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Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets (1984), all published by the Cambridge University
Press.

For those interested in pursuing the study of Buddhism in a cross-cultural, thematic manner,
Frank E. Reynolds’s Guide to the Buddbist Religion (Boston, 1981), done with the assistance of
John Holt and John Strong, is a useful resource. It provides 350 pages of annotated bibliogra-
phy of English, French, and German materials (plus a preface and 65 pages of index) organized
in terms of eleven themes, including “Historical Development,” “Religious Thought,” “Author-
itative Texts,” “Popular Beliefs and Literature,” “Social, Political and Economic Aspects,” “The
Arts,” “Religious Practices and Rituals,” and “Soteriological Experience and Processes: Path and
Goal.”

2 THE BUDDHA

Frank E. ReyNOLDS and CHARLES HALUISEY

Etymologically, the Sanskrit/Pali word buddba means “one who has awakened”; in
the context of Indian religions it is used as an honorific title for an individual who
is enlightened. This metaphor indicates the change in consciousness that, according
to Buddhism, is always characteristic of enlightenment. It suggests the otherness and
splendor associated with those named by this epithet in various Buddhist traditions.
Buddba is also related etymologically to the Sanskrit/Pali term buddhbi, which signi-
fies “intelligence” and “understanding.” A person who has awakened can thus be
said to be “one who knows.”

Within the traditional Buddhist context buddba is an appellative term or title—
that is, a term or title that is inclusive in character. As with all titles of office (e.g,
king), the term buddba denotes not merely the individual incumbent but also a
larger conceptual framework. As an appellative, buddhba describes a person by plac-
ing him or her within a class, instead of isolating and analyzing individual attributes.
It emphasizes the paradigm that is exhibited, rather than distinctive qualities or char-
acteristics.

The designation buddba has had wide circulation among various religious tradi-
tions of India. It has been applied, for example, by Jains to their founder, Mahavira.
[See Mahavira.] The definition of the inclusive category has varied, however, and
buddba has been used to describe a broad spectrum of persons, from those who
are simply learned to those rare individuals who have had transforming and liber-
ating insight into the nature of reality. Buddhists have, in general, employed the term

“in this second, stronger sense.

Buddhists adopted the term buddba from the religious discourse of ancient India
and gave it a special imprint, just as they have done with much of their vocabulary.
It seems, however, that the early Buddhists may not have immediately applied the
term to the person—the historical Gautama—whom they recognized as the founder
of their community. In the accounts of the first two Buddhist councils (one held just
after Gautama’s death, the other several decades later) Gautama is spoken of as
bbagavan (“lord,” a common title of respect) and $a@str (“teacher”), not as buddba.
However, once the term buddha was adopted, it not only became the primary des-
ignation for Gautama but also assumed a central role within the basic structure of
Buddhist thought and practice.
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We will begin our discussion by focusing on the question of the historical Buddha
and what—if anything—we know about him and his ministry. This issue has not
been of particular importance for traditional Buddhists—at least not in the way that
it is formulated here. But it has been of major significance for modern scholars of
Buddhism, and it has become of great interest to many contemporary Buddhists and
others who have been influenced by modern Western notions of history.

We will then turn to the term buddba as it has been employed within the various
traditions that constitute classical Buddhism. As an appellative term utilized in clas-
sical Buddhist contexts, buddba has had three distinct, yet interwoven, levels of
meaning. It has referred, first of all, to what we will call “the Buddha”—otherwise
known as the Gautama Buddha or the Buddha Sakyamuni (“‘sage of the Sakyas™).
Most Buddhists recognize Gautama as the buddba of our own cosmic era and/or
cosmic space, and they honor him as the founder of the existing Buddhist commu-
nity. As a perfectly enlightened being, Gautama is understood to have perfected
various virtues (pdramitds) over the course of numerous lives. [See Paramitis.] These
prodigious efforts prepared Gautama to awake fully to the true nature of reality just
as other Buddhas had awakened before him. The preparation also gave him—as it
did other Buddhas—the inclination and ability to share with others what he had
discovered for himself. Following his Enlightenment, Gautama became a teacher
who “set in motion the wheel of Dharma” and oversaw the founding of the Buddhist
comunity of monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen.

The second level of meaning associated with buddba as an appellative term
has to do with “other Buddhas.” Many Buddhas of different times and places are
named in Buddhist literature. Moreover, anyone who attains release (moksa, nirvana)
from this world of recurring rebirths (samsdra) can be called—in some contexts at
least—a Buddha. Buddhas, then, are potentially as “innumerable as the sands
of the River Ganges.” But all Buddhas are not equal: they possess different capabili-
ties according to their aspirations and accomplishments. The enlightened insight
of some is greater than that of others. Some attain enlightenment only for them-
selves (e.g., pratyekabuddba), others for the benefit and welfare of many (e.g., sa-
myaksambuddba). Some accomplish their mission through their earthly careers,
others through the creation of celestial Buddha fields into which their devotees seek
rebirth.

Finally, the term buddba as an appellative has a third level of meaning that we
will designate as Buddhahood—a level that provides its widest conceptual context.
This level is constituted by the recognition that the Buddha and other Buddhas are,
in a very profound sense, identical with ultimate reality itself. Consequently, Buddh-
ists have given the more personal and active connotations associated with the Bud-
dha and other Buddhas to their characterizations of absolute reality as dbarma (sal-
vific truth), Sanyara (“emptiness”), tathata (“suchness™), and the like. At the same
time, the term Buddbabood has on occasion given a somewhat depersonalized cast
to the notions of the Buddha and other Buddhas. For example, early Buddhists, who
were closest to the historical Buddha, were reluctant to depict Gautama in anthro-
pomorphic forms and seem to have intentionally avoided biographical structures
and iconic imagery. They used impersonal and symbolic representation to express
their perception that the Buddha whose teachings they had preserved was fully ho-
mologous with reality itself. In some later traditions the pervading significance of
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this third level of meaning was expressed through the affirmation that the Buddha’s
impersonal and ineffable dbarmakaya (“dbarma body”) was the source and truth
of the other, more personalized manifestations of Buddhahood.

The Historical Buddha

The scholars who inaugurated the critical study of Buddhism in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries were deeply concerned with the question of the “his-
torical Buddha.” But their views on the subject differed radically. The field was
largely divided between a group of myth-oriented scholars, such as Emile Senart,
Heinrich Kern, and Ananda Coomaraswamy, and a group of more historically ori-
ented philologists, such as Hermann Oldenberg and T. W. and C. A F. Rhys Davids.
The myth-oriented interpreters placed emphasis on the study of Sanskrit sources
and on the importance of those elements in the sacred biography that pointed in
the direction of solar mythology; for these scholars, the historical Buddha was, at
most, a reformer who provided an occasion for historicizing a classic solar myth. In
contrast, the historically oriented philologists emphasized the texts written in Pali,
as well as those elements in these texts that they could use to create (or reconstruct,
in their view) an acceptable “historical” life of the Buddha. From the perspective of
these scholars, the mythic elements—and other supposedly irrational elements as
well—were later additions to a true historical memory, additions that brought about
the demise of the original Buddhism of the Buddha. Such pious frauds were to be
identified and discounted by critical scholarship.

More recently, scholars have recognized the inadequacy of the older mythic and
historical approaches. Most scholars working in the field at present are convinced of
the existence of the historical Gautama. The general consensus was well expressed
by the great Belgian Buddhologist Etienne Lamotte, who noted that “Buddhism
would remain inexplicable if one did not place at its beginning a strong personality
who was its founder” (Lamotte, 1958, p. 707). But at the same time scholars are
aware that the available tests provide little information about the details of Gautama’s
life.

The difficulties involved in saying anything significant about the historical Buddha
are illustrated by the lack of certainty concerning the dates of his birth and death.
Since different Buddhist traditions recognize different dates, and since external evi-
dence is slight and inconclusive, scholars have ventured diverging opinions.
~ Two chronologies found in Buddhist texts are important for any attempt to cal-

" culate the date of the historical Buddha. A “long chronology,” presented in the Sri

Lankan chronicles, the Dipavamsa and the Mabdvamsa, places the birth of the his-
torical Buddha 298 years before the coronation of King ASoka, his death 218 years
before that event. If we accept the date given in the chronicles for the coronation of
ASoka (326 Bcr), that would locate the Buddha’s birth date in 624 Bce and his death
in 544. These dates have been traditionally accepted in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia
and were the basis for the celebration of the 2500th anniversary of the Buddha's
death, or parinirvana, in 1956. However, most modern scholars who accept the long
chronology believe, on the basis of Greek evidence, that ASoka’s coronation took
place around 268 or 267 Bck and that the Buddha’s birth and death should therefore
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be dated circa 566 and circa 486, respectively. Tr(lfsec;ater dates are favored by the
iority of Buddhologists in Europe, America, an India. . .
mio“szort chronolo:y” is attested to by Indian sources and their Chinese and Ti-
betan translations. These sources place the birth of the Buddha 180 years before ttk:le
coronation of Asoka and his death 100 years before thgt event. If the Presuma 3;
reliable Greek testimony concerning Asoka’s coronation is ap_phec!, the blrth.dat}c; o
the Buddha is 448 and the date of his death, or parh.furvana, is 368. ’I_‘hlsls grt
chronology is accepted by many Japanelsle Bud;iélg)zloglsts and was spiritedly de-
rman scholar Heinz Bechert in .
fel:ljfl?oﬁghm;lgz seems to be litile chance of resolving the long chrgnology/short
chronology question in any kind of definitive manoet, we can say with S(t)lr]ne ;(:trk—l
tainty that the historical Buddha lived sometime durmg the period from e1 si
through the fourth centuries BCE. This was a time of rancal thought and specu alltlop,
as manifested in the pre-Socratic philosophical tradition and the mystery cults in
Greece, the prophets and prophetic schools of the l.\If:ar East, Co®c1us and Lao-,tzu
in China, the Upanisadic sages and the commumfles of ascetic wandgrgrs (smc-1
manas) in India, and the emergence of “founded” religions such as Jainism an
Buddhism. These intellectual and religious movements were fostered by 'the forma;—
tion of cosmopolitan empires, such as those associatefi w1th_ Alexapder in the He. -
lenistic world, with the Ch'in and Han dynasties in China, with Darius anq Cyrus 115
Persia, and with the Maurya dynasty in India. Urban cgnters were estabhshcled an
soon became the focal points around which a new kind of life was orgamzeq. A
significant number of people, cut off from the old -so.urces of order and meaning,
were open to different ways of expressing their rel.lg.lous con.cems and werg quite
ready to support those engaged in new forms of religious 'amd 'mtellectual en eav;r.
The historical Buddha responded to this kind of situation in gonheastern Ip. ia.
He was a renouncer and an ascetic, although the style of requncnauon and ascettllasrx(;
he practiced and recommended was, it seems, mild by Indian standar@s. He share
with other renunciants an ultimately somber view of the w.orlc’l and.lts ple:f\s%rezi
and he practiced and recommended a mode of religious hffe in VV.thh indivi 111{
participation in a specifically religious community was of primary 1mp(l).gancet. ! he'
experimented with the practices of renunciants—begging, wan‘dermg, celibacy, te >
niques of self-restraint (yoga), and the like—and he organized a COfnrm.xméy 11
which discipline played a central role. Judging from the r.novement he tﬁnsplre , ef
was not only an innovator but also a charismatic personalfty. Through e CO(lill'SC o
his ministry he gathered around him a group of wand.ermg mendicants and nuns,
as well as men and women who continued to live the life of householders.

Can we go beyond this very generalized portrait of the historical Buddha toward

a fuller biography? Lamotte has advised caution, observing m his Histotre that writing
the life of the historical Gautama is “a hopeless enterprise” (p. 16). There are, how-
ever, a few details that, though they do not add up to 2 biography, do S}Jggest that
there is a historical core to the later biographical traditions. Thesg details are pre-
sented in almost identical form in the literature of diverse Buddhist sghools, a rea-
sonable indication that they date from before the fo(;xrthlto third centuries BCE, when
i d separate traditions first began to develop.

m%irr)relgd(ffn :ha:se dé)tails are so specific and arbitrary or unexpected that it seems
unlikely that they were fabricated. These }nclude the details thi‘lt Qaut.a.ma was qf the
ksatriva caste, that he was born in the $ikya clan (a more distinguished pedigree

The Buddha 33

could have been created), that he was marrried and had a child, that he entered the
ascetic life without the permission of his father, that his first attempts to share the
insights that he had gained through his Enlightenment met with failure, that his
leadership of the community he had established was seriously challenged by his
more ascetically inclined cousin, and that he died in a remote place after eating a
tainted meal. But these details are so few and disconnected that our knowlege of
the historical Buddha remains shadowy and unsatisfying. In order to identify a-more
meaningful image of Gautama and his career we must turn to the Buddha who is
explicitly affirmed in the memory and practice of the Buddhist community.

The Buddha

The general history of religions strongly suggests that the death of a founder results
in the loss of a charismatic focus. This loss must be dealt with if the founded group
is to survive. In his classic article “Master and Disciple: Two Religio-Sociological
Studies,” Joachim Wach suggests that “the image” of the beloved founder could
produce a unity sufficient for the group to continue (Journal of Religion 42, 1962,
p. 5).

Each founded religion has developed original ways of preserving the image of
their master: Christians with the Gospels and later artistic expressions, Muslims with
badith and Mi‘r3j stories of Muhammad's journeys to heaven, and so on. Buddhists,
it seems, have addressed this crisis with the assumption—explicitly stated in the
words of a fifth-century ce Mahiyana text known as the Saprasatika-prajniapara-
mitg—1that “a Buddha is not easily made known by words” (Rome, 1923, p. 126).
This recognition has not proved to be a restraint but has instead inspired Buddhists
to preserve the image of Gautama through the creation and explication of epithets,
through a variety of “biographical” accounts, and through a tradition of visual rep-
resentation in monumental architecture and art. The image of the founder became,
in Joachim Wach’s phrase, “an objective center of crystalization” for a variety of
opinions concerning the nature and significance of his person.

The creative preservation of the image of the Buddha was closely related to evolv-
ing patterns of worship—including pilgrimage, contemplation, and ritual—in the
Buddhist community. This reminds us that the various ways of portraying the Bud-
dha are the result of innumerable personal efforts to discern him with immediacy,
as well as the product of the desire to preserve and share that image.

EPITHETS

Certainly one of the earliest and most ubiquitous forms in which Buddhists have
expressed and generated their image of Gautama Buddha was through the medium
of epithets. For example, in the Majjbima Nikaya (London, 1948, vol. 1, p. 386), a
householder named Upali, after becoming the Buddha’s follower, acclaims him with
one hundred epithets. The Sanskrit version of this text adds that Upili spoke these
epithets spontaneously, as an expression of his faith and respect. Over the centuries
the enumerations of these and other epithets focused on the extraordinary aspects
of the Buddha’s person, on his marvelous nature. In so doing they became a foun-

dation for Buddhist devotional literature, their enunciation a support of devotional
and contemplative practice.
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Countless epithets have been applied to the Buddha over the centu.ries, but bud-
dba itself has been a particular favorite for explanation. Even hearing the word
buddba can cause people to rejoice because, as the Theravada commentary ,On th'e
Samyutta Nikaya says, “It is very rare indeed to hear the worq buddba in this
wofld” (London, 1929, vol. 1, p. 312). The Patisambbidd, a late addition to thei .Tt}er-
avada canon, explored the significance of the word buddba by saying that "it is a
name derived from the final liberation of the Enlightened Ones, the Blessed One§,
together with the omniscient knowledge at the root of the Enlightenment T'ree; .thlS
name “buddha” is a designation based on realization” (The Patb of Purzﬁcqtzon,
translated by Nyanamoli, Colombo, 1964, p. 213). Sun Ch'o, a fourth-cenFqu Chinese
writer, explicated the buddba epithet in a rather different mode, rt?mmlscent of a
Taoist sage: * ‘Buddha’ means ‘one who embodies the Way'. . . . It is the one who
reacts to the stimuli (of the world) in all pervading accordance (with the need§ of
all beings); the one who abstains from activity and who is Yet universally active
(quoted in Erik ziircher’s The Buddbist Conquest of China, Leiden, 19.59, P 133)..

Particular epithets accentuate specific qualities of the Buddha that might otherwmej
remain unemphasized or ambiguous. Thus the epithet “teacher of gods an.d men
(satthar devamanussandm,) is used in the Mahbaniddesa, another late canonical text
in the Theravida tradition, to display the Buddha as one who helps others escape
from suffering. The techniques used—exploiting ordinary polysemy and puns and
deriving elaborate etymologies—are favorites of Buddhist commentators for €xpos-
ing the significance of an epithet.

He teaches by means of the bere and now, of the life to come, and of the ultimate
goal, according as befits the case, thus be is Teacher (satthar). . ’
“Teacher (satthar)”: the Blessed One is a caravan leader (satthar) since be brings
home caravans. Just as one who brings a caravan home gels caravans acros.s a
wilderness. . . gets them to reach a land of safety, so too the Blessed One is a
caravan leader, one who brings home the caravans; be gets them across. . . the
v o bty (Nyanamoli, p. 223)

Some of the epithets of the Buddha refer to his lineage anq narfle: foi example,
$akyamuni, “sage of the $akya tribe,” and his personal name, Slddhz?rtha, he w'hose
aims are fulfilled.” Some refer to religio-mythic paradigms with which he wgs 1(-ien-
tified: mabapurusa means “great cosmic person”; cakravartin refers to th.e univer-
sal monarch.” the possessor of the seven jewels of sovereignty who sets in motion
the wheel of righteous rule. Some—such as bbagavan”—co‘flvey a senfe of bepeﬁ-
cent lordship. Others—such as ratbagata (“thus come,” or thus gone’)——retain, at
least in retrospect, an aura of august ambiguity and mystery. o .

vVarious epithets define the Buddha as having attained perfection in all domains.
His wisdom is perfect, as are his physical form and manner. Iq sorx}fa cases thfe
epithets indicate that the Buddha is without equal, that he has attained “the sm-nmxt
of the world.” André Bareau concluded his study “The Superimmap Pf.ersonahty of
the Buddha and its Symbolism in the Mabaparinirvanasiira, which is largely an
examination of the epithets in this important text, by stating that through these epi-
thets the authors “began to conceive the transcendence of the Buddha. . . . Perfect
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in all points, superior through distance from all beings, unique, the Beatific
had evidently taken, in the thought of his followers, the place which the devo-
tees of the great religions attributed to the great God whom they adored” (Myths
and Symbols, edited by Charles H. Long and Joseph M. Kitagawa, Chicago, 1969,
pp. 19-20).

The epithets of the Buddha, in addition to having a central place in Buddhist
devotion, are featured in the buddbanusmrti meditation—the “recollection of the
Buddha.” This form of meditation, like all Buddhist meditational practices, had as its
aim the discipline and purification of the mind; but, in addition, it was a technique
of visualization, a way of recovering the image of the founder. [See Nien-fo.] This
practice of visualization by contemplation on the epithets is important in the Thera-
vada tradition, both monastic and lay, and it was also very popular in the Sarvastivada
communities in northwestern India and influential in various Mahdyana traditions in
China. It was instrumental in the development of the Mahayana notion of the “three
bodies” (trikaya) of the Buddha, particularly the second, or visualized, body that was
known as his sambbogakaya (“body of enjoyment”).

BIOGRAPHIES

Like the tradition of uttering and interpreting epithets that extolled the exalted na-
ture and virtues of the Buddha, the tradition of recounting biographical episodes is
an integral part of early Buddhism. Episodic fragments, preserved in the Pali and
Chinese versions of the early Buddhist literature, are embedded in sermons attrib-
uted to the Buddha himself and illustrate points of practice or doctrine. Such epi-
sodes are also used as narrative frames to provide a context indicating when and
where a particular discourse was taught. It appears certain that other episodic frag-
ments were recounted and generated at the four great pilgrimage centers of early
Buddhism—the sites that were identified as the locations of the Buddha’s birth, of
his Enlightenment, of the preaching of his first sermon, and of his death, or parinir-
vana. Some of the scattered narratives do seem to presuppose a developed bio-
graphical tradition, but others suggest a fluidity in the biographical structure. Thus,
a crucial problem that is posed for our understanding of the biographical process
in the Buddhist tradition is when and how a more or less fixed biography of the
Buddha actually took shape.

The most convincing argument for the very early development of a comprehen-
sive biography of the Buddha has been made by Erich Frauwallner (1956). Frau-

. wallner argues, on the basis of a brilliant text-critical analysis, that a no longer extant

biography of the Buddha, complete up to the conversion of the two great disciples,
$ariputra and Maudgalyayana, was written approximately one hundred years after
the Buddha's death and well prior to the reign of King Asoka. This biography, he
maintains, was composed as an introduction to the Skandbaka, a text of monastic
discipline (Vinaya) that was reportedly confirmed at the Second Buddhist Council
held at Vaisali. Appended to the Skandbaka, according to Frauwallner, was an ac-
count of the Buddha's death, or parinirvana, and of the first years of the fledgling
monastic community. Frauwallner contends that all subsequent Buddha biographies
have been derived from this basic ur-text. The fragmentary biographies found in the
extant Vinaya literature of the various Buddhist schools indicate a crumbling away
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of this original biography; later autonomous biographies are versions cut from the
original Vinaya context and subsequently elaborated.

A different argument has been made, also on the basis of close text-critical study,
by scholars such as Alfred Foucher, Etienne Lamotte, and André Bareau. They have
argued that there was a gradual development of biographical cycles, with only 2 later
synthesis of this material into a series of more complete biographies. According to
this thesis, the earliest stages of the development of the Buddha biography are the
fragments in the Sutra and Vinaya texts, which show no concern for chronology or
continuity. The Satra literature emphasizes stories of the Buddha’s previous births
(Garaka), episodes leading up to the Enlightenment, the Enlightenment itself, and an
account of his last journey, death, and funeral. André Bareau states that the biograph-
ical material in the Sttras was “composed for the most part of episodes taken from
separate traditions, from which the authors chose with complete freedom, guided
only by their desire to illustrate 2 particular point of doctrine” (Bareau, 1963, p.
364). The Vinaya texts, on the other hand, focus on the Buddha as teacher and
incorporate—in addition to accounts of the events associated with his Enlighten-
ment—narratives that describe the early days of his ministry, including an account
of the conversion of his first disciples. The air of these Vinaya fragments seems to
be to confer authenticity on the monastic rules and practices set forth in the rest of
the text.

The oldest of the surviving autonomous biographies is the Mabavastu, an un-
wieldly anthology written in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit about the beginning of the
common era. Other more tightly constructed biographies were produced soon after
the Mabdvastu—notably, the Lalitavistara, which played an important role in various
Mahdyana traditions; the Abbiniskramana Sitra, which was especially popular in
China, where at least five Chinese works were, nominally at least, translations of it;
and the very famous and popular Buddbacarita, attributed to Aévaghosa. Much later,
between the fourth and fifth centuries, still another autonomous biography, known
as the Vinaya of the Millasarvastivadins, was given its final form. This voluminous
compendium of biographical traditions provided later Mahayana schools with a ma-
jor source for stories about the Buddha and his career.

These new autonomous biographies continued to incorporate stories that had
developed at the pilgrimage sites associated with the Buddha’s birth and grear ren-
unciation, his Enlightenment, and his first sermon. For example, in the Lalitavistara
an episode is recounted that is clearly related to a specific shrine at the Buddhist
pilgrimage site at Kapilavastu—namely, the story in which the Buddha'’s charioteer
Jeaves him and returns to the palace in Kapilavastu. What is more, these new auton-
omous biographies also continued to exhibit structural elements that had been char-
acteristic of the biographical segments of the older Vinaya literature. For example,
all of the early autonomous biographies (with the exception of the “completed”
Chinese and Tibetan versions of the Buddbacarita) follow the Vinaya tradition,
which ends the story at a point soon after the Buddha had begun his ministry.

These new autonomous biographies testify to three important changes that af-
fected the traditions of Buddha biography during the centuries immediately follow-
ing the death of King ASoka. The first is the inclusion of new biographical elements
drawn from non-Buddhist and even non-Indian sources. The autonomous biogra-
phies were the products of the cosmopolitan civilizations associated with the Sata-
vahana and Kushan (Kusina) empires, and therefore it is not surprising that new
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episodes were adapted from Greek and West Asian sources. Somewhat later, as the
autonomous Buddha biographies were introduced into other areas, changes were
introduced to accentuate the Buddha’s exemplification of new cultural values. Thus,
in a fourth-century Chinese “translation” of the Abbiniskramana, great emphasis was
placed on thfe Buddha’s exemplification of filial piety through the conversion of his
father, King Suddhodana.

The second important change exhibited by these new autonomous biographies
was the ubiquitous inclusion of stories about the Buddha’s previous lives (jataka) as
a device for explicating details of his final life as Gautama. This is particularly evident
in the Mabavastu and in certain versions of the Abbiniskramana Sttra, in which,
according to Lamotte, “the Jatakas become the prime mover of the narration: each
episode in the life of the Buddha is given as the result and reproduction of an event
from previous lives” (Lamotte, 1958, p. 725).

The third discernible change is the increasing placement of emphasis on the su-
perhuman and transcendent dimensions of the Buddha’s nature. Earlier narratives
refer to the Buddha’s fatigue and to his susceptibility to iliness, but in the autono-
mous biographies he is said to be above human frailties. There is a tendency to
‘emphasize the Buddha’s superhuman qualities, not only of mind, but also of body:
“It is true that the Buddhas bathe, but no dirt is found on them; their bodies are
radiant like golden amaranth. Their bathing is mere conformity with the world”
(Mabavastu, translated by J. J. Jones, London, 1949, vol. 1, p. 133). As a function of
this same emphasis on transcendence, the Buddha’s activities are increasingly por-
trayed in the modes of miracle and magic. With the emergence and development of
Mahdyana, new narratives began to appear that portrayed the Buddha preaching a
more exalted doctrine, sometimes on a mountain peak, sometimes in a celestial
realm, sometimes to his most receptive disciples, sometimes to a great assembly of
bodbisattvas (future Buddhas) and gods.

Whereas the Mahiyina accepted the early autonomous biographies and supple-
mented them with additional episodes of their own, the Theravada community dis-
played a continuing resistance to developments in the biographical tradition. For
almost nine centuries after the death of Gautama, the various elements of the Bud-
dha biography were kept separate in Theravada literature. But in the fifth century
cE, about half a millennium after the composition of the first autonomous biogra-
phies, the Theravadins began to create their own biographical genres. These brought
together and synthesized, in their own, more restrained style, many of the previously
fragmented narratives.

_.-Two types of Buddha biographies have had an important impact and role in the

later history of the Theravida tradition. The model for the classical type is the Ni-
danakatha, a text that serves as an introduction to the fifth-century Jataka Commen-
tary and thus continues the pattern of using biography to provide a narrative context
that authenticates the teaching. It traces the Buddha's career from the time of his
previous birth as Sumedha (when he made his original vow to become a Buddha)
to the year following Gautama’s Enlightenment, when he took up residence in the
Jetavana Monastery. Subsequent Theravada biographies, based on the Nidanakatha,
continued the narration through the rest of Gautama'’s ministry and beyond.

The second type of Theravada biography—the chronicle (vamsa) biography—il-
lustrates a distinctive Theravada understanding of the Buddha. From very early in
their history the Theravadins had distinguished between two bodies of the Buddha,
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his physical body (rapakaya) and his body of truth (dbarmakaya). After the Bud-
dha's death, or parinirvana, the rapakaya continued 10 be pres.ent to the cpmmu-
nity in his relics, and his dbarmakaya continued to be present in his te.achmgs.'cl:l
the fourth to fifth centuries CE the Theravadins began to cgmpgse bxograph}
chronicles that focused on these continuing legacies. These bﬁgm w1th previous lives
of the Buddha, then provide an abbreviated account of his ﬁpal life as Gauma.
They go on to narrate the history of the tradition by interweaving accounts. of kmgtg;
who maintain the physical legacy (in the form of relics, stupas, and Fhe like) wi
accounts of the monastic order, which maintains his dbarma 1egacy (in the form of
proper teaching and discipline). Examples of this type of biographlca.l ct'lromcle are
numerous, beginning with the Dipavamsa and Mabdavamsa arlxd continuing through
many other vamsa texts written in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. . s
Throughout the premodern history of Buddhism, all Qf tl}e major Buddhist
schools preserved biographies of the Buddha. And in.each situation, tl?ey Wer;33 CKO:
tinually reinterpreted in relation to contemporary- amt.udes and experler:jces.d L}[‘hlis
the modern period, a new genre of Buddha biographies has been .mtro ucedc.lh‘
new type of biography has been influenced by Western scholarship on Btllll 1s;n
- and by Western attempts to recover the historical Buddha, wl_lo had—fror'n. e rqulo -
ernist perspective—been hidden from view b'y the accretions of trachfg)n. Ythe:;,
largely urbanized elites throughout the Buddhist world have sought to ’erlrilf .
ogize” the Buddha biography, deleting miraculous elements of the B.uddl?a‘s t:h an 1
replacing them with an image of the founder as a teach.er ofa ranonahsnc.e c;ca
system or a “scientific” system of meditation or as 2 socngl reformer commlttcii dttlo
the cause of democracy, socialism, or egalitarianism. This new ger}re of I;;J X a
biography has appeared in many Buddhist contexts and has r.nade.a'n'lmpact at has
cut across all the traditional lines of geographical and sectarian division.

VISUAL REPRESENTATIONS .
The images of the founder that Buddhists have generated ancl. expregsed v1suall.y are
more enigmatic than the images presented in epithets and biographies. The hlstortyl
of Buddhist monumental architecture, art, and sculpturg do”es not neatly fit suc
accustomed categories as “mythologization” or “divinization. .Furmermore,‘mehz:sl-
sociation of various kinds of visual representation with veneration anFl worshlpdzz1h al-
lenges many stereotypes about the secondary place of cult activity in t1.1e Bu -1st
wradition. The situation is further complicated by the fact that t.he ﬁfncuon.and sig-
nificance of visual representations of the Buddha are only explained in relatively late
Buddhist literature, after both doctrine and practice had become extremely complex.
The most important of the very early visual representations of the. Buddhg was th::i
burial mound, or stupa (Skt, stapa). The interment of r.he.remams of k'mgs an
heroes in burial mounds was a well-established practice in pre—Bqubxst India.
Buddhists and Jains adopted these mounds as models for their fxrst r<3-11g19u§ mon-
uments and honored them with wraditional practices. In the Pali Mabap.ann'tbbana
Suttanta and its parallels in Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Chinese, the Buddha gives msftruc-
tions that his funeral rites should be performed in the m'anner customary for a
“universal monarch” (cakravartin), an epithet that was appheq to tpe Buddha. [See
Cakravartin.] After his cremation his bones were to be deposited in 2 golden urn
and placed in a mound built at the crossing of four main roads. Offerings of flowers
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and garlands, banners, incense, and music characterized both the funeral rites them-
selves and the continuing worship at a stupa.

As Buddhism developed, the stupa continued to serve as a central visual represen-
tation of the founder. Seeing a stupa called to memory the greatness of the Buddha
and—for some at least—became equivalent to actually seeing the Buddha when he
was alive. Since the Buddha’s physical remains could be divided, replicated, and
distributed, new stupas containing relics could be constructed. They became a focal
point for worship wherever Buddhism spread, first within India and then beyond.
What is more, the stupa had symbolic connotations that exerted a significant influ-
ence on the way in which the Buddha was perceived. For example, stupas had a
locative significance through which the Buddha was associated with specific territo-
rial units. They also came increasingly to represent a cosmology and cosmography
ordered by Buddhist principles, thus symbolically embodying the notion of the Bud-
dha as a cosmic person.

The later literature explains that a stupa is worthy of worship and reverence not
only because it contains a relic or relics but also because its form symbolizes the
enlightened state of a Buddha, or Buddhahood itself. In some texts the stupa is
described as the dbarmakaya, or transcendent body, of the Buddha, and each of its
layers and components is correlated with a set of spiritual qualities cultivated to
perfection by a Buddha. Such symbolic correlations made evident what, in some
circles at least, had been long accepted, namely, the notion that the stupa represents
the Buddha’s spiritual, as well as his physical, legacy.

The beginnings of Buddhist art are found on post-ASokan stupas, such as those
found at Bharhut, Safici, and Amaravati. These great stupas and their gates are dec-
orated with narrative reliefs of events from the Buddha’s life and with scenes of
gods and men “rendering homage to the Lord.” The Buddha is always depicted
symbolically in these reliefs, with emblems appropriate to the story. For example, in
friezes depicting scenes associated with his birth he is often represented by a foot-
print with the characteristic marks of the mabdpurusa (the cosmic man destined to
be either a cakravartin or a Buddha). In scenes associated with his Enlightenment
he is often represented by the Bodhi Tree under which he attained Enlightenment,
or the throne on which he was seated when that event occurred. When the subject
is the preaching of his first sermon he is often represented by an eight-spoked wheel
that is identified with the wheel of dbarma. When the subject is his death, or pari-
nirvana, the preferred symbol is, of course, the stupa. {See also Stupa Worship.]

The motivation for this aniconic imagery is not clear, especially since the friezes

~abound with other human figures. However, it is probable that abstract art was more

adaptable to contemplative uses that we have already seen emphasized in connec-
tion with the epithets of the Buddha and with the symbolic interpretation of the
stupa. It may also be that these aniconic images imply a conception of the Buddha
as a supramundane being similar to that of the docetic portrayals found in the au-
tonomous biographies that appear somewhat later. This suggests that at this time
Buddhism may have been richer in its concrete reality, in its practice, than in its
doctrine, as it took centuries for a doctrinal understanding of the significance of
these first representations to be formulated in the literature.

The stupa and other aniconic symbols embiematic of the Buddha have remained
an integral component of Buddhist life in all Buddhist areas and eras. Toward the
end of the first century BCE, however, another form of visual representation began
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to appear, namely, the anthropomorphic image that subsequently assumed para-
mount importance in all Buddhist countries and sects. The first of these images are
contemporary with the autonomous biographies of the Buddha, and like these texts,
they appropriate previously non-Buddhist and non-Indian motifs to express Buddhist
conceptions and experiences. At Mathura, in North-Central India, where the first
statues seem to have originated, sculptors employed a style and iconography asso-
ciated with yaksas, the popular life-cult deities of ancient India, to create bulky and
powerful figures of the Buddha. At Gandhara in northwestern India, another major
center of early Buddhist image-making, the artists sculpted the Buddha images quite
differently, appropriating Hellenistic conventions introduced into Asia by the Greeks,
who ruled the area in the centuries following the invasions of Alexander the Great.

A great many styles have developed for the Buddha image; and just as at Mathura
and Gandhira, local conventions have been fully exploited. There has been a conti-
nuity, however, to all these creations: the Buddha image has consistently served a
dual function as both an object of worship and a support for contemplation. It seems
clear that the basic form of the image was shaped by conceptions of the Buddha as
lokottara (supramundane), mabapurusa, cakravartin, omniscient, and so on, and
standardized iconography was used to convey these various dimensions. The
sculpted (and later painted) image was both an expression of, and an aid for, the
visualization of the master and the realization of his presence.

If aniconic symbols lend themselves especially well to contemplative uses, anthro-
pomorphic images seem more appropriate to emotion and prayer, as well as to
worship as such. In fact, the patterns of veneration and worship that developed in
connection with Buddha images show a strong continuity with the ancient devo-
tional and petitionary practices associated with the yaksas and other folk deities.
Throughout Buddhist history the veneration and worship of Buddha images have
involved sensuous offerings of flowers, incense, music, food, and drink, and have
often been closely tied to very immediate worldly concerns.

Later Buddhist literature explains that the Buddha image is worthy of honor and
worship because it is a likeness of the Buddha. Popular practice often ascribes a
living presence to the state, whether by placing a relic within it or by a ritual of
consecration that infuses it with “life.” Thus the image of the Buddha, like the stupa,
is both a reminder that can inspire and guide and a locus of power. [See also Icon-
ography, article on Buddhist Iconography.]

Other Buddhas

The representations of the Buddha in epithet, biography, and image have been
shared in their main outlines by the great majority of Buddhist schools. However,
the recognition of other Buddhas, the roles other Buddhas have played, and the
evaluation of their significance (and hence the role and significance of Gautama
himself) have varied greatly from one tradition to another.

BUDDHAS OF THE PAST AND FUTURE

Quite early, Gautama is perceived as one of several Buddhas in a series that began
in the distant past. In the early canonical literature, the series of previous Buddhas
sometimes appears as a practically anonymous group, deriving probably from the

The Buddha 41

.recognition that Gautama could not have been alone in achieving enlightenm I
is Ihl..lS not surprising that in texts such as the Samyutta Nikdya the interest inetrkllte.sé
S::{v:;:sﬁ]?:fi@h?s fg;luses on thﬁr thoughts at the time of enlightenment, thoughts
. ical with those attributed to Gautama when he achieved the same ex-
The most important early text on previous Buddhas is the Mabdvadana Sutta
whxcl? refers to six Buddhas who had appeared prior to Gautama. This text im licitl’
contains the earliest coordinated biography of the Buddha, for it describes t}il)e ty
tern to W'thh the lives of all Buddhas conform. Thus, describing the life of a B dgilla;
n@ed 'V1p3$yin, Gautama narrates that he was born into a royal family, that hue was
ralcsied in luxqry, that he was later confronted with the realities of sicimess aging
3n . death whllle visiting a park, and that he subsequently took up the life of a wan-,
ering .mendlcant. After Vipadyin realized the truth for himself, he established a
;)n[ﬁrel?sgsd(;rt?:sr and tal(.light lwhat he had discovered to others. In the narratives of the
, some detai ; i i i
et 2ol ot e Sam;ae:e\;?g, :;litty:n every instance they are said to have discov-
S There is clear ewc?ence. that Euddhas who were thought to have lived prior to
autama were worshiped in India at least from the time of A$oka through the period
of Buddhist decline. In the inscription, ASoka states that he had doubled the ls)iz f
the stupa associated with the Buddha Konakamana, who had lived earlier than C(:ag-
tama and was his‘immediate predecessor. During the first millennium of the com-
g;?; fraf, successive Chinese pilgrims recorded visits to Indian monuments dedi-
caed 1(33 | ormer Buddhas, many of them attributed to the pious construction activities
CanT:)l: ﬁuddhavarrates ?hmsla (Lineage of the Buddhf:lS), which is a late text within the Pali
c ma}; parrates the ives t;)f twenty-four previous Buddhas in almost identical terms.
e, o ef num_ er twenty-four was borrowed from Jainism, which has a
peage of r;tzr‘d(;;:ra tirthamkaras that culminates in the figure of the founder,
Gaumma.BUddha - d:ml??sa also embe.llished the idea of a connection between
e e ¢ lineage of previous Buddhas. It contains the story that later
came (o provide he tshtartmg point for the classic Theravada biography of Gautama—
e ély ich the future_Gautama Buddha, in his earlier birth as Sumedha
ets the previous Buddha Dipamkara and vows to undertake the great ions
necessary to attain Buddhahood for himself. s Frerton
r:sicordmg to conceptions that are closely interwoven with notions concerning
previous Buddhas, the appearance of a Buddha in this world is determined not ohly

o by-his own spiritual efforts but also by other circumstances. There can only be one

ZL;cci;i.ha in fa particul'ar world at a given time, and no Buddha can arise until the
mdou}g; o tht? previous Buddha have completely disappeared. There are also cos-
(kalpchhcec;ns}ideratloss‘ A Buddha is not born in the beginning of a cosmic aeon
_ uman beings are so well off and live so lon
\ . g that they do not fear
:((:)l:;gs]sa,e aﬁigfl; :11)]12 dcfia.th;. sEch people, like the gods and other superh}:lman beings
of insight into the pervasiveness of sufferi d the i :
ence of all things and therefore would n e ve 2 Buddha's mes.
ot be prepared to receive a Buddha’
sage. Furthermore, Buddhas are born only i i e aghly
. € y in the continent of Jambudvipa
eq;x;lvm§nt to India) and only to priestly (brabmana) or noble (ksamya)pfan(lriﬁlc}sgh v
The 1ldea of a chroixological series of previous Buddhas, which was promin'ent
primarily in the Hinayana traditions, accentuates the significance of Gautama by des-



42 Buddhism and Asian History

ignating him as the teacher for our age and by providing him with a spiritual lineag4e
that authenticates his message. This idea also provides a basis for hope because it
suggests that even if the force of Gautama’s person and message has begun to fade,
there remains the possibility that other Buddhas are yet to come. N

The belief in a future Buddha also originated in the Hinayana tradition _and has
played an important role in various Hinayana schools, including the Theravada. The
name of this next Buddha is Maitreya (“the friendly one”), and he seems to have
come into prominence in the period after the reign of King Asoka. (Technically, of
course, Maitreya is a bodbisattva—one who is on the path to Buddhahood——.rather
than a Buddha in the full sense. However, the degree to' which the atention of
Buddhists has been focused on the role that he will play when he becomes a de—
dha justifies consideration of him in the present context.) [See Maitreya and King-
ship, article on Kingship in Southeast Asia ]

According to the Maitreyan mythology that has been diffused through(,)ut.thfe en-
tire Buddhist world, the future Buddha, who was one of Gautama Buddha’s disciples,
now dwells in Tusita Heaven, awaiting the appropriate moment to be .reborn on
earth, where he will inaugurate an era of peace, prosperity, and salvauon._As the
Buddha of the future, Maitreya assumed many diverse roles. Among othfer. thmg:s.he
became an object of worship, a focus of aspiration, and a center of rehglojpohtlcal
interest both as a legitimator of royalty and as a rallying point for rebellion. [See
especially Millenarianism, article on Chinese Millenarian Movem.ents.] .

The wish to be reborn in the presence of Maitreya, whether in Tusita Heaven.or
when he is reborn among humans, has been a sustaining hope of many Bgddhlsts
in the past, and it persists among Theravadins even today. The contemplation ar}d
recitation of the name of Maitreya inspired devotional cults in northwest.em India,
Central Asia, and China, especially between the fourth and seventh centuries CE. But
in East Asia his devotional cult was superseded by that dedicated to Amitabha, a
Buddha now existing in another cosmic world.

CELESTIAL AND COSMIC BUDDHAS .
The recognition that there could be other Buddhas in other worlq systems described
in Buddhist cosmology builds on implications already present in the idea of .past
and future Buddhas. Like the first Buddhas of the past, the first Buddhas associated
with other worlds are largely anonymous, appearing in groups to celebrate. the
teaching of the Buddha Gautama. The many epithets of the Buddha were sometimes
pressed into service as personal names for individual Buddhas who needed to be
identified. .

The idea of Buddhas existing in other worlds comes to the fore in _the eflrly
Mahayana literature. It was first employed, as in the Saddbanrmpu@nka Sttra
(Lotus of the True Law), to authenticate new teachings, just as the tradition of former
Buddhas had done for the teachings of the early community. In the course of um'e,
some of these Buddhas came to be recognized individually as very powerful, their
worlds as indescribably splendid and blissful. They were Buddhas in superhuman
form, and their careers, which were dedicated to the saving of others, lasted for
aeons. Their influence was effective beyond their own worlds, and they 'could. pro-
vide assistance—through the infinite merit they had accumulated—rto the inhabitants
of other world systems, including our own. The traditions that have focused atten-
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tion on these Buddhas have inevitably deemphasized the importance of Gautama
Buddha by removing his singularity in human experience and by contrasting him
with more powerful Buddhas who could make their assistance and influence im-
mediately and directly available. [See also Pure and Impure Lands; Merit, article on
Buddhist Concepts; and Cosmology, article on Buddhist Cosmology.]

While the number of such coexisting celestial Buddhas is, in principle, infinite,
and a great number are named in Buddhist literature, distinct mythological, iconic,
and devotional traditions have only developed in a few cases. Amitibha (“boundless
light”) is one of the most important of the Buddhas who did become the focus of a
distinctive tradition. Originating in northwest India or Central Asia, his appeal sub-
sequently spread to China, Tibet, and Japan. Amitdbha rules over a paradise that
contains all the excellences of other Buddha lands. He offers universal accessibility
to this Pure Land (called Sukhavati), granting rebirth to those who practice the Bud-
dha’s determination to be reborn in it, and even to those who merely recite his
name or think of him briefly but with faith. In the Amitabha/Pure Land traditions,
which have had continuing success in China and Japan, we see a concentration on
patterns of contemplation, visualization, and recitation first developed in connection
with the epithets of the Buddha. [See Amitabha.}

Another celestial Buddha who came to hold a position of importance in the
Buddhist tradition is Bhaisajyaguru, the Master of Medicine. Bhaisajyaguru rules over
his own paradisiacal realm, which, in contrast to Amitdbha’s western paradise, is
traditionally located in the east. Unlike Amitabha, he does not assist human beings
in reaching final liberation, nor does he even offer rebirth in his land. Rather, the
repetition or rememberance of his name relieves various kinds of suffering, such as
sickness, hunger, and fear. The ritual worship of his statue brings all things that are
desired. In the cult dedicated to Bhaisajyaguru—popular in China and Japan, where
it was often influenced by Amitibha traditions—we see a magnification of the pat-
terns of worship that had originally coalesced around the stupa and the Buddha
image. [See Bhaisajyaguru.]

In other contexts, conceptions of integrated pantheons of Buddhas were devel-
oped and exerted widespread influence. For example, in the traditions of Esoteric
Buddhism a strong emphasis was placed on a primordial, central Buddha. He was
taken to be the essence or source of a set of Buddhas who were positioned in the
form of a cosmic mandala (“circle”) that was vividly depicted in iconography and
ritual, for example, in the tanka paintings of Tibet. In certain Indo-Tibetan traditions
the central Buddha was Vajradhara (“diamond holder”) or sometimes, when the
emphasis was more theistic, the Adi (“primordial”) Buddha. In other Indo-Tibetan

" traditions the central Buddha was Vairocana (“resplendent”), who also served as the

preeminent Buddha in the Esoteric (Shingon) tradition of Japan, where he was iden-
tified with the all-important solar deity in the indigenous pantheon of kami. [See
Mahavairocana.] In both cases—the one associated with Vajradhara and the Adi Bud-
dha and the one associated with Vairocana—the pantheon encompassed other Bud-
dhas (and sometimes their “families™), who were identified with subsidiary cosmic
positions. These included the east, a position often occupied by Aksobhya (“imper-
turbable™); the south, often occupied by Ratnasambhava (“jewel-born”); the west,
often occupied by Amitibha; and the north, often occupied by Amoghasiddhi (“in-
fallible success”). In both cases the pantheon had a macrocosmic reference to the
universe as a whole and a microcosmic reference in which the Buddhas of the



44 Buddhism and Asian History

pantheon were homoligized with the mystic physiology of the human body. [See
also Buddhism, Schools of, article on Esoteric Buddhism.]

LIVING BUDDHAS

In addition to the Buddha, pratyekabuddbas, previous Buddhas, the future Buddha,
celestial Buddhas, and cosmic Buddhas, still another kind of Buddha was recognized
by some Buddhists—what we shall call a “living Buddha.” Living Buddhas are per-
sons in this world who have, in one way or another, achieved the status of a fully
enlightened and compassionate being. In some cases these living Buddhas have at-
tained Buddhahood through various, usually Esoteric, forms of practice; in others
they are incarnations of a Buddha, ordinarily a celestial Buddha, already included in
the established pantheon. The presence of living Buddhas tends, of course, 1o di-
minish to a new degree the significance of Gautama Buddha (except in rare cases
where it is he who reappears). However, their presence also reiterates with new
force two characteristic Mahayana-Vajrayina emphases: that the message of the Bud-
dhas continues to be efficaciously available in the world and that the community
still has direct access to the kind of assistance that only a Buddha can provide.

Like the notions of previous Buddhas and the Buddhas of other worlds, the con-
cept of living Buddhas began to be elaborated in a context in which a new kind of
teaching and practice was being introduced. In this case the new teaching and prac-
tice was Esoteric in character and was focused on ritual activities that promised to
provide a “fast path” to Buddhahood. Thus the new kind of Buddha—the living
Buddha—was both a product of the new movement and a mode of authenticating
it. The analogy between the earlier development of the notion of celestial Buddhas
and the later development of the notion of living Buddhas can be carried further.
Just as only a few celestial Buddhas received their own individual mythology, icon-
ography, and devotional attention, so to0 a limited number of living Buddhas were
similarly singled out. It is not surprising that many of these especially recognized
and venerated living Buddhas were figures who initiated new strands of tradition by
introducing practices, revealing hidden texts, converting new peoples, and the like.
A classic example of a living Buddha in the Tibetan tradition is Padmasambhava, the
famous missionary from India who is credited with subduing the demons in Tibet,
converting the people to the Buddhist cause, and founding the Riin-ma-pa order.
[See the biography of Padmasambbava.] An example of the same type of figure in
Japan is Kukai, the founder of the Esoteric Shingon tradition, who has traditionally
been venerated both as master and as savior. [See the biography of Kitkat.)

The notion of living Buddhas as incarnations of celestial Buddhas also came to
the fore with the rise of Esoteric Buddhism. In this case there seems to have been
an especially close connection with Buddhist conceptions of kingship and rule. In
both the Hinayana and Mahayana contexts, the notion of the king as a bodbisattva,
or future Buddha, was ancient; in the case of the rather common royal identifications
with Maitreya, the distinction between the king as an incarnation of the celestial
bodbisattva and the king as a living Buddha had been very fluid. With the rise of the
Esoteric Buddhist traditions a further step was taken. Thus, after the Esoteric tradi-
tion had been firmly established in the Khmer (Cambodian) capital of Angkor, the
king came to be explicitly recognized and venerated as Bhaisajyaguru, Master of
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Medicine. Somewhat later in Tibet, the Panchen Lamas, who have traditionally had

both royal and monastic functions, were i i i
, were identified as successive incarnations of
Buddha Amitabha. of the

Buddhahood

The. epithets, biographies, and images of Sakyamuni and other Buddhas weigh the
d'nsqnctiveness of each Buddha against his inclusion within a series or assembly of
similar beings. However, as the appellative character of the term buddba su Zsts
at the level of Buddhahood each tradition has affirmed the ultimate identitygif ali
tt.lose they have recognized as Buddhas. Even the Theravidins, who have consistentl
glve.rn.pride of place to Gautama, have acknowledged this final level at which differ}-’
entiations are not relevant. The same is true for those movements that focus primary
?nenFlon on Amitdbha or Mahavairocana. The consensus of Buddhists in this respect
is \.701ced by the Milindapariba (The Questions of King Milinda), a Hinayina text
datmg' from the beginning of the common era: “There is no diétinction in form
morality, concentration, wisdom, freedom...among all the Buddhas because all Bud-,
dhas grg the same in respect to their nature” (London, 1880, p. 285).
Thl.S initial consensus concerning the ultimate identity of all Buddhas notwith-
standing, the actual delineation of Buddhahood has varied significantly from one
Buddhist tradition to another. This third level of meaning of the term buddba has
alx.vays been discussed in connection with questions concerning the nature and anal-
ysis of reality. Early Buddhists believed that a Buddha awoke to and displayed the
causal process (pratitya-samutpada, co-dependent origination) that perpetuates this
world, a}lowing himself and others to use those processes to end further rebirth
[See Pratitya-samutpada.] The early Mahayana, especially in the Prajfiaparamita litera:
turci, saw Buddhahood as awakening to the absence of self-nature in all things (Sin-
)fc_zta) a_nd proclaimed this absence as the ultimate reality (zathata). [See Sanyam and
.Sunyfm? and Tathata] Later Mahiyana schools, such as the Yogacirins, held a more
idealistic worldview; for them Buddhahood was the recovery of an o’riginally pure
and undefiled mind. The Hua-yen (Jpn., Kegon) school, an East Asian tradition based
gn the AvamMa Stira, posited the infinite mutual interaction of all things and
¢ :x;e;lo};})ed a striking conception of a universal, cosmic Buddha who is allpervasive
o ;oggg;;:);tsnjléttji}};:s(])d itself became an alternative way of describing reality.
. Between. the consensus about the identity of all Buddhas and the diversity of
mtelfpretauons, there are at least two different languages in which Buddhahoodtyhas
;rggngnally been conceivc.ad and described. The first is the identification of Buddha-
n d.m ter'ms of the special characteristics associated with a Buddha. The second is
e discussion of the Buddha bodies that make up Buddhahood. These two cluster
of cor'lcepts allow us to see patterns of continuity in the midst of the very diff "
ways in which Buddhahood has been understood. et
' ‘Buddhist scholasticism developed subtle catalogs of the unique powers and qual
ities of a Buddha, culminating in lists of avenika dbharmas (special characteris?izs).
These special characteristics vary in number from 6 to 140, depending on the texé
and context. What interests us here is not the multitude of qualities and powers that



I P

46 Buddhism and Asian History

are mentioned but, rather, the fact that these qualities and powers are often grouped
. under four major headings. These four headings are conduct and realization, which
apply to the attainment of Buddhahood, and wisdom and activity, which apply to the
expression of Buddhahood.

Throughout Buddhist history these four dimensions of Buddhahood have been
interpreted in different ways. For example, Hinayanists have tended to emphasize
motivated conduct as a means to the realization of Buddhahood, whereas Mahayan-
ists and Vajrayanists have tended to stress that Buddhahood (often in the form of
Buddha nature) is in important respects a necessary prerequisite for such conduct.
[See Buddhist Ethics.] Similarly, Hinayanists have often recognized a certain distance
between the attainment of wisdom and a commitment to compassionate activity,
whereas in the Mahdyana and Vajrayana traditions the stress has been placed on the
inseparable fusion of wisdom on the one hand and the expression of compassion
on the other. {See Prajid, Karuna, and Upaya.] These differences notwithstanding,
the four basic dimensions are present in virtually all Buddhist conceptions of Bud-
dhahood.

When we turn to the way Buddhahood has been expressed through the language
of Buddha bodies, we discern the same sort of continuity in the midst of difference.
In the early Buddhist literature (e.g., Digha Nikaya, vol. 3, p. 84) the Buddha is
described as having a body “born of dbarma,” that is, a dbarmakdya. In this early
period, and in the subsequent Theravada development, the notion that Gautama
possessed a dbarmakdya seems to have served primarily as a metaphor that affirmed
a continuity between the personal realizations that he had achieved and truth or
reality itself. In some later Hinayana traditions such as the Sarvastivada, and in the
Mahayana, the notion of dbarmakdaya took on a stronger meaning. It served as a
primary means through which an increasingly transcendent vision of Buddhahood
could subsume the inescapable fact of Gautama’s death. According to such texts as
the Saddbarmapundarika, the dbarmakdya is the true meaning of Buddhahood;
Buddhas such as Gautama who appear, teach, and die among human beings are
mere manifestations. In this early Mahayana context, however, the correlated notions
of Buddhahood and dbarmakdya are still conditioned by their close association with
philosophical conceptions such as sanyata (“emptiness”) and tatbatd (“suchness™).

The dbarmakaya is given a more ontological cast in other Mahayana and Vajra-
yana traditions. In these cases, dbarmakaya denotes a “ground” or “source” that is
the reality that gives rise 10 all other realities; this provides the basis for a new
understanding of the whole range of Buddha bodies. Buddhahood comes to be
explicated in terms of a theory of three bodies. The trikaya (“‘three bodies™) are the
dbarmakaya, the primal body that is the source of the other two; the emanated
sambbogakaya (‘enjoyment body™), a glorious body seen in visions in which Bud-
dhas of other worlds become manifest to devotees in this world; and the “magical”
and ephemeral nirmanakaya, the physical body in which Gautama, for example,
appeared among his disciples.

In some Mahiyina and Vajrayana CONIExts, this more ontological conception of
the Buddhahood and dbarmakdya was also connected with the important soteriol-
ogical notion of a Buddha nature, or tathagata-garbba (tathagata is an epithet for a
Buddha, garbba means “womb”), which is the source and cause of enlightenment
as well as its fruit. In these traditions, Buddha nature, or tathagata-garbba, is taken
to be the dbarmakaya covered with defilements. Enlightenment, and therefore Bud-
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Sﬁ?:lood, isl the recovery of this pure, original state of being that is identical with
ate reality itself. In other Mahayana and Vajrayana contexts, even the dichotomy

between purity and defilement is tr;
e is transcended at the level of Buddhahood. [See Tath-

Conclusion

Uliglhtkée t}clourse of our discussion of buddba as an appellative term we have distin-
(g)thereB " ;Ee basic le\"els of meaning—those associated with Gautama Buddha, with
other B ; us;;sé ;nacsi Zvllth Bu:dlt(ljaltﬁ)od as such. However, it is important to nou’e that

ways he e three levels of meani 1 i
the result that each level has had a inuing i o e here e
hat ea continuing influence on the others. Th

though a.dlstlnctlor% between the different denotations of buddba is helpful ';(S;r Dt
poIsesfof interpretation and understanding, it cannot be drawn too sharply -
accgr (;(;,[é tz)esseo It:rele (Ijl}eantirxllgs represent three different modes of reference that

e Indian theories of denotation, are co: ,
word cow, for example, refers to indivi ‘ e e e, The

) , idual cows (“a cow™), th i
and the quality of “cowness” commo e ol
n to all cows. There i
x ¢ are obvious parallels t
thf nﬁssfsb(;fdbdhuddbaa in .tel:mmlglf)t be t}}llelpful for those unfamiliar with such It)heories tg
s of set theory: individual Buddhas
of the set of Buddhahood. Just as m i ot ooy o
. athematical sets exist with
dhahood exists, accordin i von when e oo B
, g to the affirm i it i
oo by oot g o ation of Buddhists, even when it is not em-
Bu[gg};; Surtber disctf&sz'on of the nature of Buddbas and Buddbahood see Celestial
as and Bodhisattvas and Tathagata. The religious career culminating in Bud-

dbabood is treated in Bodhisattva Path. ‘Enlj ” is di
Philosophy @nd Nirvina | ath. “Enlightenment” is discussed in Buddhist
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