” in
the abstract but to recall and give expression to particular events in his
lifetime. This, in part, accounts for the many differences among them.
Clearly, a relic that recalls the moment of the Buddha’s embarkation on
the path (Sumedha’s hair) is rather different from one that recalls his
intra-uterine life (the amniotic palace), or one that recalls the gift of
milkrice (the bowl), or one that recalls his great departure (the relics in
Ajatasatru’s underground chamber), or one that marks his concern for
the ongoing faith of two laymen right after his enlightenment (the hairs
given to Trapusa and Bhallika), or one that recalls his visit to Sri Lanka
(the footprint on Adam’s Peak), or those that recall his parinirvana and
cremation (the relics distributed by Drona). It is, of course, possible to
argue that these are all different types of objects: that a hair is not a bowl
and is not an amniotic palace, or a footprint, or a collection of remains
from the cremation fire. But no mention of these physical differences is
highlighted in the texts. Rather, what primarily differentiates them are
the stories told about them, stories that connect them to different
episodes in the Buddha’s life.

Be this as it may, these stories are always embedded in a greater story.
The bodhisattva relics discussed in chapter 2, for instance, all looked for-
ward to the bodhisattva’s awakening at Bodhgaya. They thus were seen
to refer not so much to the same event as to the greater process of the
achievement of buddhahood. More generally, the biographical episodes
that are recalled by relics can be said to be part of the greater narrative
comprising the whole life of the Buddha, which, as Steven Collins (1992:
241) has pointed out, is “implicitly present [whenever] an enshrined relic
is venerated.” Relics may thus be biographically episodic, but, at another
level, they recall in the minds of devotees the whole of that biography;
they are expressions of the overall narrative of the Buddha’s life and
death. This, as we have seen, is sometimes reinforced by their setting in
reliquaries or stupas that are, in effect, “buddha bioramas.”
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Relics and the Demands of Darsan

In chapter 3, I dealt with hair relics and footprints, and there a new con-
textual issue arose: what to do when the Buddha cannot be seen, when it
is not possible to be in his presence and have a devotional relationship
with him that, in India, is called darsan (literally, “seeing”)? Obviously,
the answer given in the stories examined in this chapter was that darsan
could be had with and through the Buddha’s relics.

It is important that, biographically speaking, this question and solu-
tion were first posited not with regard to the absence of the Buddha after
his parinirvana, but with regard to his absence during his lifetime. In this
context, three types of situations seem to be important in stimulating the
creation of relics. First, there are rather straightforward cases in which
the Buddha has gone off somewhere, or is “in retreat,” or is otherwise in
a place where devotees or visitors cannot get to him. Such, for example,
was the situation of the wives of King Bimbisara, who requested that
some hair relics be enshrined in their harem, as a convenient solution to
the problem of their isolation. Secondly, there are cases such as that of
Trapusa and Bhallika, who were permanently going to a place, a foreign
country (their homeland) where there was no buddha, and who re-
quested a relic so as to be able to continue to see him, as well as to be able
to introduce him to their fellow countrymen and women. Finally, it is im-
portant to realize that humans were not the only parties interested in the
worship of relics. Autochthonous deities (such Mahasumana on Adam’s
Peak), gods (such as Indra), and nagas (such as Jayasena) all desired
darsan as well, but lived in places that the Buddha rarely visited. As we
have seen, however, relics could be enshrined in their heavens, or in their
underwater palaces, or in certain places like riverbeds, where they could
be worshiped by both people and nagas depending on the height of the
water, or on mountain tops, where they were accessible to gods descend-
ing and humans ascending. One of the purposes of relics in this context
seems to have been to enlarge the number and nature of devotees.

In all these cases, we have examples of relics making darsan possible to
beings when the Buddha was absent during his lifetime. The situation
was not radically different after the Buddha’s death. Paul Mus (1935,
1:74, 190) has spoken of the Buddha’s parinirvana as “a new kind of ab-
sence,” but, in fact, relic-wise, it meant only a switch from a “lateral ex-
tension” of the possibilities of darsan to a “longitudinal one.” Thus, after
the parinirvana, it remains still possible to “see” the Buddha, as Asoka’s
son Mahinda made clear in Sri Lanka when he arranged for relics to be
brought from India because, “when one sees the relics, one sees the Bud-
dha” (Mhv., 133 = Eng. trans., Geiger 1912: 116). In this regard, it might
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also be pointed out that, in the tradition of “burial ad sanctos” looked at
in chapter 6, we have simply another longitudinal extension of the possi-
bility of darsan, not just after the death not of the Buddha, but after the
death of the devotee as well.

Relics and the Post-liminal State

In chapter 4, I examined the event of the Buddha’s parinirvana, and the-
orized that various aspects of his obsequies, the prescribed “duties to the
corpse” (sarirapuja) marking his final departure, were at the same time
involved in the production and preservation of his ongoing relics. In this
respect, the Buddha’s funeral is not so much an account of his death as
one of his transformation, the division of his remains marking the start of
a new phase of his career. The parinirvana is thus a pivotal biographical
moment, between two phases of the Buddha’s life story—his living
human phase and his relic phase. It is a rite of passage that ensures the
transition from the one to the other.

In his classic study of rites of passage, Arnold Van Gennep (1960: 146)
showed that funerals too should be considered as rites of passage, in
which all three ritual phases—separation, transition (liminality), and in-
corporation into the new state—are present. This makes sense in terms of
the dead who are heading for some sort of afterlife (heaven, or hell, or re-
birth). But the question arises of what happens in the funeral of someone
who has put an end to passage, who, like the Buddha and other saints,
has escaped from samsara. My conclusion, of course, is that this problem
is somewhat artificial; in the Blessed One’s parinirvana and cremation,
the new steady state that is passed into is that of the relics.

For this reason, perhaps, the Buddha’s funeral, which buddhologists
have tended to treat as though it were solely a rite of separation, is actu-
ally both a rite of separation and of incorporation. The bodily relics that
are collected after his cremation similarly can be looked at in two ways.
They are markers of his passage, witnesses to the truth of his imperma-
nence, but, at the same time, they are liberated by the death of the Bud-
dha to become the subject of new narratives that will recall not only the
Buddha’s life gone by but extend it in significant ways.

Relics and Polity

In chapter 5, I focused on the key role played by King Asoka in the post-
parinirvana period of the Buddha’s biography. Three events involving
relics were examined: first, the collection of the relics from the eight
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drona stupas either by Asoka or by Ajatasatru and Mahakasyapa, who
had them enshrined in a single secret underground chamber; secondly,
the redistribution of those relics by Asoka into 84,000 reliquaries, culmi-
nating in a vision of the world marked by those reliquaries; and, thirdly,
Asoka’s final celebration of a great festival of relics.

Biographically, I drew parallels between Asoka’s actions and three
episodes of the Buddha’s life. The collection of the relics from Ma-
hakasyapa’s underground chamber was related to the event of the Bud-
dha’s great departure; Asoka’s visionary experience of the world was
compared to the Buddha’s enlightenment experience at Bodhgaya and his
performance of the Twin Miracle at Sravasti; and Asoka’s autocremation
in honor of the relics was connected to the Buddha’s own parinirvana
and cremation productive of the relics. This suggests a new dimension for
the biographical paradigm, one in which a relic saga gives expression to
a succession of episodes in the life story of the Buddha.

But the thrust of this chapter was to relate these relic traditions to var-
ious understandings of Buddhist polity. And here it is possible to distin-
guish three notions of how to govern the state. As we saw, in his final
dedication of the 84,000 stupas, Asoka centripetalizes the relics and the
state, thereby resolving a tension between centrifugal forces (as seen in
the “war of the relics” between the eight kings resulting in the disorga-
nized set of the drona stupas), and centralizing forces (as seen in Ma-
hakasyapa and Ajatasatru’s underground chamber). The Buddha’s body
goes from being fragmented, to being whole but hidden away, to being
seen and correlated to the cosmos, thanks to Asoka.

Asoka’s “galactic polity,” as Stanley Tambiah (1976: 102) called it, be-
came, of course, a model for rulers throughout the Buddhist world. But
we should not lose sight of the other paradigms implicit in this tale, since
they may help us understand certain aspects of certain rulers. Dutthaga-
mani’s construction of the Mahathupa, for example, appears to have at
least as much in common with Mahakasyapa and Ajatasatru’s building
of the underground chamber as it does with the Asokan paradigm. At
least the hoarding of relics and control of all materials are telltale paral-
lels. This is important because it means that the later use of relics by Bud-
dhist sovereigns in East Asia and elsewhere is not necessarily based solely
on the “galactic polity,” even when the example of Asoka is evoked.

Strategies of Legitimation

In chapter 6, I examined the spread of “predestined relics” to countries be-
yond India (in this case, Sri Lanka) in moves that were still determined by
resolutions (adhisthanas) that had been made by the Buddha during his

236 CONCLUSIONS



lifetime. One of the contextual issues that emanates from this consideration
is the question of the charismatic legitimation of these relics. Obviously, the
Buddha’s adhisthanas provide one important source of legitimacy to these
traditions, but the stories themselves reveal several others.

Stanley Tambiah (1984: 335) has spoken of the “objectification of
charisma” in such things as “talismans, amulets, charms, regalia [and]
palladia,” and he goes on to describe some of the ways in which this is
achieved. Similarly, Kevin Trainor (1997: 145) has spoken of “strategies
of authoritative presence” evident in various relic traditions. In what fol-
lows, I would like to do much the same thing in terms of the relics exam-
ined in chapter 6. In addition to the affirmation of their predestined
status, there seem to have been three ways in which the objectification of
charisma in these relics could take place.

First, there was the affirmation of the importance of lineage, evident in
the case of the bodhi tree, which, by virtue of its organic nature and re-
productive capacity, made possible the passing on of the relic from gen-
eration to generation and its spread all over the island. Thus, virtually
every important bodhi tree in Sri Lanka was an ultimate offshoot or an
offspring of the tree in Anuradhapura (and so of the tree in Bodhgaya).
This I see as a metaphor for the common transmission of relics and other
things from master to disciple according to their lineages (parampara).
This method of legitimation characterizes most ordinary, generic buddha
relics held in Sri Lankan temples (see Gombrich (1971: 106). We saw a
similar example, in chapter 8, in the case of the robe and bowl that were
passed on within Chan circles. Another textual South Asian example may
be seen in the case of the Buddha’s forehead relic, which was mentioned
briefly in chapter 3, and that is the subject of a chronicle, the Dhatu-
vamsa. It was originally part of the share of relics in the possession of the
Mallas, but was appropriated by Mahakasyapa soon after the Buddha’s
parinirvana. The chronicle then traces its transmission through a succes-
sion of teachers both Indian and Sri Lankan. As Kevin Trainor (1997:
148, slightly modified) describes it: “The text records the names of seven
elders who carry the relic across north India, temporarily enshrining it in
the actual structures in which the Buddha resided—in Vaisali, Sravasti,
Sarnath, the Venuvana, and Kausambi. Each of these elders hands the
relic over to his successor, announcing the prediction of the relic’s ulti-
mate destiny. . . . The final Indian elder, Mahadeva, brings the relic to the
Rohana region [in Sri Lanka] where it is venerated by a lay-disciple
named Mahakala [and eventually passed on to King Kakavannatissa,
who has it enshrined in Seruvila].”

A second sign of charisma was the performance of miracles. This, we
have seen, was a feature exhibited by all the predestined relics examined
in chapter 6, and, in fact, the manifestation of such miracles was often a
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specification of the Buddha’s adhisthana about them. Such miracles not
only assert a relic’s extraordinary power and sacrality, but also can con-
nect it directly to the Buddha’s biography in the case of miracles that recall
those paradigmatically performed by the Buddha, such as the Twin Mir-
acle at Sravasti.

Finally, there was, in the case of the relics sealed into the Mahathupa
by Dutthagamani, what might be called an esoteric strategy of charisma
building, one in which the glories of the relics are kept hidden, known di-
rectly only to a few, and only secondarily to others. In these traditions,
the reliquary (i.e., the stupa) takes over the charismatic focus. Thus,
devotees are more inspired by the sight of the dome of the Mahathupa
than by relics inside, or by the magnificent spire of the Shwe Dagon than
by the knowledge that it encases some hair relics.

Relics as Performative Objects

In chapter 7, I dealt with the “further further” spread of relics by focus-
ing on the unpredicted movements of tooth relics. Although there are
many themes that emerged in the course of this consideration, one of the
most prominent is perhaps what could be called the tradition of relics as
“performative objects.” Like performative utterances, performative ob-
jects “do” things by virtue of their very nature, in the right ritual / cul-
tural / emotional / religious environment. In the case of the Kalingan / Sri
Lankan tooth, we saw how it variously legitimated kingship, following
the ruler wherever he went; it guaranteed law and order; it inspired
troops; it justified war; it promoted peace; it furthered fertility by making
it rain; it unified the nation; it satisfied the desires and needs of individu-
als and collectivities; it reasserted social structures and hierarchies; it at-
tracted pilgrims from at home and abroad; it made merit for individual
devotees; it received visits from other tooth relics. In these and other var-
ious actions, as we have seen, it continued to be treated as a monk, but
also could be identified with kingship and divinity. Similar lists of things
done by relics could be drawn up for other traditions throughout Asia. In
some of these actions, relics are merely doing the things that the Buddha
has done. They are thereby repeating actions that marked the life of the
Buddha, but in some cases, they are taking off on their own, so to speak,
extending the biography of the Blessed One by doing new things.
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The Dialectic of Continuity and Discontinuity

Finally, in chapter 8, which dealt with eschatology, we came to the end of
the Buddha’s biography and the end of his relics. We saw the different
ways in which the bowl and the robe marked (or rather will mark) the
transition from one buddha to another, in particular from Sakyamuni to
Maitreya. This is an important issue because, as I have stated elsewhere,
“Buddhists today can . . . best be thought of as living devotionally in be-
tween two buddhas, trying to recollect, on the one hand, the glories of
Sakyamuni, and looking forward, on the other hand, to the coming of
Maitreya” (Strong 2002: 41). These eschatological relics help them do
both of these things.

At the same time, taken together, the traditions about these relics help
engender reflection on the dialectic of continuity and discontinuity. As we
have seen, the Theravadin myth of the future parinirvana and disappear-
ance of the relics unambiguously asserts the final ending of Sakyamuni’s
biography. And yet, another version of the story, in the Nandimi-
travadana, though perhaps also shutting the door, nonetheless leaves it
unlocked. In the final analysis, then, stories about relics of the Buddha
help us to think not only about the life but also about the death of the
Blessed One, and about the processual reality that he described and
which his life and death reflected. Almost by nature, relics toy with the
opposition between “gone” and “not gone.” On the one hand, they are,
themselves, living entities: they can grow, they can emit rays of light, they
can fly up into the air and perform miracles, they can take on the shape
of the Blessed One, they can respond to the faith of devotees, they can do
all the things the Buddha could do, and then some. They not only express
his life story but extend it and the scope of his activities. On the other
hand, they are also reminders of impermanence, of the death of the Bud-
dha, of the end and destruction of his body, of the fact that it was split up
into grains the size of mustard seeds and spread throughout the world, or
buried beneath huge stupas, sealed into chambers, never to be opened
again . . . until, of course, the end of the Buddha age, when Sakyamuni’s
relics will reemerge and all come alive once more. Only to “die” and dis-
appear again. Only to make way for the next buddha and his relics. Put
all together, then, the sides of this dialectical paradox make relics the
powerful embodiment of the process of arising and cessation that char-
acterizes all buddhas and all things.
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Ch’ŏn Hye-Bong. 1972. “Dharani-Sutra of the Early Koryŏ.” Korea Journal
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ceipt of, 65–66; relic of, 67, 216–21,
226–28; transmission of, 218, 220, 227,
237

Rohana, 81, 160, 237
Roman robots, 132–36
Rome, 133, 179
rsis, 40
rukkhadevata, 84
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Śibi, 53
Sihanouk, Norodom 206
Sikhin, 27
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Śiladitya, 183n
Silakala, 82
Simhala Dalada Vamsaya, 194n
Singuttara Hill, 43, 77–79
Sirimeghavanna, 194
Sirivaddhana, 198
Siva, 167
Skanda, 187
skullbone relic, xiii
smasana, 14

smasanika, 17
smile of the Buddha, 141–42
Smith, Robertson, 4
Snellgrove, David, 3, 52
snot relic, 72n
Sobhita (buddha), 45
Sobhita (monk), 83
Sokushikki, 187
Songyun, 53n
Sonuttara, 127, 167–69, 175, 186,
special dead, 172
sramana, 42
sravakas, 143
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